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“AUNT LEXI? WHAT DOES divorce mean?”

The question catches me off guard, but when I spot the mischievous grin on my husband’s face, I know what’s up. Lexi, however, clearly does not.

My sister’s eyes widen like saucers as she glances from my daughter, Ava, to me. I bite the inside of my lip as not to give anything away. Six-year-olds. They hear everything and have no qualms about repeating them, especially at the most inopportune times. Precisely at the most inappropriate moments in time, in fact. It’s like a little kid specialty. They have no filter, nor do they understand the concept of not the time, definitely not the place.

Case in point: Asking about divorce while my sister is in between contractions, sweating, and panting profusely all while shooting daggers at her baby daddy-to-be, who’s grimacing every time she grasps his hand. Poor guy.

And now, poor Lexi.

She’s not exactly in the right frame of mind to give her niece a lesson on the sad state of marital affairs in our society. To say she was taken by surprise would be an understatement of epic proportions. I’m not sure why though. The things that come out of my daughter’s mouth shouldn’t surprise anyone, especially Lexi, considering that Ava interrupted her rehearsal dinner to ask if Jace and Lexi were going to spend the night making babies. We can all thank Jeremy and his booming voice for that one. She also mimicked his waggling eyebrows and held her hands on her hips while waiting for an answer, and those actions came from both of us.

Or the time, right after Dad had finished up the Christmas blessing, she asked where Pound Town was and then lamented the fact that Daddy only takes Mommy there.

Again, thank my husband. Apparently, he wasn’t as quiet as he thought when he was “whispering” against my neck, so lovingly telling me what he wanted to do to me that night. Or, well, where he wanted to take me.

I’m still not sure if my parents have recovered from that one. Still, the memory of Jace nearly choking on his wine, Lexi slapping his back, and Jeremy beaming like the proudest husband ever always brings a grin to my face. I’m sure I’ll regret it one day, but for now, I can’t help but enjoy the craziness that always ensues whenever my husband and my daughter are involved.

Lexi scowls at me before turning to Ava and patting the bed beside her. My little girl climbs up without hesitation and gives her aunt her big, brown doe eyes. I want to laugh at her feigned innocence, because everyone who’s ever spent any amount of time with Ava Banks knows that innocence isn’t in her genetic makeup.

I study Jace, my sister’s sweet husband, and grin. He looks relieved that he’s getting a break from his wife’s contractions. Still, he’s smiling from ear to ear, more than ready to be a proud papa. My heart swells for the two of them. It’s taken them so long to get to this place, and now that they’re here, neither of them could be happier. They deserve this. Every single bit of it.

“Where’d you hear that word, Ava?” Lexi asks through clenched teeth.

Jace pales at the idea of another contraction, and I have to bite my lip again to keep from laughing.

Karma, baby.

That’s what Jace gets for the hours of pleasure he’s gotten from making fun of Jeremy for having passed out in the delivery room. Hell, Jace wasn’t even there, but the story alone was enough to have him razzing my poor husband.

Ava releases a heavy sigh—one that’s much too dramatic for a six-year-old. Lexi glares at me, and I shrug. Hey, I told her I’d leave Ava with my in-laws, but she—unwisely, might I add—insisted on the whole family being here. Don’t worry. We’ll whisk Ava away before she sees anything too traumatizing.

Then again, considering she likes watching those hospital documentaries that fascinate Jeremy, I think she’d be more than okay seeing a live birth. He swears she’ll grow up to be a doctor, and he’s only cultivating her interest with those shows. I, on the other hand, am way too squeamish to sit through them, no matter how “awesome” Ava claims they are. Blood and gore? No, thank you. Even this girl has her limits, which is ironic because, in high school, Jeremy and I were the complete opposite. Ava definitely didn’t inherit my squeamish stomach. Lucky her.

Ava turns her head and peeks back to where Jeremy’s leaning against the wall. His arms are folded as he watches them intently, his face free of any expression. When Ava gives him a wicked grin and winks, his jaw twitches ever so slightly. Shaking my head, I bite my cheeks to not laugh. These two are awful.

Leaning forward, Ava answers Lexi in a hushed tone, her jaw set tight and her eyes widened with uncertainty. “I’m not supposed to tell,” she says, pausing to nibble on her lower lip. I swear a glimmer of tears shines in her eyes.

That’s it. Forget her being a doctor. I’m enrolling her in acting classes as soon as possible. After Jeremy and I go to Hell, of course. We’re probably terrible parents, but we’re us, and that’s all that matters. I wouldn’t change any of it for the world.

“Ava, honey, what’s wrong?” Lexi asks, sounding very much like the concerned aunt she usually is.

The little girl sitting next to her lets out a heavy, exasperated sigh. “I heard Mom and Dad talking about divorce. How it’s a bad, sad thing and no one wants to do it, but sometimes it’s inevitable. I don’t want it to be inevitable, Aunt Lexi,” she whispers, her lip quivering.

“Oh my God,” Lexi breathes out. Then her eyes widen as the words digest. She inhales sharply, choking and coughing at the same time.

“Ava,” Jeremy pipes up and pushes off the wall. “I don’t think this is the time or the place to discuss what you overheard me talking about with your mother. Plus, what have I told you about eavesdropping?” he chides, his tone cool. Then he tsks, shaking his head at her in mock disappointment.

I take a step forward, more than ready to put an end to their shenanigans for my baby sister’s sake. Before I can intervene, however, Lexi shushes him. Her eyes are focused on Ava, and her words are slow and methodical.

“What do you mean inevitable?”

Ava shrugs and plays with the blanket on the bed before returning her gaze to Lexi’s. “Mom said if Dad farts on her one more time, it’s Divorceville for him. He said for her to draw up the papers because it’s inevitable. No ifs, ands, or butts about it.”

Jeremy snickers, and Ava howls with laughter. The two do an air high five. I bite my lip and shake my head as Lexi goes from thinking Jeremy and I were on the verge of splitting up to now knowing we put Ava up to this. We’re assholes, but that’s the Banks family for you.

Still, I can’t completely blame Jeremy for this one. What Ava told Lexi is a true story. Even though I go from zero to sixty on the anger scale whenever Jeremy…leaves a less-than-stellar scent in my presence, he’s my husband and I love him. After two decades, lots of laughing, and plenty of crying, I’m used to pretty much everything. I may joke about it, but it’d take a hell of a lot more for divorce than a few smelly farts. Pretty much only death could ever part us, and even when that time comes, I’m kinda hopeful we’ll go out The Notebook style.

“Sierra Banks! You are such a jerk!” my sister shouts before flinging a pillow across the room. Then she curses when it falls a foot in front of me, missing her target.

See? I told you. We’re assholes. Or jerks, as Lexi said.

Jace’s laughter echoes in the room, but it ceases when she shoots him an angry glare. He holds his hands up in defense.

“Oh, come on, Alexa,” he teases, inclining his head towards her. “You couldn’t possibly believe those two would ever even consider the idea of divorce. They’ve been joined at the hip since they were kids. If Jeremy and Sierra Banks ceased to be, so would the rest of us. The world would stop spinning. The sun would never rise again. Life as we know it would never be the same.”

I roll my eyes as he waxes poetic, but my heart warms. He’s right. Jeremy and I have been a solid unit for more than half of my life. We’ve been friends for most of it. Hell, I barely remember a time when Jeremy wasn’t an important part of my world, and even though he’s a big ball of romantic cheesiness most of the time, Jace knows what he’s talking about. I don’t even want to think about a life without Jeremy.

Lexi huffs, and when I look up, a frustrated frown crosses her lips. Then she narrows her eyes at her husband. “I know that. You think I don’t know that? Considering I was there for every step of their friendship and subsequent relationship, I know nothing could break them up. They’re this fused entity that can’t ever be detached. Not even the Jaws of Life could separate them.” Her lips curve into a playful scowl. “Still, why the hell would you mess with a pregnant woman like that?! Not to mention I’m in between contractions and the last thing I need is getting my heart rate up. Or my blood pressure. My hormones aren’t exactly making me think like a rational human being. I need peace and zen. Not you guys messing with me.”

Now, I really do feel like a jerk. In my defense, I had no idea Jeremy and Ava were going to do that.

Jace gives a soft smile, leaning down and brushing his lips over Lexi’s forehead in a sweet kiss. “Peace and zen, babe? When have you ever gotten that from those two?”

Ava giggles, which causes Jace to give her a faux scowl.

“Those three, I mean,” he amends.

“Sorry, Aunt Lexi. I was only teasin’,” Ava says, scooting up to give my sister a kiss on the cheek.

Lexi’s frown fades, and she gives Ava a reassuring smile. “It’s okay, Ava. I should know to expect it from the crazy Banks clan,” she tells her.

Jeremy smiles wide like the proud papa he is. Then he crosses the room and places a strong arm around my waist, pulling me in close. His familiar scent permeates the air around us, causing butterflies to flap low in my belly. What was Lexi’s sentiment? We’re the very definition of fusion? She couldn’t be more right. I smile and lean my head against his shoulder.

“Sorry, Lex,” he tells her, grinning, which indicates he’s actually not all that sorry. Like any big brother, he loves teasing her. She should be used to it by now. “But it sure beats the other question she’s been dying to ask.”

She raises a curious eyebrow, folding her arms over her chest. “I highly doubt that,” she huffs indignantly.

Jeremy looks down at me and grins. I nod, knowing just what he’s thinking and wanting him to open that can of worms. Since Jace and Lexi are about to enter the joys of parenthood with a beautiful baby girl, we’ve decided to give them a head start.

“Do I even want to know?” Lexi asks, glancing at the three Banks family members in the room. “What’s the other—?”

“No!” Jace groans, placing a hand over her mouth. “Don’t ask, Alexa. I beg you. Do. Not. Ask.”

Her eyes widen with confusion, but it’s too late.

Ava squeals. “Does this mean I can finally ask now?!”

“Go ahead, sweetheart,” Jeremy says, nodding in her direction, which elicits another groan from Jace.

She claps her hands and grins eagerly at Jace and Lexi. Jace, knowing our daughter, has an uneasy expression on his tight drawn face, but Lexi’s eyes are wide with curiosity.

Until Ava blurts her question out.

“Where do babies come from?” she asks, pointing at Lexi’s extended belly.

“Oh, God,” Lexi moans as another wave of contractions rips through her.

A nurse comes in and checks her thoroughly.

Jace grimaces as Lexi grips his hand. “Is it time yet?” he asks, almost panicked.

The sympathy pains are evident on his face, and I wonder if he’s going to last longer than Jeremy did. My poor husband was instructed not to hold a leg, but he looked anyway. As soon as Ava’s little head pushed out of me, he hit the floor, out cold.

The nurse gives Jace a warm smile. “I know you’re eager, Dad, but she’s not quite dilated enough. Should be soon though. Just hang tight,” she chirps cheerfully before leaving the room.

“Easy for her to say. This is going to be the longest day of my life,” Lexi groans.

Ava grins wickedly and returns to her spot next to Lexi. “See? Plenty of time for stories!”

Jeremy and I high-five as Ava parks her cute little behind in the chair next to Lexi’s bed. She props her feet up and folds her arms behind her head like she’s settling in for the long haul.

“Hey, Ava,” Jace begins, his tone cautious. Something about it makes me nervous. “I know that you’re curious about where babies come from, but wouldn’t it be more exciting to find out where you came from?” he asks.

Lexi’s smile returns, and she nods enthusiastically.

Oh no. The jerk is trying to beat us at our own game! And I realize it’s working as Ava’s eyes widen with delight. Jeremy is shaking his head in quick, precise movements at our daughter, but it doesn’t deter her one bit. In fact, I’m pretty sure it encourages her even more. She bounces in her chair, nodding her head as an evil little grin comes to life on her face.

“Yes! Great idea, Uncle Jace,” she agrees, and I watch in horror as they high-five then look expectantly at both of us.

“It’s going to be a long-ass day, indeed,” my husband grumbles beside me.

I smile up at him as a fluttering in my belly takes hold. It was only a matter of time before we had to have this talk with Ava, so we might as well get it over with as we wait for all the action to happen.

Gazing up at Jeremy, I find it hard to believe we’ve been together for so long. Each year, we’ve become stronger and more devoted to each other.

Our love hasn’t been without its trials, but everything about our entire relationship has been relatively easy. No evil queens threatened to squelch our love (not even you, Mallory Buchanan!), nor were there any malevolent forces trying to keep us apart. It was actually quite the opposite. Everyone around us wanted to push us together, even though we couldn’t see what was right in front of us. Fortunately, we weren’t blind for too long.

Our love was—and still is—fun, carefree, and unconditional. And, most of all, it’s everlasting. Still, to a six-year-old, it probably won’t hold a candle to the finest Disney princesses. But it’s ours and in my book, it’s the greatest story ever told. Or, well, waiting to be told, in this case.

So I guess it’s about time we tell it.

And don’t worry about Ava. We’ll cut out all the juicy parts. Or cover her ears.

Jeremy’s grin reflects my own, and I know he is thinking the same thing. There is no way we can tell the entire story, down to the steamiest details, to Ava. But we can tell you.
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I’m not ashamed to say I’m the luckiest man alive.

I, Jeremy Jordan Banks, am the luckiest man alive.

See? No shame in my game.

As I watch my daughter and my wife tease my sister-in-law, I know it’s true. Of course, the goofy grin on Jace’s face lets me know he thinks the same about himself, and that’s okay. I won’t begrudge him for that. The truth is every man should believe he’s the luckiest. If he doesn’t…well, that’s just sad.

Still, I know I truly am.

The day Sierra Sullivan came running down the sand in her cartoon T-shirt and high ponytail was the day my whole life changed.

Sure, it’d only been eight years long, but hey—those were some good eight years. Little did I know that the next eight, the next eight, and the next eight would be even better. Don’t mind my math.

Anyways, it happened on a Thursday. That little tidbit may seem insignificant, but that’s the point. I remember every single detail with vivid clarity, as if it were yesterday. The summer when I was eight years old, I met the girl I was going to spend my life with. Did I know it at the time? Of course not. I was eight. I had no idea my life was about to change. It’s not like fireworks exploded or sparks flew the first time our fingers touched. We were just kids. But, even at such a young age, one look at the pretty, little blonde next door and I knew she was something special.

Don’t ask me how. I just did.

If I’d have known what was going to come our way, I’d have kissed her right then and there. But, like most young boys, I thought kisses were gross—until they weren’t. So I declared us the best of friends—until that was no longer enough. Until the thought of another day going by without her knowing how much I loved her was no longer an option.

You may think you know our story. And, in truth, you probably do. Boy meets girl. Boy chases girl. Boy and girl both like Michelangelo—the turtle, not the painter— and Michael Jordan and have a fear of sharks. Boy declares girl is his best friend. For years, boy and girl stay friends until girl grows boobs and boy grows…well, you know.

Boy loves girl. Boy nearly loses girl. Boy goes to the ends of the Earth—or, in our case, Ohio—to keep the girl. Boy marries girl, and they live happily ever after.

The end.

Sounds like a completely ordinary story, right? Well, that’s because it is.

But those little snippets are only the tip of the iceberg.

Sierra and I have had our share of laughs—more than the average couple, I presume. We’ve also had our share of tears. Surprising, right? To me, too. But the truth is, for all the light that’s shone on our relationship, there’s been dark. It hasn’t been plentiful—thank God—but just enough to where we weren’t sure we’d come out on the other side of the tunnel intact.

How did we?

Stick around and find out. I’m about to give you every gory, hysterical, down-and-dirty detail. Okay, so maybe not the dirty stuff.

Then again…

Why the hell not? That’s part of the fun, isn’t it? Knowing every single down-and-dirty detail? But don’t go getting any ideas about my wife. And no mental pictures, please. As much as I think every single male on the planet should be blessed to see Sierra Sullivan Banks completely nude, that body is for my eyes only.

As far as my own body goes?

She completely owns me. Sorry, ladies. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.

Ready for a blast to the past? Time to party like it’s 1999.

Actually, we’ll start a little bit earlier than that.

You already know the destination. Don’t you want to come along for the ride?
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IT WAS THE WEIRDEST thing I’d ever experienced in my short life. Of course, at eight years old, I hadn’t done much more than play outside and go to school. But, still, I couldn’t remember a time my stomach had ever felt that way. It was tight, but not quite achy. Unsettled, maybe, but not exactly sickened. What the heck was wrong with me? My face was warm, my mouth dry. I didn’t get it.

Why was I feeling this way, you ask?

Easy.

It was all because of a girl.

Sierra Sullivan. My new next-door neighbor and the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.

It was the last week of summer vacation before school began. My best friend, Chris, and I were skateboarding in our neighborhood when a big moving truck pulled onto the street. We stopped and watched as it turned into the driveway next to my house, where my friend Shawn had lived. His dad was in the Air Force, and he’d moved away to Nebraska or somewhere weird like that earlier that year. The house had been empty for a while.

“New neighbors?” Chris asked.

I shrugged. “Yeah. A big van showed up over the weekend, and there have been lights on in the house. I haven’t seen anyone though.”

“Cool,” he said, and that was that.

We spent the next few hours trying to do tricks—and mostly failing. When my twin sister, Jenna, came running down the street, we made our way to the gazebo on the private neighborhood beach, ready to cool off from the hot summer sun. Not that I got in the water, but the breeze was enough.

As we built a sand castle, Jenna told us about the new neighbors she’d seen. I didn’t really care when she said that two girls our age had moved in. I figured that just meant she had someone else to play Barbies with and now maybe she’d leave me and Chris alone. I was eight. Tea parties weren’t my thing. But, since there weren’t any other girls on the block, I found myself sitting around the table from time to time.

What could I say? I was a nice brother. And, for some reason, Chris never seemed to have a problem with it. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he had a crush on Jenna, but they fought more than we did, so I knew there was no way he liked her. He just put up with her like I did. Now, I was finding out, we wouldn’t have to since she’d have girls to play with.

“This is boring. Let’s go find some shells,” Chris said, and Jenna concurred.

I still needed to finish the moat around the castle, so I told them to go ahead without me. I lost myself in the details of my creation, having no idea how much time had ticked by or how long Chris and Jenna had left me there alone.

I heard her soft voice before I even realized she was there.

“Hi.”

Standing on the top step of the gazebo was a girl who looked to be my age. I’d never seen her before, and part of me secretly hoped right then and there that she was one of the new girls Jenna had told me about. I didn’t know why, but suddenly, I didn’t want her to be Jenna’s new best friend, or else I’d be spending a whole lot more time playing with those stupid dolls and drinking fake tea.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her, not even as a pink blush formed on her cheeks. Especially not then. She had pretty, blonde hair that was in a ponytail. Even though it was up, I could tell it was long by the way it hung in a straight line down her back. It swung around when she moved her head, and I wondered what it would look like down. I didn’t quite understand that thought, but I’d had it nonetheless.

Sparkling, blue eyes shone down on me. In the bright sunlight, her brown freckles highlighted her skin. On the side of her cheek was a pattern that looked just like my favorite constellation—the Little Dipper. Any time we camped in the backyard and I stared up at the sky, I wished I could touch the stars. Now that I was seeing them right there on her cheek, I wanted to connect those dots with my fingers. But, even as pretty as I thought she was, what I noticed most was the vibrant orange shirt she was wearing with my favorite character on it.

I couldn’t help the grin that formed on my face as I held my hand up. “I’m in the zone!” I told her with my best Michelangelo impression.

Her nose wrinkled before recognition crossed her face. Then she laughed and slipped her shoes off before coming down the steps and plopping in the sand beside me.

“Hi. I’m Sierra,” she said, sticking her hand out so we could shake.

I’d never heard that name before, so I let it run over in my mind.

Sierra.

It was beautiful—just like her.

“Jeremy,” I told her, lowering my voice an octave, trying to sound older than my eight years. It didn’t work, and my stomach did a funny flip-flop move when she giggled.

“Oh, really? I thought you were Michelangelo.”

An instant swell of relief washed over me. She hadn’t been laughing at me and my awful voice-changing abilities. And just like that, we fell into easy conversation about our favorite Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. What was it that Michelangelo had said about that pretty girl in the last movie?

“Oh man, she was hot.”

Suddenly, I realized hot meant pretty, and I could honestly say that Sierra was hot.

Not that I’d tell her that.

We chatted like we were old friends, and I was excited to learn that she was my new neighbor. Surprisingly, I wasn’t disappointed in the least that she wasn’t a boy. The fact that she seemed to like all the things I did was more than enough for me to want to be instant friends with her. Plus, she was much better to look at than Chris.

Eventually, her little sister, Lexi, showed up, and Chris and Jenna came back. I didn’t quite know why, but I was disappointed that we were no longer alone. I’d liked talking to Sierra on my own, and I wanted her all to myself. For some reason, I didn’t want to share. Since I had a twin, I was pretty good at the whole sharing-is-caring thing, and I never minded when Jenna tagged along with Chris and me. This time, sharing was the last thing I wanted to do. But, sadly, I had no choice as introductions were made. 

All too soon, Sierra said she and Lexi had to go home. Even though I could’ve played longer, I decided to call it a day and walk them home. Chris gave me a funny look, but I just shrugged and told him the sun had made me tired. He and Jenna snickered. They didn’t believe me, but I didn’t care.

When we got to the end of their driveway, Lexi waved and ran inside. Sierra lingered with me, smiling and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. The toe of her tennis shoe scuffed along the cement as we both stood there staring at each other, not saying a word.

Finally, she cleared her throat and broke the silence. “I didn’t want to move here,” she said.

I hated that she sounded sad. I hated it even more that she was admitting she hadn’t wanted to be here. I wanted to change that. I wanted to make her want to stay, to be happy she’d moved right next door.

“I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what other words to give her.

She shook her head at me, her smile widening. “Don’t be. Because of you, I’m not scared anymore.”

My eyes widened, and I had to clear my throat to mask my surprise. “You’re not? Why were you scared to begin with?”

She shrugged. “I was afraid I wouldn’t make any friends, but then I met you.” She paused for a moment before her eyes looked panicked. “I mean, if you want to be friends, that is. I know I’m a girl and everything, but I don’t even like Barbies. I’m what Mom calls a tomboy.” The declaration was proud, and I liked it, even if she was too pretty to be called anything with boy in the name.

I laughed and placed my hand on her shoulder to reassure her. “Don’t worry, Sierra. Even if you did like Barbies, we could still be friends. Since you don’t, that’s just a bonus.” Then I leaned in close and lowered my voice to a whisper. “And you know what that means?”

She shook her head. “What?”

“It means that not only can we be friends, but we can be best friends,” I told her, hoping Chris didn’t mind if I had another one.

Her smile returned. “Really?”

I nodded. For some reason, my palms got sweaty while I waited for her to answer. My heart was beating like I’d just run a mile or done some of the football drills Dad had been teaching me earlier that summer to get ready for the PeeWee league.

After what felt like an eternity, Sierra put me out of my waiting misery. “I’d like that, Jeremy.”

Without thinking, I spat on my palm and held it out to her. When I realized she probably thought it was gross, I cringed, but I went with it. “Spit-shake on it? To make it official?”

To my surprise, she spit into her own palm and held it out to me. Our hands connected and we shook three times. Then we held hands as our eyes met.

“Best friends?” she asked.

“Best friends,” I confirmed.

The moment broke when her mom called her inside. She gave me one last wave before she disappeared into her house, and even though I didn’t want to, I headed home with that funny feeling I couldn’t understand in my tummy.

“Where’s the fire?” Mom called as I scurried into the kitchen faster than usual.

My chest heaved as butterflies swirled in my stomach. I wrinkled my nose at the strange sensation. Boys didn’t get butterflies, did they? I shook my head—no, of course they didn’t. I must’ve been coming down with the flu or something. I didn’t feel right. What was happening to me?

“Mom!” I exclaimed, excitement taking over as I tried calming the fluttering pests that were attacking my insides.

She turned from the sink and dried her hands, giving me a warm smile.

“Guess what?”

She set the towel down and animatedly tapped her chin as she tried to think of a guess. I impatiently rocked back and forth on my heels. Women, I thought, echoing my dad’s jovial tease whenever my mom or sister did something he called “exasperating.”

“Hmm. Let me think. You spotted the shark that’s been swimming in the Sound close to the shore?” she asked.

As the blood drained from my face, my eyes widened. I’d just come from the gazebo at the end of our neighborhood that led to the Sound. “There’s a shark down there?!” I gasped, momentarily forgetting all about my new neighbors.

In all of my years—yep, all eight of them—I’d never seen a shark before. The thought of one being so close was frightening. Not that I’d admit that out loud though. I shuddered as I thought of the movie Jaws.

Mom had been pissed when she’d found out Dad let Jenna and me watch the scary shark movie when she’d been out of town. He’d claimed that it was to keep us alert in the water. Mom hadn’t bought it. But, in the end, Dad’s plan had worked, because I hadn’t stepped foot in the ocean in weeks. Jenna called me a scaredy-cat. “Better to be that than shark bait,” I’d said, but that didn’t mean she and Chris didn’t have a lot of fun teasing me about it. Whatever.

Mom laughed just as Dad walked into the kitchen, surveying the room. He wrapped his arm around her waist and leaned in close to give her a kiss on the lips. I wrinkled my nose, letting out the usual, “Eww!” which was followed by fake puking sounds. I always thought it was gross when my parents did that lovey-dovey stuff, but the truth was I kinda found it cool at the same time. A lot of kids at my school had parents who weren’t married anymore, and knowing that my mom and dad were still together made me happy. We were still a happy family. When I grew up, I hoped I could be happy like they were. But, for now, I was content pretending it was gross. Because it’d be a long darn time before I ever liked a girl that way.

At least, that’s what I’d thought before that day.

Dad laughed and gave Mom another smacking kiss. When he pulled back, he leaned across the counter and ruffled my already-mussed hair. “I could hear you all the way from the garage. What’s with all the excitement?” he asked as he loosened his tie and rolled his sleeves up before taking a dish from Mom and drying it.

They were both still watching me curiously while they worked in perfect unison. When I didn’t answer, Mom raised an eyebrow and looked at Dad.

“I have no idea, Jay. Jeremy was out playing then running in like a bat out of Hell.”

Dad’s smile grew as both of my parents watched me expectantly, waiting for me. But, before I could answer, Jenna came strolling in. Her grin reminded me of the Cheshire cat, that creepy purple one from Alice in Wonderland. She was about to rat me out, and I wasn’t quite quick enough to stop her.

“Jeremy and Sierra sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I—”

I slapped my hand over her mouth. She giggled then bit me so I’d let go. Freaking bit me!

I’m not even ashamed to admit that a girly yelp escaped my lips as I pulled my hand away and shook it to try to stop the pain from her stupid teeth. “Dammit, Jenna!” I complained then muttered another bad word under my breath. Wincing, I side-eyed Mom and Dad, who looked all too amused. “Sorry,” I told them, already knowing they’d take a percentage off my weekly allowance for that one.

I didn’t get it. It was just a word. What made it so much worse than any other one? Why was dang better than damn? Shoot better than shit? Or the F word that really riled Mom up? Why was that so much worse than freak? At the time, I thought grown-ups had just made it all up to punish us kids. Stupid rules.

“Sierra?” Mom asked, sounding all too interested.

I groaned when my sister nodded with enthusiasm. Mom’s interest had clearly been piqued.

“Yep. She’s—” Her voice was muffled as I slapped my hand over her mouth again, chancing another bite while I tried to shut her up. Sisters could be so annoying.

“Shut up, Jenna,” I pleaded through clenched teeth.

“Jeremy, let go of your sister. Jenna, let your brother tell us himself,” Mom said, her voice soft and soothing.

I dropped my hand as ordered even though I didn’t want to. Jenna opened her mouth to pipe up again, but my mom gave her an index finger, warning her to keep her trap shut. Thank goodness.

I ran a hand through my hair. “You know the new family that moved in next door? They have two daughters. One is our age, and she’s going to be in my class!”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really?” she asked.

I nodded, humming my answer. “Mmm hmm! And I’m the first friend she’s made in Navarre! She’s cool, too. She was wearing a Michelangelo shirt and everything. He’s her favorite, just like mine! Isn’t that so rad?”

“Wow,” Mom responded, smiling. “It is, indeed, rad. Sounds like you’re going to be good friends.”

My cheeks warmed up at the memory of us being best friends, but I wasn’t going tell Mom that. After all, she was going to be my first girl friend, and Mom was already amused by it. Instead, I changed the subject. Well, at least a little bit.

“Hey, Mom?” I asked.

She twisted to look at me. “Yeah, Jer?”

“What’s an R.O.U.S.?” I asked, frowning at the memory.

Before she could answer, Dad barked his laughter.

“Where’d that come from, Jer?” he asked, his eyes shining with amusement.

My brow wrinkled, and I frowned when Jenna giggled from the other side of the kitchen. “We were playing near the gazebo and Chris started chasing her little sister. Her name’s Lexi, by the way. Anyways, Sierra took one look at him and called him an R.O.U.S. before shoving him down into the sand.” I smiled at the way she had stood over him and told him to leave her sister alone. She was protective, and even though Chris had been joking around, it was nice to see she could stand up to the boys.

“It’s from a movie, Jeremy. It means rodents of unusual size,” Mom informed me, chuckling. “It’s called The Princess Bride. Maybe we’ll have to invite this Miss Sierra over for a movie night. In fact, why don’t we go over after dinner and introduce ourselves? I’ve been meaning to do that anyway.”

“Can we?” I asked, a little too excited at the thought even though I’d just seen her a few minutes ago.

“Well, Lydia,” Dad said, grinning. “It seems our boy here is smitten with the girl next door.” He gave me a wink.

My cheeks turned red with a hint of warmth. “Eww, no. She’s a girl, Dad. I’m not smitten,” I protested, practically choking on the word. I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, but the last thing I wanted was my dad thinking I had a crush on the new girl next door. Jenna would go blabbing as soon as she could. Big mouth. “That’s the cool thing. Sierra isn’t girly or anything like that. She didn’t mind playing in the mud or the sand, and when we said we were going to play kickball tomorrow, she got excited. We’re just friends.”

What I didn’t tell my parents was that Sierra was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. Or that her big, blue eyes were the color of the sky over the ocean. Her smile was as white as the sand, and so friendly, too. Something about it warmed me right up, so much more than the sun ever had.

“Just friends?” Dad teased with an eyebrow raised and a half-cocked smile.

“Yep. And I think she’s going to be my new best friend.” I didn’t tell them we’d spit on it. Mom might have scolded me for that one.

“Well, then,” Mom said, smiling at me. “We better get on over there. I need to meet this girl who you already know is going to be your new best friend after just one afternoon.”

I was antsy all through dinner, eating quickly and silently wishing for Jenna to do the same. She spent the meal telling my parents about playing with Lexi, Sierra’s younger sister. Even though we’re twins, I was secretly glad Jenna had Lexi to play with. I didn’t want Sierra playing with her instead of me.

By the time we finally went next door, I could barely contain my excitement. I rocked back and forth on my heels, only stilling when the door swung open wide as tall man answered our knock. My parents made their introductions, and I peered around the house once we had been invited inside, waiting for a glimpse of her. Her dad called for the family, and another round of introductions happened as her mom, Lexi, and Sierra came in.

My stomach did a weird flip-flop when I saw her. She was still wearing her Michelangelo shirt, and I couldn’t stop the grin from forming on my face.

“Mom, this is Jeremy, the boy I was telling you about,” she said.

Something about knowing she’d told her Mom about me made me happy inside. My grin grew even wider.

“Ah. Your new best friend?” her mom asked.

Sierra’s face turned pink. My own mom laughed and handed over the cookies she’d brought.

Leaning in close, my mom gave my own secret away. “Jeremy said the same of Sierra. I guess we’re fortunate you moved in when you did.”

When Sierra smiled, I didn’t even care that I’d been outed.

Her mom smiled warmly and looked from me to my mom. “The girls were just about to watch a movie. Would Jeremy and Jenna like to join them? We can go into the kitchen and chat over a glass of wine if you’d like. Get to know each other.”

Please say yes, please say yes, please say yes. The chant was so loud in my head that I was almost surprised they couldn’t all hear it.

“They’d love to,” Mom responded.

I barely resisted the urge to let out a resounding “Yes!”

“Sierra, why don’t you go get the movie started? We’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.” Then she turned back to Mom. “Wine?”

Mom laughed and looped her arm through Sierra’s mom’s. “Vicky, I believe this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

I couldn’t help looking at Sierra and thinking the exact same thing. By the beaming smile that was returned to me, I could tell she agreed. At least, I hoped so.

She mimicked her mom and grabbed my arm, pulling me into the living room, where Jenna and Lexi were already sprawled out. For the next couple of hours, our sisters played together on the floor with Barbies while Sierra and I watched Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles II. I might have watched her more than the movie, but I didn’t mind. I’d already seen it at least fifteen times and could recite almost all of the words—much to Mom’s annoyance. I wasn’t sure why I was so fascinated by the way her eyes lit up every time there was a “cowabunga,” but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was entranced by the movie; I was entranced by her. 

When the movie was over, we chanted, “Go Ninja!” repeatedly, not plopping down on the couch until we were worn out and out of breath. Still, it felt all too soon when Mom and Dad came into the living room, saying it was time to go home. I wanted to protest, but Mom reminded me that Sierra lived right next door and I’d probably see her the next day. I didn’t know what my problem was, but I wanted to be around her all the time. Saying bye, even if just for the night, sucked. But, as I went to protest again, Mom gave me her don’t push it look and I zipped it.

Later on that night, I was lying in my bed, tossing my football up into the air, unable to sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sierra and how pretty she was the first time I’d seen her. Her long, blonde hair, which looked so soft that I wanted to touch it to see if it really was. Her skin, tan and smooth, with freckles I wanted to play connect the dots with. Bright, blue eyes that watched my every move. And her smile, big and wide. I wanted to make her smile all the time.

I shook my head at the thought. She’s just a girl.

Just a girl.

A girl I was going to marry one day.

It didn’t quite hit me like a bolt of lightning or anything like that. I just knew. It kind of dawned on me, and I had no reason to question it.

Because let’s face it. Why wouldn’t I want to spend my life with a girl who was as pretty as she was and who liked the same things I did? To me, we were already a match made in Heaven. It was kind of a no-brainer.

And, with that, I fell asleep, a smile on my lips and the memory of Sierra Sullivan in my dreams.
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When my parents sat Lexi and me down to tell us that we were moving to Florida because of my dad’s job, I was devastated. Even though I was only eight years old, I’d already thought I’d made lifelong friends, and I couldn’t imagine saying goodbye.

Those friends had nothing on Jeremy Banks, and from the moment I met him, I knew he was going to be my new best friend. I just hoped he’d felt the same.

I soon found that he did. He didn’t look at me like I was another annoying girl trying to pal around with him. In fact, I fit right in with him and his other friend, Chris—even if I had threatened him for messing with Lexi the first time we met. All the kids from the neighborhood played together, and I was excited to make friends before school even started. Still, I was drawn to Jeremy the most. No matter what kind of mood I was in, he never failed to make me laugh. I liked being around him. He was so nice and inviting, and he made me feel brave. I’d like to think I did the same for him.

Late one night, we were in his backyard, pretending to be camping. School was starting soon, and we wouldn’t be able to hang out as much, so we were both savoring our last “sleepover.” We lay in our sleeping bags, looking up at the stars as the crickets chirped around us. Lexi and Jenna had already fallen asleep, but my dad was snoring, keeping me and Jeremy in a fit of giggles. I snuck a peek at him, thinking about the scary story Chris had told us about some creature called Big Foot, who apparently liked to eat little kids.

“Did that story scare you?” I asked.

He looked over at me and shook his head. “Sierra, I’m a boy. Nothing scares me,” he declared, his jaw set tight.

I sat up and narrowed my eyes, peering at him. “Oh, come on, Jeremy. There has to be something you’re scared of. Like me… I’m scared of the ocean.”

His eyes widened as he rose, twisting so he was facing me. “You are? Why?”

Dad let out a deep snore, so I scooted over until I was closer to him. “Jellyfish and sharks,” I admitted, feeling silly.

“Really?” he asked.

I nodded as I bit my lower lip. “Yeah. My mom says I don’t need to be worried about sharks and just that I need to keep my eyes out, but it still scares me. I’ve only put my feet in the water so far. I haven’t even been able to go into the water completely.”

“I’m scared of sharks, too,” he whispered in return.

I choked on a gasp, my eyes widening. “You are?”

“Yeah. My dad made me watch Jaws and it scared the crap out of me. I haven’t gone in the water since.”

I laughed and poked his shoulder. “I thought you weren’t scared of anything.”

He shrugged and then yawned before lying back down. “Just sharks. But if you want, maybe we can face our fears and go in the water together.”

I snuggled up in my sleeping bag and looked over at him. “You’d do that for me?”

Jeremy smiled. “I’d do anything for you, Sierra.”

That was the last thing either of us said before we fell asleep, but I knew I’d do anything for Jeremy, too. I hoped he knew it.

The next morning, we got Jenna and Lexi to beg our moms to take us to the beach. Fortunately, they said yes, so they packed a picnic lunch and we all went to play. The girls started building a sand castle, and our moms were talking about some book they’d both been reading.

Jeremy seemed as nervous as I felt. When I scanned the water and saw no signs of predators, I knew I had to force myself to do this. It was now or never, and the last thing I wanted was to act like a chicken in front of him. At the same time, though, I didn't want to force him to face his fears if he wasn't ready.

“Are you sure about this, Jeremy? I know you’re scared of sharks, too, and that’s okay. I won’t be mad at you if you want to stay here.”

He chewed on his bottom lip for a moment while his eyes surveyed the water, becoming alert and focused when they returned to mine. His jaw set with determination as he grabbed my hand, curling our fingers around each other.

“Where you go, I go,” he said with a confidence I wasn’t feeling.

“Are you sure?” I asked, a twinge of nervousness swirling in my belly.

He nodded again. “Positive. Now, let’s do this before I chicken out.”

I laughed, and as we started strolling to the shore, the tide surged and rushed over our toes. The emerald water was warm, just like a bathtub.

We held hands for the next hour as we played in the surf. Tiny fish nipped at our toes, causing me to squeal and Jeremy to laugh. As the minutes passed, I completely forgot about my fears and enjoyed my spending time with my new best friend.

Until I saw the fin.

The slippery, gray object bobbed up and down in the water not too far away from us. I screeched and jumped up onto Jeremy’s back as the fear settled in. Even at eight, Jeremy was already a few inches taller than I was, and he had no problem carrying me around. I loved it, even if I wasn’t sure why.

“I think I saw a shark!” I shrieked in his ear, which caused him to wince. Without hesitation, I wrapped my legs around his waist and he ran with me in a piggyback position.

As soon as we were out of the water, he turned us around so we could gaze out at the gulf. Both of us were breathing heavily, and I was elated to be back on the shore. I didn’t mind facing my fears, but a girl could only be so brave, no matter how much she trusted the boy holding her hand.

“Where, Sierra?” he asked, trying to catch his breath.

I shielded my eyes from the sun and pointed in the fin’s direction. Sure enough, it rose again, and I braced my hands on his shoulders, my fingers digging into his warm skin. But he didn’t freak out along with me. Instead, his shoulders started shaking from laughter. I frowned and tilted my head to see his face.

Yep, he was laughing at me.

I slid off his back and placed my hands on my hips. “What’s so funny, mister?”

“I… That’s… Oh my gosh…” he said between fits of giggles. He even had the nerve to double over, clutching his stomach as if it hurt from laughing too hard.

I wrinkled my brow, my irritation growing the longer he carried on.

“Sierra, that’s not a shark. That’s a dolphin!”

My cheeks warmed and probably reddened from blushing. “Oh,” I said. “I knew that.”

When his laughter died down, he smiled at me. “It’s okay, Sierra. Better safe than sorry, ya know?”

I adored how easily he went from laughing at me to trying to make me feel better for having been such a chicken.

“True,” I agreed. “And hey, we just spent a lot of time in the water, too! It was fun, don’t you think?”

“It was fun,” he echoed. “Maybe we can do it again soon.”

“I know you were scared. And I was scared, too, but I’m glad we faced our fears together. Thanks for doing this, Jeremy. I don’t think I could have done it without you here with me,” I admitted.

“I told you. Where you go, I go,” he said.

“Always?” I asked.

He grabbed my hand, squeezing tight. “Always, Sierra. You’re my best friend.”

I squeezed back. “You’ll always be my best friend, Copper,” I told him, thinking of my favorite Disney movie.

He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes at me. “Hey, why do you get to be Tod? I want to be the fox!” he exclaimed, pretending to be offended.

A smile crossed my lips as I studied his features. “Because your hair. And your eyes,” I admitted, hoping I didn’t sound too much like a girl. “It’s the shade of brown. It’s copper, like a penny. So you’re Copper.”

His head remained half-cocked as he mulled it over. I emitted a sigh of relief when he smiled.

“Oh, okay. That makes sense. And, just so you know, you’re mine, too, Tod.”

Warmth seeped into my bones as if the rays of the sun were penetrating my skin and settling in. Except it wasn’t the sun. It was Jeremy.

I spat on my hand and held it out, just like we’d done the day we’d met. “We’ll always be friends forever?”

He didn’t even hesitate. He hawked a big one in his hand and slapped his palm to mine. “Yeah. Forever.”

Neither of us knew it at the time, but it truly was the beginning of a beautiful friendship. A lifelong one.

The foundation of our futures was laid out right there, and we had no clue that the coming years would only strengthen our bond. Little did we know how much we’d come to rely on that strength in our future. We'd need each other more than we'd ever know, and it still it might not be enough. Only time could tell.
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NEITHER ONE OF US made an effort to walk inside the expansive brick building before us. Students were milling about, chattering with their friends, even though most of them had spent the summer together on the beach. A buzz of both excitement and discontent filled the air. Excitement of a new school year; discontent for the same reason. Most of us were still in beach mode. Still, nerves attacked my belly. This was finally it.

High school.

Jeremy shoulder-checked me, nearly knocking me off-balance. I gave him a mock scowl, but he laughed as he brushed the messy hair out of his eyes. I reached over and did it for him, my fingers not missing how soft it felt beneath my fingertips. I swallowed hard and tried to forget that thought. Over the summer, I’d started noticing Jeremy in a different light, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. He’d gone through a growth spurt and decided he wanted to make the football team, so he’d trained hard. In just a few months’ time, he had gone from my tall, lanky, goofy best friend to a taller, muscular, hot guy.

Hot.

I’d actually referred to Jeremy Banks as hot. The guy with whom I’d made many a spit pacts and spent hours pretending we were characters from The Mighty Ducks. I wasn’t sure how to process the way he’d begun giving me butterflies. The way I studied his features and wondered how his lips would feel pressed against mine. Would I be able to tell that his lower lip was much fuller than the top one, or would it even matter? Would his eyes light up as we kissed, or would he close them, savoring the taste of me? Would his large hands fist my hair with passion, or would he hold my hips firmly in place?

He snapped his finger in front of my face, breaking my trance. My cheeks heated as I hoped he hadn’t caught me ogling him. That’s just what I needed—him reading my thoughts and running screaming in the opposite direction. When my eyes reached his, he was watching me with concern.

“You ready for this, Tod?” he asked, not acting the least bit weirded out. It was more like he was worried I wasn’t ready.

That was Jeremy. So freaking sweet.

I let out a sigh of relief even though I was still reeling from the visions I’d had of Jeremy kissing me. Like that’d ever happen.

“Tod? Hello?” he repeated, eliciting a sheepish grin from me.

Get it together, Sierra.

A comfortable wave of contentment poured out of Jeremy and flowed over me. For a moment, I was transported back six years to the first day of third grade. It had been my first time ever in a new school, and I’d been so nervous. Jeremy had held my hand (not literally—GROSS. Or, at least, it would’ve been at the time) every step of the way, putting me at ease. And, now, he was doing the same thing, even if he didn’t realize it. I peeked back up at him and found his copper eyes dancing playfully yet still watching me with traces of concern.

“I think so,” I told him as I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, feeling a little self-conscious because of the older girls coming from the student parking lot. I waited for Jeremy’s eyes to roam as he checked them out, but they never left mine. “I’m just really glad our schedules match.”

He gave me his signature goofy grin, and my stomach did a flip-flop.

God, what was wrong with me? This was Jeremy. Simply Jeremy.

Who was I kidding? He’d never been just Jeremy to me, but still… I wasn’t a fan of how my view of him was changing.

He grinned and leaned in close to press a sweet kiss to my temple. I thought he lingered a little longer than usual, but when he pulled back, I figured that was wishful thinking. It was just brotherly, something he’d started doing in the sixth grade when Ryan Harper had tried asking me to be his girlfriend. Jeremy had marked his territory with that kiss, and while, at the time, I’d been grateful, no boy had asked me out since because they all thought I belonged to Jeremy.

Hell, I had even started to believe it.

“Sullivan, I wouldn’t have it any other way. Because…” He raised an eyebrow at me expectantly.

I smiled and leaned up on my tiptoes to place a feathery kiss on his cheek. “Where you go, I go.”

His smile widened, and his eyes searched mine. Then his lips parted slightly as he rubbed a thumb over my bottom one. My nerves fluttered because… Oh my God. Jeremy was about to kiss me.

“Always, Tod,” he whispered as his head descended.

Was this it?

No. It couldn’t be.

And then his head dipped lower. Lower. Lowering still…

Oh. My. God.

This was it.

The moment I’d been waiting six years for. The moment I hadn’t known I wanted but suddenly couldn’t happen soon enough.

“Always, Copper,” I breathed as my eyes fluttered closed and I waited to experience his lips for the very first time.

“Eww. Eww. PDA! Make it stop!”

My eyes snapped open in time to see Jeremy jump back from me at the sound of Chris’s teasing voice. His dimples were showcased when he tossed me a sheepish grin. It only lasted for a split second before rolling his eyes at our now former best friend. (He never actually knew it, but I was mad at Chris for months after that.) The moment was officially broken—my heart right along with it.

Jeremy slapped a playful arm around my shoulders and squeezed. It was like a bro hug, and my heart sank at the immediate change in his demeanor. One thing was blatantly obvious: I was back in the friend zone. Hell, I’d never actually left. It had been wishful thinking, but even then, I burrowed myself into his chest, savoring that hug for as long as I could, even if it was strictly platonic.

Over the course of the next year, I’d really come to hate those bro hugs.

“Shut it, Chris. You know Sullivan and I are just best friends,” he quipped, seemingly unaffected by our near kiss.

Cue the inner sigh. I was back to Sullivan. Jeremy always pulled that out when talking about our friendship. As if calling me Sierra made me more feminine or something.

Right. Best friends.

I so needed to remember that.
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Holy crap.

Holy crap.

Holy crap.

The thought ran through my mind in super-quick succession as if my brain had suddenly turned into a broken record.

Holy freaking crap.

That was a close one.

I could have killed Chris.

I could have also thanked him.

I’d been on the verge of kissing Sierra, and I wasn’t ready for that.

Was I?

Don’t get me wrong. As Sierra’s breath had hitched, my eyes had locked with hers and all I could think about was placing my lips on hers. I didn’t want forehead or cheek kisses anymore. I wanted her supple lips against mine. I wanted to know if her favorite cherry ChapStick really made her lips as soft as the slender tube claimed. I wanted my tongue to experience the taste of hers after years of her sticking it out at me whenever I’d irritated her. I wanted to wrap my arms around Sierra’s waist, pull her in close, and kiss the hell out of her, blowing any movie kiss out of the water until we got detention for our public displays of affection.

And, suddenly, I wanted that detention more than I wanted anything else in the world.

So yeah, I could kill Chris.

But, now that I was coming back to my senses, it was clear Chris had done me a favor by interrupting a moment that would’ve fundamentally changed everything between Sierra and me. I wasn’t ready. I hated that, but it was the truth. High school was going to bring about so many changes, and the last thing I wanted was to do something to ruin my friendship with Sierra. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t act on my impulses until I knew what the hell I really wanted. I wasn’t quite ready to take that leap.

But fucking hell. I wished I were.
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AFTER OUR NEAR KISS—I was still calling it that—things were seemingly normal with Jeremy and me. I spent too many hours analyzing every second of that interaction, and every time, I came up with a different conclusion. He’d been going to kiss me. He hadn’t been going to kiss me. I’d been reading it wrong. I’d been reading it right. I exhausted myself trying to figure out what it all meant.

Even if it had truly been a near kiss, Chris’s interruption had put a stop to it. The way Jeremy had jumped away from me as if I’d had the plague still haunted me. In that one move, he’d made it clear it hadn’t meant anything, and that was my final determination. I was convinced that the whole thing was in my head, some sort of wishful thinking.

And let me tell you, that sucked. Big time.

At the end of the day, however, I’d rather not have played tonsil hockey with my best friend if he wasn’t attracted to me. That would’ve been a nightmare. Instead, I brushed my confused feelings aside and settled into my daily routine as a new freshman at Navarre High School. I walked the halls with my shoulders squared and my head held high, and from time to time, I checked out the upperclassmen.

I never admitted it to Jenna, but even the cutest guy in school didn’t hold a candle to Jeremy. The only thing that would help get my mind off his messy brown hair, his infectious smile, and his cute dimples was distance. Unfortunately, I wasn’t getting that, nor did I want it. So I spent day in and day out trying to squelch my attraction to him only to have it grow every single time he flashed his gorgeous smile. It wasn’t easy, but I was clearly a glutton for punishment, because as much as we could be, we were attached at the hip, and when we weren’t together, I wished we were.

Cue the inner sighs. 

If I’d been afraid that things would change when we went to high school, I shouldn’t have been. We had every class together and spent what time we could doing homework. It wasn’t much, actually, with his football practices taking up most of his afternoons.

Actually, things had changed, just not in the way I’d thought. Our time together had exponentially decreased since we’d started school. He was either on the football field or lifting weights in the field house after school, and I was left sighing at the dining room table, doing my schoolwork on my own. It was too quiet, too lonely, and I was miserable staring out the window at his house, just waiting for him to get home.

It was probably pathetic, but he’d been my partner in crime for six years. I’d come to rely on Jeremy far too much, and I didn’t know what to do with myself when he wasn’t around.

Pretty freaking lame, right?

After a week of moping around, I was starting to annoy myself—as well as my family. Mom suggested I add an extracurricular activity to my schedule, so I decided to try out for the cheerleading squad. It made perfect sense to me, and I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought about it myself. Why wouldn’t I want to be on the sidelines, cheering Jeremy on? Not to mention I’d have front-row seats to him in those super-tight football pants. It seemed like a win-win to me.

I hadn’t told Jeremy that I was trying out because I was nervous and didn’t want him to be disappointed if I didn’t make it. Failure wasn’t something I was used to, and I didn’t want to be pitied if I wasn’t on the list of names at the end of the week. So that’s why he was my first stop after the results were posted. It’d been nearly a week since we’d been able to hang out for more than an hour after school, and I missed him. I couldn’t wait to see him, and as I opened his front door and raced down the hall, nervous butterflies swirled in my stomach.

“I made it!” I shouted, throwing his door open and barreling into his room. In my haste, I almost missed the fact that Jeremy’s shorts were pushed down, his penis was out and on full display, and he was stroking it.

I almost missed it.

My feet immediately stopped moving as I stared at him lying on the bed…pleasuring himself.

Oh. My. God.

There it was. His penis in all its brilliant glory. His large hand was gripping it tight, moving up and down in a long, quick pulls.

Up.

Down.

Up.

Down.

I wondered for a quick second if he wasn’t doing it too fast, but then a grimace formed on his face and he emitted a low moan. His eyes were closed tight as he moved his fist faster, faster, faster.

Clarence Carter’s “Strokin’” came to mind, and I slapped my hand over my mouth as my eyes widened. I knew I should look away, but I couldn’t. It was like his penis was a magnet and my eyes were the metal. I was transfixed. I was mesmerized. I was drawn to watching this act, one I’d never seen before. Hell, I’d never even seen a penis before. And, suddenly, my interest level skyrocketed.

I took a step farther into the room, wanting to get a good look. Unfortunately, I didn’t notice the gym bag in the doorway until I was tripping over it.

“SIERRA!”

Jeremy’s frantic shriek snapped me out of my trance, just as his…stroking was coming to fruition. Apparently, in his…umm…throes of ecstasy, it’d taken a moment to register that I was there. Not that it deterred him from what he was doing.

He apparently couldn’t stop himself, and I couldn’t stop watching.

Oh. My. God.

I mean, I’d heard about this in health class, and Ryan—the self-proclaimed class perv—joked about jacking off all the time, but actually seeing it in person was fascinating.

It wasn’t quite like I’d imagined. To me, I’d always had this picture of Old Faithful erupting and shooting straight up out of the tip, gushing and drenching everything in its path. But this wasn’t like that. It didn’t shoot fast, but it also wasn’t a dribble. It was a couple of quick spirts and penis twitches. The white substance appeared thicker than I’d thought it would. It was weird to think that millions of tiny sperm were swimming in that little bit of…stuff.

Once again, I wanted a closer look, so I took another step into the room.

And then Jeremy shouted my name again.

I stopped in my tracks after I’d realized what I’d done. My eyes—sadly—left his now deflating member and whipped up to his face, where I was greeted with a contorted, conflicted mask of pleasure and mortification. That’s when the reality that I’d just seen Jeremy get off finally set in. And I…

I wanted to watch again.

Mortified couldn’t even begin to describe what I was feeling at that moment. God, had I really just stood in the doorway and watched while he’d done that? I shook my head and blinked a couple of times, hoping to wake up.

No such luck.

I wasn’t in a dream. I wasn’t in some alternate reality. I was still in Jeremy’s bedroom. I had just walked in on my best friend jacking off, and instead of quietly closing the door and coming back later, I’d watched.

And I’d liked it.

My cheeks flamed at the thought. A fluttering took hold in my belly, and I had the sudden urge to squeeze my thighs together, wanting to relieve some of the unexpected tingling that’d snuck up on me.

Holy hell. I was turned on.

“Sierra,” he repeated. This time, it wasn’t a scream. It was a panted plea.

But what was the plea? Did he want me to come closer? Or put as much distance between us as possible? Part of me wanted to meet him on the bed, where I could explore his body. The other part of me knew I had to get out of there.

So I turned and ran out of his room like a bat out of Hell was chasing me.

His dad called out a greeting from the living room, but I was too freaked out to respond. In fact, I scurried out the front door, down the steps, and past my own house. I didn’t stop running until I’d made it to the gazebo overlooking the water. Bending over as my side cramped, I sucked in deep breaths and tried to get the vision of Jeremy’s man parts out of my brain.

But I was failing. It was all I could see. It wasn’t even just the sight of his penis that turned me on. It was watching him in the act. The performance I’d just witnessed? It was incredible. Now, I was breathless for another reason.

I wanted to go back and observe repeatedly, this time with a close up view. Perhaps with some audience participation.

The thought caused my cheeks to flush. With heat or embarrassment, I wasn’t actually sure. But the truth was I was both aroused and mortified.

I wanted to move far away and never see his face again.

It was confliction at its finest.

I had no idea how long I stared out at the water, replaying the scenario over and over and over. It could’ve been hours. It could’ve been mere minutes. Either way, I still wasn’t ready to face him when he cleared his throat behind me. I didn’t know if I’d ever be. So I froze, sitting as still as a statue, acting as if he couldn’t see me. Waves of emotions poured over me. Humiliation. Avid curiosity. That damned arousal. A strange fear also set in, but later, I’d understand that as a primal urge.

“Sierra.” His soft voice called to me, almost sounding pained.

As much as I wanted to pretend I couldn’t hear him, the whisper of my name on his lips forced me to turn around. I took a deep breath and plastered a smile on my face when I saw that he was dressed. Then I shimmied my hips, figuring humor was the best way to deal with this…situation. The last thing I wanted was for things to be weird between us just because we’d finally gotten to the age where knocking was a must before bursting into each other’s rooms. And even more so, I didn’t want Jeremy to realize I was flustered from having seen him in that state. Or that I wanted a second peek.

He leaned against a wooden pole, watching me with cautious eyes. Even still, his eyes weren’t meeting mine. It was clear he didn’t know what to say. Neither did I, short of asking if I could see it again.

Then I knew exactly what to do to break the silence. A not-so-sexy rendition of “Strokin’” left my lips.

At first, he didn’t look amused, but once I started singing about the directions in which I’d stroke (or the ones in which I’d like to watch him stroke), his lips twitched and curved into a smile he couldn’t fight anymore. First to the east. Then to the west. I nearly faltered over the line of who I’d stroke it to. But somehow, I pushed through, even though a tingle started between my thighs at the thought of Jeremy stroking it to me. I knew better, but it didn’t make me want him any less.

“Ha. Ha. Very funny, Sullivan,” he grumbled, stalking towards me.

There it was again. Sullivan. It was the proverbial cold shower I’d needed to extinguish my arousal. At least, it was until he placed his hands on my hips to still my movements. The image of where those hands had just been ignited my desire and brought it to new heights.

“This is how it’s done.”

He released me from his hold and stepped back into the middle of the gazebo. As he broke out into a much better version of the song, I had a hard time containing my giggles. By the time he was done, I was doubled over, laughing harder than the situation warranted, but I couldn’t help myself. When I calmed down, I stood up straight, and he was watching me with his arms folded across his chest.

“If you’re done…and well, I saw you finish…” I paused as he blushed.

I’d never seen that look on his face before. It was adorable, yet as soon as I had that thought, I knew I’d never think of Jeremy Banks as adorable again. Not after what I’d seen. No, he was hot. He was…sexy.

He studied me carefully. I had a feeling he was shocked at how nonchalant I was about the whole thing. Hell, even I was surprised I wasn’t freaking out. I figured I’d have time for that later though, when I was home alone in my room. In private. Because stroking isn’t just for boys, you know.

Suddenly, I wanted to be back at my own place, doing my own thing. I had to get out of there.

“I’m tired. I think I’m going to call it a night,” I told him as I walked past him and started down the long, wooden walkway towards our neighborhood.

“Hey, Sierra?” he asked. All playfulness had disappeared, and the serious tone caused my nerve endings to tingle with anticipation.

I stopped and looked back at him. A silence hung in the air as we stared at each other.

“Yeah, Jer?”

“You know it’s natural, right? All guys do it,” he said a bit hesitantly.

Waving a hand as it if weren’t a big deal, I nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I know all about what boys do when they read Playboy or watch Baywatch or whatever turns you on.”

That was when I realized I wanted to be what turned him on. Could he ever think of me that way?

His eyes fell away from me as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. My heart fell a little because I’d probably just mentioned one of the things he’d used to help…move things along. Great. Just great. Now, I’d freak out any time he had a magazine in his hands.

“What about you?”

My eyes widened as he stared out at the surf, doing his best not to look at me. “What about me?” I asked.

His head turned, and his eyes were full of curiosity. I knew what was coming, and even though I could’ve stopped it by going ahead and answering his unasked question, I didn’t. I wanted to hear it come from his lips. And I didn’t have to wait long.

“Do you…masturbate?”

My mouth dropped open in shock at the fact that he had actually been able to get the word out without giggling like a schoolboy like he and Chris used to do when anything remotely sexual came up. Wow. Things really had changed.

“What?!” I gasped even though I had known it was coming. I hadn’t actually thought he’d say the word out loud. As if I’d ever answer that question. Not for him.

“You know…click the mouse. Rub the love button.”

“That’s none of your business!” I shrieked, horrified that he’d turned this around on me.

A slow, satisfied grin settled on his face as a dreamy expression took over. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

I crossed the gazebo and shoved his shoulder. “Whatever. That is not what I said.”

He grasped my arm and pulled me in close. His lips hovered just above my ear, his warm breath causing me to shiver. If I turned my head, our lips would brush. Chris wasn’t there to interrupt this time, and it felt like the perfect moment. I was trying to muster up the courage to do just that when his deep voice filled my ear.

“Exactly, Sierra. It’s what you didn’t say. And, now, I have the perfect visual the next time I’m strokin’.”

His voice was sexy, seductive, and it sent a shot of pleasure straight between my legs. For the first time in my life, I was positive I was turned on, and all I wanted to do was touch myself.

I apologize, Divinyls, for all those years I made fun of your song.

Because, from that moment on, whenever I thought about Jeremy Banks, I wanted to touch myself.

My eyes widened as my cheeks flamed. I’d never had masturbatory thoughts before. Despite the cool breeze coming off the water, I was on fire. My palms were sweaty, clammy, and I had the urge to clench my thighs together. At the time, I had no idea what was happening, but I wanted friction down there, and I wanted it immediately.

He apparently missed the way I’d gone silent. He definitely missed the way I was biting my lip and staring at him as if he were the juiciest steak and I was a starving bodybuilder. Instead of reading my body language—and thank goodness for that—he just laughed and grabbed my hand, which I promptly pulled away. I’d never been more thankful that the annoying little Barrister kids down the street had broken the lightbulb in the gazebo or that the homeowners association hadn’t gotten around to replacing it yet. The moonlight was doing a great job of masking my first experience with arousal.

Strokin’. God, I’d never be able to hear that word—or that song—again and think of it the same way.

My heart was hammering, and I couldn’t get the damn image of him doing just that out of mind. He had the perfect visual? No way. I was pretty sure I did. Even more than that, I was pretty sure I’d just stepped aboard the Sexual Sierra Sullivan Express and I was ready for that ride. Not with Jeremy—hell no. It was way too soon for that—but with myself. Self-experimentation and all of that good stuff.

Not that he’d ever know that truth, no matter how many times he asked.

Shit. I needed to get away, and I needed to do it quickly. Hello, stage left. There’s my exit. End scene. Let’s start over tomorrow.

“Whatever, Banks. You can watch Dawson’s Creek alone tonight!” With that, I stormed off in the direction of my house.

I wasn’t actually mad—I just didn’t trust myself around him any longer that night.

His laughter seemed to echo all around me. Flashes of him lying on his bed played on repeat, and my legs moved faster, hoping to put enough distance between us.

“Or not at all! I hate that chick show anyway!” he called after me. “I’ll go home and watch Baywatch instead!”

I bristled at the thought. It was silly because he was just egging me on. Ever since Dawson’s Creek started earlier that year, we’d both been hooked. We’d watched every episode together, and even though he complained at times, I knew he secretly loved it.

And that was why I was not surprised in the least when, just two hours later, Jeremy knocked on my window.

See? We were already learning. Not that he’d have interrupted anything. That’s another story for another time. When? How about never? Let’s just say I finally took care of business.

So much for thinking time or distance would help stamp out my desire. As soon as he climbed through the window, my eyes went to his groin. I was disappointed that it was covered up.

Don’t get me wrong though. I wasn’t ready for sex with Jeremy—or anyone. I wasn’t ready for anything physical. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t have minded another peek. Look, my curiosity had been piqued, and I wanted a closer glance. Even if it was just anatomical examination… Clinical… For research purposes. Yep, that’s what I told myself, trying not to feel like a perv for wanting to check out my best friend’s package.

I shook my head clear of the thought as he slid his shoes off and settled onto the bed beside me as he usually did. We assumed our positions—him sprawled out with his arm open wide, and me curling up beside him. He absentmindedly ran his fingers through my hair as I cuddled up against his warm chest. It’d always been innocent and friendly.

Until just then.

Nothing about our snuggling felt platonic, even if the whole feelings thing was completely one-sided. Ugh, I felt like I was in an old episode of bad television—the girl with unrequited feelings. Yep, that was me.

If Mom and Dad had any idea of how I was starting to feel about Jeremy, or what had transpired a couple of hours ago, we’d be ordered out of the bedroom, on separate couches, with Lexi between us and Dad glaring at Jeremy the entire time, waiting for him to make an inappropriate move. Don’t worry, Dad. Your little girl was safe. He’d never made a move, and I was pretty sure he never planned on it. I was the only predator in the bed that night, and instead of doing anything I wanted to, I fixated my eyes on the television as Joey and Dawson tried to figure out where to go with their relationship after an amazing—and unexpected—first kiss between best friends.

It was silly, but I was insanely jealous of that kiss. I wanted that kiss. However, I was never going to get that kiss, and boy, did that blow.

Like I said, my life was beginning to feel like a television show. Only I wasn’t Joey, and I wasn’t kissed senseless by the boy of my dreams. Thanks again, Chris. Jerk.

“What were you so excited about telling me earlier?” he asked during a commercial break.

In all the excitement, I’d completely forgotten about the whole reason I’d burst into his room. His own version of bursting had distracted me.

God, I had to stop thinking about it.

It took a moment for me to remember what had even happened earlier that afternoon. When I did, I sat up and beamed at him. He smiled at me, those freaking dimples deepening. I could’ve stared at those dimples all day. More than anything, I wanted to kiss them. Then his lips while my hands held his face, my thumbs pressing into those little indentations as I held his mouth to mine. Maybe if I just did it, with no one there to distract us, then I could blame the show. Just wanting to see what would happen if we did what they had done. I had just started to lean down when his voice stopped me.

“Sierra?” he prompted, pulling me out of my gaze.

Oh crap. That was a close one. I cleared my throat and clapped my hands.

“You’re looking at the newest Raiders cheerleader!” I informed him proudly.

His eyes went wide, lighting up at my words while the corners of his mouth turned up. “Seriously?” He lifted up and rested on his elbows, the excitement emanating from him.

It warmed my heart. Still, I told myself not to read too much into it. We did everything together. It made sense he’d be happy that we’d have this, too.

I nodded. His smile grew wider.

“Seriously,” I confirmed.

“So, you’ll be at all my games?” he asked, awe transforming his face. As if I wouldn’t have gone to them anyway.

“Every. Single. One.” I drew the words out for added emphasis.

Not that he’d needed it. He was already sitting up and gesticulating wildly with his hands, doing his own sort of silent cheer.

“You have no idea how happy this makes me, Sullivan. It’s freaking perfect. Me on the field, kicking ass and taking names. And you on the sidelines, cheering me on and wearing my number on your cheek.”

The truth was I did know. Because I felt the same way. But, instead of admitting it, I merely shrugged.

“You know the deal, Banks. Where you go, I go.”

“And don’t you ever forget it.”

I couldn’t if I’d tried.

I just hoped it wouldn’t bite me in the ass later on.
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As a rule of thumb, I never got embarrassed. It was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because I did some pretty hilarious stuff. A curse because, half the time, I ended up grounded. But I was me, and embarrassment wasn’t in my genetic makeup. I’d tried blaming it on my parents once. You can guess how well that one went over. Here’s a clue: My punishment doubled. But even Dad hadn’t blamed me too harshly for trying. Mom, however, had not been amused.

There wasn’t a dare I wouldn’t accept. Well, aside from that one time Chris had dared me to moon Sierra while our moms were sitting beside her on the beach. I was a jokester, but I wasn’t stupid. But, when he’d bet me that I wouldn’t prank call our fifth-grade teacher looking for Jack Hoff, I’d picked up the landline right away. Fortunately, Mrs. Miller hadn’t had caller ID. Or she at least hadn’t cared enough to call back. I’d figured she was used to it, but that hadn’t stopped us from looking up random numbers in the phone book and telling stupid jokes to whomever answered.

When he told the entire seventh-grade class that I had a crush on Mandy Simpson and she called me a troll she’d never touch, I didn’t care. It didn’t bother me. I wasn’t humiliated in the least bit. In fact, that crush was, well, crushed. Thanks, Chris. I later found out that I’d dodged a bullet with that one.

One time, I even got caught peeing off the side of the pier. Did I care? Nope.

But, when Sierra Sullivan barged into my room right in the middle of a hand job session, I was mortified. For the first time, I knew what embarrassment felt like. It was the worst feeling in the world, and I didn’t know to react. Clearly, Sierra didn’t know how to, either, because she froze, her eyes never leaving my dick.

And then I suddenly knew the meaning of spank bank material. Because Sierra standing in my room, her eyes wide as she watched me, was more of a turn-on than any Baywatch or Buffy episode ever could be. Dressed in cute, little gym shorts and a Navarre Raiders T-shirt, she was a vision of pure innocence and beauty, and she was precisely what I needed to finish what she’d walked in on. I couldn’t even help myself as my release spilled onto my stomach.

It wasn’t until she gasped in horror and ran from the room that I realized what I’d done. I was a mess—and not just literally. I debated not even going after her, but I couldn’t do that. I had to make sure she was okay. That we were okay.

Imagine my shock when she turned it into a joke. I was conflicted. Part of me was glad she was taking it all in stride. Another part had hoped she’d been at least a little affected by it. But I guess I was delusional, because apparently, it was no big deal to her.

That was killer on my confidence, by the way.

While lying there, watching Dawson’s Creek, I started relating to the show. Man, they’re right—whoever they are. Sex messes with you. Not only was I trying to picture Sierra naked, but I was having real, genuine feelings for her. The more I ran my fingers through her hair, the harder I became. Suddenly, cuddling on her bed didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore. I needed some space, some distance, before my junk freaked her out for a second time that night. But, when I tried to shift away, she wrapped her arm around my waist and nestled in closer.

Shit.

I started going through the football playbook and picturing huge-ass linemen tackling my ass as I ran down the field. It was enough to soften me up. Just enough.

Until she shared her news and I started picturing her in a cute, little cheerleading outfit.

I thanked the freaking Lord as soon as the credits rolled, because I did the same thing. Twisting off the bed, I pressed my fists down and hovered over her, careful to keep my groin out of her line of sight. Her ocean-sky-blue eyes were sleepy, and I took it as my out. Leaning down, I gave her a kiss on the forehead.

“Night, Tod,” I whispered and turned to climb out the window. I was halfway through when she called to me.

“Hey, Copper?”

My head swiveled as I glanced back at her. I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to continue while I straddled the window sill. That was enough to deflate me just a little bit.

A mischievous smile played on her lips. “Who were you strokin’, too?” she asked. A giggle bubbled out, and I groaned, hanging my head in shame.

And then I had a thought. Screw this. Jeremy Banks doesn’t do shame. Jeremy Banks has no shame. Jeremy Banks is shameless. Why is Jeremy Banks referring to himself in third person?

My eyes slowly rose and raked over her long, bare legs. By the time they reached her face, her laughter had stopped and she was watching me with expectant eyes.

I gave her a wink. “You were right when you chose the fox, Sierra.” I whispered the word fox using my best Jimi Hendrix impression.

Her brow wrinkled. I waited her out for a moment, and as soon as realization crossed her features, I slipped out the window and into the black night.

“Night, Tod! Have fun clickin’,” I called. If strokin’ is my thing, then clickin’ is hers. At least, that’s what I told myself, and I would keep doing so for the next…well…forever.

Even though I was answered with silence, I couldn’t help the smile that formed on my lips as I whistled my whole way home. All twenty feet of it. Just before I stepped onto my porch, I glanced back at her window. Her light had been shut off, but her silhouette watched me.

God, I wanted Sierra to watch me over…and over…and over again. What the hell was wrong with me?

Hormones, was what I told myself. Hormones and fucking Mandy Simpson. After my little party disaster with her, I hadn’t touched a girl. Hell, I was lucky Mandy seemed to have forgotten all about the night she’d walked up to me at a beach party, shoved her hand in my pants, and stroked my dick for a solid fifteen seconds before she said I was taking too long and she moved on.

Uhh, sorry, Mandy. In my defense, you did catch me a bit unprepared.

1.) No girl had ever touched my penis before that night. Hell, the only thing that’d ever touched it was me, and my hands are like my feet and my dick. Big. So her soft, little, drunk hands were…foreign to me. It caught me off guard. That’s all.

2.) If I hadn’t had six beers and hadn’t been suffering from immense shock, I probably would’ve nutted in about five seconds. Don’t judge. I was newly introduced to alcohol. Six beers was a lot at the time.

3.) Did she not see my best friend, Sierra, sitting five feet away from me, chatting with Chris and some other guys from the football team? I couldn’t get off in front of her if I’d tried.

Okay, so maybe that last part was a lie. We’d found that out tonight. But I hadn’t been able to do it with another girl with Sierra sitting right there. So Mandy had walked away, leaving me in a hard situation. I’d spent the next two hours with an ache in my balls that the Internet later told me was blue balls.

Blue Ball Mandy Simpson, I will never forgive you for those two hours of pure agony.

The worst part? I hadn’t even gotten a kiss for it. No making out or anything. Just a drunk chick sticking her hand in my pants for the first time ever. Couldn’t I at least have gotten some tongue action? Or, well, any action? Though, from what the guys said in the locker room, I wasn’t missing much. Blue Ball Mandy Simpson was also apparently Slobbery Mandy Simpson. I’d avoided a nightmare there, and in the weeks after, I’d had no desire for Mandy or any other girl to finish what she’d started.

So why was I now picturing Sierra’s pretty, pink lips and imagining running my tongue over them, begging for entrance so it could tangle with her own? Why did I want to press my lips to hers to see how they tasted? Why couldn’t I stop thinking about my hands roaming over her skin as we became more than friends? Just like I’d been doing since the first day of school when I’d temporarily lost my mind and almost kissed her before we were so rudely interrupted by Chris.

Yep. My problem was most definitely hormones. I needed to get a grip.

Wait. Wasn’t that what had gotten me into this mess in the first place?

“Dawson’s Creek over?” Dad asked as I walked in the front door.

I nodded and tried to move past him, but he followed me to my room. When he shut the door behind him and took a seat at my desk, I frowned. Something was off, and a sudden bead of sweat broke out on my brow as worry set in.

The corners of his mouth curled down while his round, bulging eyes darted around, looking anywhere but at me. His brows were knit together so tightly, I could practically see the tension it was creating. I had no idea what to expect when he cleared his through. “Okay, son. So…uh. I saw Sierra fly out of here earlier and then you going right after her. Apparently, in your haste…you uh…” His face reddened, and I held my breath, hoping like hell he hadn’t overheard what had happened.

“It’s no big deal, Dad. We’re fine,” I reassured him, wanting to get this over with and get him out of here. “She, um, she just caught me at a bad time.” It wasn’t necessarily a lie. In fact, it was pretty much the truth.

He nodded. “Right. Well, uh, the thing is… When you ran after her, you dropped your…um…towel in the hall and apparently didn’t notice it.”

My whole life, I’d never experienced humiliation, and that night, I was getting it in spades. God, could it get any worse? I hung my head and let out a groan before peeking back up at him. Fortunately, this was as embarrassing for him as it was for me.

“Like I said, she caught me at a bad time… If you get my drift.”

He nodded again, looking like one of those bobble heads that you get at a baseball game. He cleared his throat again and stared up at the ceiling for a moment before looking back at me. “Well, son. It made me realize we’ve never had the talk. I guess I was letting the school do it for me, but now that you’re experimenting and stuff, I figured we should have a talk. Man to man. You know. The birds and the bees stuff, even though I have no idea why it’s called that. Maybe because bees pollenate? But that makes no sense for the birds because they lay eggs. I mean, I guess, technically, a woman has eggs, but it’s a completely different type of reproductive system and process…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “Where the hell does that damned saying come from?”

My face blanched. Birds and bees? What the hell? “I’m not experimenting, Dad. I swear it. I was just jacking off!” I protested.

The corner of his mouth twitched, curving into a half-smile as his eyes relaxed. “You’re not? I just… Well, I was hoping you were…” His crooked smile was quickly replaced a tight frown. “So you and Sierra aren’t…you know?” He started making hand gestures even I couldn’t interpret.

It was getting worse by the second.

I jumped off the bed and shook my head profusely. “No! Absolutely not. We’re just friends, Dad. Just friends,” I insisted.

That doesn’t mean I don’t want to.

Holy shit. Where did that thought come from?

“And you haven’t…?” He raised an eyebrow as well as his hands.

Imagine a circle and a lone finger and an old man miming what apparently is a sex act. It was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever seen. For the second time, I was officially mortified. If I had to choose between that conversation and Sierra watching me come, I’d happily choose Sierra every freaking time.

“No! I’ve never even see a real, live boob before,” I admitted.

Almost instantly he exhaled a relieved sigh.

That was all I gave him. He didn’t need to know about Mandy. In fact, no one ever needed to know about her. I’d never even kissed a girl, let alone had a sexual experience outside of that, and I was more than happy to play the perfect innocent role. I mean, it was pretty much true.

That probably was weird for guys my age. In the locker room, I heard lots of talk of who had made out with whom, who’d given whom a blowjob, and there’d even been sex talk already. Crazy, I thought. Who the hell has sex at fourteen?

A lot of people, apparently.

I just wasn’t one of them. I guess I was what you could call a late bloomer, but it was more than that. Ever since the second grade, Sierra and I’d been inseparable. Where she went, I was right beside her. No girl had ever interested me enough to stray from her side. And, until just a few weeks ago, I’d never even considered kissing her. I was starting to realize, however, that I needed to do something. I needed to kiss someone, but there wasn’t a single girl I wanted to except for the one I couldn’t have.

Dad cleared his throat again, and I looked up to see him nodding happily. “Good. Good. You know, there’s plenty of time for all that. Boobs and sex, I mean. Both are great, beautiful things when you’re with someone you love. That’s the key to good sex, you know. You should wait until you love your partner enough to accept the responsibilities that can come along with sex.”

“Umm, yeah, Dad. I get what you’re saying.”

I was hoping that would get him to stop, but nope. He kept right on going.

“You see, son, what a lot of kids don’t realize is just how serious sex is. Boys your age think they’re invincible. But the truth is, you’re not, and even if you use a condom and birth control, there’s no guarantee to prevent pregnancy. Your sperm, you know, it can be potent.” He tapped his index finger on his chin as if pondering how he should continue this conversation.

The urge to groan was strong, and for once, I was wishing Jenna would break curfew and get in trouble. Awful, I know, but anything to get my dad out of my room. No such luck, however. His eyes lit up as if the lightbulb in his brain had just clicked on.

“Sperm. Think of it like a rich fertilizer. Fertilizer that doesn’t always have a success rate. This kind of fertilizer is special. It has to hit the egg just right to make a baby, but even still, you have to be careful. It’s like the lottery. The more you play, the more likely you can win, and you’ll never know when you’re going to hit the jackpot. But if you don’t play, you have no chances of winning.”

“So, to be winning, you have to have sex?” I joked, making him look even more uncomfortable. Probably not a good idea when I wanted this topic of conversation to be over, but it just came out without a second thought.

“No!” he protested as all the color drained from his face. He pulled on his collar as if that’d help him breathe better. “That is not what I meant.”

“I’m just kidding, Dad. I know all about sex and reproduction and where babies come from. You can spare me The Talk. The last thing I plan on being is a teen dad. Trust me. I’m not having sex, and I don’t plan on it any time soon, okay?”

The color started to return to his face. Thank goodness. It was time to end our conversation. 

As I started to walk out of my room in hopes of him following, my dad called my name. I glanced back to see him eyeing me contemplatively.

“You know, Jeremy. Sometimes best friends make the best lovers.”

I nearly choked but kept my composure and raised an eyebrow. “Seriously, Dad? Lovers?”

He barked out a laugh. “I don’t mean in just a physical sense. It’s just… I don’t know. I could see Sierra as my daughter one day.”

The memory of my eight-year-old self proclaiming he was going to marry Sierra flashed in my mind.

I gave Dad a small smile. “Like I said, we’re not like that.”

But, as I walked down the hall, I wondered who I was trying to convince.

My dad or myself.

I was pretty sure it was the latter, and I wasn’t doing that good of a job at it.
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THE FALL OF FRESHMAN year came and went quickly and without much excitement. Kind of like Jeremy.

Not that I would really know. After “the incident”—as I’d dubbed it—I always made sure to knock before entering his room, and I’d yet to witness another not-so-unfortunate event. Unfortunately.

After I’d fallen into a routine of school, cheering, and homework, there wasn’t much time left over for Jeremy. That didn’t mean we didn’t steal every moment we could with each other. We absolutely did. We had our study dates. Our Dawson dates. And we still walked the beach every weekend, even when it was chilly outside.

It took no time for things between us to go back to normal after the whole strokin’ incident. Well, mostly. For Christmas, I received a stuffed mouse from Jeremy. And when I say stuffed mouse, I don’t mean the animal. He literally sewed me a stuffed computer mouse. I couldn’t even be mad because of all the time and hard work he’d put into it. I, however, did not get him any sort of stroking memorabilia. The last thing I wanted to think about was Jeremy’s penis. Hell, any penis for that matter. But the image from that day was burned in my mind, resurfacing at the most inopportune times.

Like right then as I walked towards the biology class I had with Jeremy. Naturally, we were lab partners, and this was the absolute wrong day for my hormones to get the best of me. I really needed to suck it up, but I’d been asked out by three boys since school started, and none of them gave me butterflies. Not the way my best friend was starting to. Sure, they were cute enough. The problem was I always found myself comparing them to him. Maybe I needed to just say yes to one of them. Maybe Jeremy and I were spending too much time together and I’d never be over him until I tried dating someone else.

But the thought of not spending all of my time with Jeremy?

Awful.

Terrible.

Unacceptable.

Who needs kisses at fourteen anyway?

My stomach flip-flopped as I walked down the hall to where he was standing outside, waiting for me, like he always did. But, this time, he wasn’t watching for me. Instead, he was staring down at his tennis shoes. His shaggy, brown hair was a little unruly, strands of it falling over his tan forehead. That was par for the course, as he was always using his hands to run his fingers through it.

The muscles in his biceps bulged as he turned and pressed his palms against the lockers. He seemed anxious, and it appeared as if he was breathing heavy. Something was definitely wrong. With a sense of trepidation, I inched closer.

Whispers of how hot Jeremy Banks was filled my ears, and without even looking over, I knew girls were staring at him. He’d become popular with the ladies at Navarre High when he’d been the only freshman to make the varsity football team. But, just like me, he’d turned down any advance. Even when senior Jacqueline Dawes asked him out. We’d had plans that night, and he’d stuck with them even when I’d told him that it was okay if he wanted a rain check.

I tried not to read too much into it. He still treated me like he treated everyone else.

Okay, so maybe that wasn’t quite true, but he wasn’t hitting me up for kisses or anything. Not that I wanted them.

Not really.

“Jeremy?” I spoke softly as I approached, tentatively reaching my arm out to touch his. A spark shot out as he stood up straight, his eyes wide.

“Fuck, sorry,” he said, running a hand through his hair. He grinned as he rubbed his feet on the carpet. “Static electricity is a bitch. But, then again, I think there’s always been a bit of electricity around us, don’t you think, Sierra?”

My heart pounded, and my eyes had to have been as big as saucers with how caught off guard I was at his words. Did he really mean them?

He turned towards me and leaned his shoulder on the locker, giving me a cocky once-over. It was a new signature move he’d stolen from one of the seniors who, not so successfully, was trying to date his way through the freshman cheerleaders. But, unlike that jackhole, Jeremy didn’t look like a smug jerk. He looked sexy. Confident. A tad bit goofy, too. Which was part of what was so damn endearing about him. It was all I could do not to rise on my tiptoes and see what he’d do if he knew just how much that move was affecting me.

Not that I’d ever do it. But hey, a girl can dream, right?

“Umm, yeah,” I mumbled lamely.

He continued to grin. “How you doin’?” he asked in his best Joey Tribbiani impression. Have I mentioned what TV junkies we were?

“Better than you, apparently. What’s with you? I was walking down the hall and you looked like you were either trying not to puke or trying to work your way into finally asking out Heather Perkinson.”

My heart faltered at the thought. Heather Perkinson was the prettiest, perkiest girl in the sophomore class. She made it no secret that she had the hots for Jeremy, and I’d seen them talking in the hallway from time to time. She always smiled and twirled her hair around her dainty little finger, making sure to laugh at every single one of Jeremy’s jokes. Of course, she always reached out to touch his arm, and the protective side of me wanted to yank her hand off him each time. But Jeremy was a big boy who could take care of himself. If he liked Heather…well, then I guessed we’d see what happened.

That didn’t mean I prayed to God that he didn’t. I had been fully prepared for high school to change our dynamic, but so far, it hadn’t. In fact, it had cemented how strong and solid our friendship was. We were stronger, closer than ever, and I loved it. We didn’t let school or football or cheer knock us down a peg. We always made time for each other. As little as it had seemed to be lately. I hoped we always would.

Jeremy’s groan brought my attention back to him. His grin was gone, and he was a little pale. I placed my palm on his forehead, then his cheeks, checking for a temperature. He was sweaty—clammy, even—and it worried me.

“Jeremy? What’s wrong? Are you going to be sick? Do you want me to help you get to the nurse?”

He shook his head profusely. “No. No. I’m not going to be sick. Well, at least, not yet.” He jerked his head towards the classroom door, which was a few feet away.

That’s when it hit me. I knew exactly what Jeremy’s problem was, and I couldn’t help the giggle that rose up. I slapped a hand over my mouth as soon as it had escaped my lips, but I was too late. Jeremy’s scowl indicated that he’d heard me, and the poor guy was not amused.

“That’s today?!” I exclaimed, laughing again—much to his displeasure. “I completely forgot! How could I have forgotten? You’ve been looking forward to this for years!”

His eyebrows narrowed, and I squealed when he pushed forward and gripped my hips. Then he twirled me around, pressing my back against the lockers. As he brought his head down dangerously close to mine, his expression darkened.

“Are you laughing at me, Tod?” he asked, his eyes dancing with small traces of amusement.

I feigned complete innocence. “Now, Copper,” I replied, pausing to bask in those warm eyes that resembled his nickname. He’d always been Copper to me, and no matter how old we got, he always would be. “Why would I ever do a silly thing like that?”

A low growl-like sound escaped his lips, and it was…sexy. God, it was sexy as hell, and that familiar feeling between my legs nearly knocked me off my feet. My eyes lowered just in time to see him capture his lower lip between his teeth. He looked…turned on. My belly twisted and tightened as my heart began to beat furiously.

“I think you know exactly what you’re doing to me, Sierra,” he said, his voice now gruff and husky.

The way he’d called me Sierra made me melt. For so long, I’d been Tod or Sullivan, but ever since we’d started high school, he’s let more Sierras slip here and there. And I loved it.

I swallowed hard as I stared up into his eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was just teasing or if something else was lurking behind his brown-eyed gaze. He took a deep breath, and his chest rose and fell, his hard ripple of muscles on full display underneath his tight football T-shirt. As much as I complained about him spending too much time lifting weights in the field house, I sure did appreciate the results. His body was strong and lean, and built in all the right places with broad shoulders, the solid wall that was his impeccable chest, and arms that were corded with muscle. The desire to run my fingers over his hard edges and planes was so intoxicating that I started to reach my hand out to do just that.

“Let’s go cut some frogs!”

Chris, as usual, had interrupted our moment. If you could have called it that. I was really beginning to hate that guy. Okay, not really. He was so oblivious to anything going on with me and Jeremy that it wasn’t his fault.

At the reminder of what we were about to do, Jeremy’s face paled again.

I grinned up at him. “I’ll be right there with you, Jer. Every step of the way,” I promised, giving his forearm an encouraging squeeze.

It was his turn to swallow hard. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he gave a slight shake of his head. Then he winced. “I don’t want to cut an animal open! I think I need to go to the nurse. You can do this one solo, right?” he asked, looking hopeful. “I’m suddenly feeling ill and need to go home.”

As lab partners, he knew I’d be there for him. He’d been dreading this day for years. My big, bad, football-playing best friend was terrified of having to dissect a frog. Not that he’d ever said the words out loud until now. Still, I had known that it was true.

I remembered watching that episode on one of our favorite TGIF shows a couple of years ago. I had been fascinated, but when I’d looked over at Jeremy, his face had been as pale as it was now, and he’d even broken out into a bit of a sweat. I was nervous about it, too, and I wasn’t sure how I’d do with all the guts and stuff, but I could stomach my way through it. Jeremy? I wasn’t so sure. But I’d do my best to get him through it.

After all, what were friends for?

I pushed past him and walked towards the door. When I was about to step in the classroom, I turned and issued a challenge. “I mean…I guess, if you’re too chicken to do it, then by all means, go see the nurse.”

He muttered a curse under his breath, but sure enough, he shuffled behind me into the classroom. When we made it to our table, the instruments were already set out for us. Somehow, Jeremy paled even further at the sight of them. I was starting to wonder if maybe he really did need to see the nurse. But, just like all those years ago when we’d faced our fear of sharks, I was going to hold his hand all the way through this. By the end of the period, Jeremy would be a master frog dissector.

Okay, that may be stretching it, but he’d have at least passed this portion of biology.

“It’s two hours, Jeremy. Take a deep breath, suck it up, and in two hours, the day will be over and you can go get your man card back in the field house, lifting weights with all the other muscle-head jocks.”

He frowned. “I am not a muscle-head jock,” he protested.

I smiled in spite of myself. Even if he thought it was insulting, at least I was getting his mind off the task before us.

I raised an eyebrow and leaned against the lab table. “Oh really?” I reached over and squeezed his bicep.

He flexed underneath my touch. Case in point.

“Mr. Muscles. You didn’t have these a year ago. Ever since football season ended, you’ve spent all of your free time in the field house. You’ve added at least an inch to those biceps.”

A huge, proud smile spread across his face. “Are you complaining?” he asked.

Before I could answer, he stalked towards me and wrapped his arms around my body, squeezing hard.

“The bigger the muscles, the harder the hug. And I know how much you love my hugs, Sierra.”

Ha. He didn’t even know the half of it.

I briefly closed my eyes, allowing myself to enjoy the smell of his fresh soap as the scent danced around my nose. It was true. I adored his new muscles. I wanted to run my hands up and down them, explore the toned definition under my fingertips.

When he’d first told me that he wanted to start lifting weights, I’d rolled my eyes and given him a soft punch, telling him that he didn’t need muscles and, if he spent too much time in the gym, he’d start losing brain cells. In truth, I hadn’t wanted him to turn into one of those meatheads who drinks five protein shakes a day and tans so often that they look like my great-aunt’s favorite leather handbag from 1986 that she refuses to get rid of no matter how worn and cracked it gets. I had been afraid Jeremy would head down that path and my cute best friend with boy-next-door good looks would disappear.

Boy, had I been wrong.

He wasn’t bulky or veiny, and he didn’t resemble one of those super-tan, roid-rage machines in bodybuilding magazines. He was just…strong. Big. I never wanted him to let me go.

Mr. Turoff clapped, and my eyes popped back open. I frantically gazed around the room, making sure no one had witnessed my basking in all that was Jeremy Banks. I thought I was in the clear…until I saw Chris staring at me, slack-jawed. When I caught his gaze, his eyebrows narrowed. My cheeks heated, and I tore my eyes away from him.

Then I plastered a smile on and turned to my lab partner. “You ready for this?”

“Uhh…how about you take the lead on this one? I did all the fun stuff with the moldy Jell-O.”

My forehead wrinkled at the memory of it, so I nodded. “Works for me. But you’re going to have to help, you know? Earn your grade,” I teased, which caused him to pale. “Aww, Jeremy, don’t be nervous.” I picked up the forceps and snapped them in front of his face.

He scowled. “You’re a pain in my ass.”

A smirk played on my lips as I leaned in close. “That may be true, but you love me anyway,” I said.

“It’s my curse,” he muttered, but I didn’t miss the slow smile that crossed his lips.

“Whatever. You’re totally blessed to have me and you know it.”

He looked up, and a stupid strand of hair fell into his eyes. Then his lips twitched. “I know,” he answered softly.

My heart fluttered, and I had to get away. Not that it would be anything more than a momentary relief. Jeremy was never far enough away for me to stop thinking about.

“I’m going to get the specimen,” I said.

This time, I broke the moment. As I walked away, I mentally berated myself. I needed to stop thinking that these moments were even anything. I really needed to stop watching Dawson’s Creek and comparing them to us. I mean, look how it had turned out for them. That heartbreaking episode had ruined everything. Their romance. Their friendship. One mistake and it had all been for nothing. They were strangers now. I didn’t want that for me and Jeremy.

I didn’t even want Jeremy.

Did I?

Was I really comparing myself to fictional characters? God, I had to stop watching television.

“Ms. Sullivan, are you ready for this?” Mr. Turoff asked as I approached him.

Mr. Turoff was probably the coolest teacher I’d ever had. He made science fun and exciting. One time, he’d even lit a lab table on fire. I don’t recall what the lesson was, but it was definitely one of the coolest things I’d ever seen in school.

“I think so. But I’m not so sure about the star wide receiver,” I said, glancing back to where Jeremy was fiddling with the hem of his T-shirt.

Mr. Turoff let out a booming laugh and shook his head. “Then it’s a good thing he has you, isn’t it? Have fun,” he told me as he handed me my subject.

My nose wrinkled at the lifeless little green creature in my hands. But I resigned myself to the fact that there was a reason for this lesson, even if I had no idea what it was. Trust me, I wasn’t at all thrilled about this part of the curriculum, but I wasn’t squeamish by any means. Jeremy clearly was by the way his face turned green when I returned.

It was probably wrong to think about how adorable he was when he was nervous. I studied him for a quick beat. His eyes, hooded with consternation, were unblinking as beads of sweat dotted his creased forehead. The corners of his lips were drawn in a tight line, turned down at the ends. I knew it was time to put him out of his misery. While I might have been okay with spit shakes for all those years, that didn’t mean I was ready to let him vomit on my favorite pair of tennis shoes.

“You know I love you, right? Just as much as you love me?” I asked.

His mouth twitched as he turned to me. “Enough to always let me use the nun-chucks even though you suck with the sword?”

I laughed. “Exactly.” As I donned my safety goggles and handed him the instruction manual, I took pity on the way he was shaking. Leaning closer, I lowered my voice. “And just like always, I’m giving in. You be the guide. I’ll be the cutter. Sound good?”

The green tint washed away, and he nodded profusely and pulled me in for a warm hug, holding me close to his solid chest. “Oh, thank God. I thought I was going to have to start offering sexual favors or something.”

I pulled my head back but remained in his arms. “Dammit. I guess I should’ve held out a little while longer. I mean, I’ve seen how good you are at strokin’, but man, some hands-on experience might be nice, too.”

The boldness of my words surprised both of us. I bit my lip and waited for him to respond.

“If you really wanted that, Sierra, all you had to do was ask. And way to keep a guy in misery. If I’d have known a little strokin’ would’ve gotten me out of this, I would have offered weeks ago.”

I was frozen at his implication. I couldn’t tell if we were still kidding or stepping over a line that had never been breached. And then a goofy grin crossed his lips. He was kidding, of course. I should’ve known. That’s how Jeremy was. How we were. Always teasing. Never serious. As much as I’d always loved the dynamic, I was starting to hate it, too.

“But seriously, Sierra. Thank you. I love you. You’re the best.”

It was probably cliché, but I think another little part of me fell for Jeremy Banks right then and there. We’d said those three little words countless times. This was different, though. This time, those words brought on a whole flock of butterflies. This time, I wanted to rise on my tiptoes and kiss his lips.

A throat cleared, and I turned to see Mr. Turoff’s head inclined towards us, a single eyebrow lifted and his lips cocked in a lopsided, knowing smile. I jumped back from Jeremy and picked up the scalpel. His brow was raised, and a rush of embarrassment surged through me that my teacher had witnessed the interaction.

I turned my concentration to the little amphibian lying on my table. With less-than-expert precision, I placed the scalpel on the skin and held my breath all the way through the first incision. Surprisingly, it didn’t freak me out. When I glanced over at Jeremy, he wasn’t even paying attention. Rolling my eyes, I looked back down.

“What’s next?” I asked him.

A burst of exhilaration passed through me as he led me through the next few steps.

“Oh my God!” I declared. A thrilling sensation washed over me when the bones snapped beneath my fingertips.

“What?!” Jeremy asked, sounding distressed. He was holding his hands over his eyes, watching me through a tiny slit between his fingers.

“That was… that was amazing,” I breathed out.

“What?!” he repeated, his eyes widening behind his hands.

“Cutting into the sternum… It was…so freaking cool!” I exclaimed. “The crack and the pop. I feel so in control right now.”

The rest of the class went by rather quickly. I was lost in the dissection of that frog, fascinated with every step. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t about to apply to medical school or anything, and it was probably the last time I’d ever cut anything open. Still, it was such a rush. I hadn’t even realized I was in such deep concentration until the taste of blood tore me from my examination.

I cursed and wiped the lip I’d bitten into, looking up to find Jeremy staring at me. His eyebrows were lifted, one slightly more than the other, while his eyes were focused on me, watching intently. I didn't miss the way his lips were parted or how his face was flushed. So I narrowed my eyes and lifted the safety goggles up on my head.

“What? Do I have frog guts on me or something?”

He cleared his throat and shook his head as if trying to erase a thought. “Umm. No. No, you’re good. I’ve just never seen you so focused before. You were in your element. As gross as this whole thing is, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”

My eyes widened, and my heart starting beating erratically. I told myself to calm down and not read too much into it. I needed to change the subject.

Taking the scalpel, I pointed to two bean-shaped organs inside the frog. “Congratulations, Daddy. It’s a boy! Check out the testes on this guy!”

He paled again.

This time, I was the moment ruiner, and I hated myself for it.

Freaking frog testes.
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THE BUZZ IN THE air surrounding Navarre High School was similar to the one on the first day of school. This one, however, was more electric. More excited. We were one assembly away from stepping out into the sunshine and enjoying the next three months on the beach, not worrying about a single thing.

I, however, wasn’t excited in the least bit. Not even close.

Frankly, this summer was going to blow.

I scowled when I saw Sierra leaning back against the wall outside the field house. Danny Moyer, quarterback and asshole extraordinaire, was next to her with his arm over her head, pressed against the building. He was gazing down at her and standing far too close for my taste. I was waiting for Sierra to roll her eyes at his obvious flirtations and push him away, but she didn’t. No, Sierra did the opposite. My stomach clenched tight when she fluttered her lashes and smiled up at him. The bright, shining, wide smile that was usually reserved for me.

Fuck.

One of my buddies and teammates, Jace McAllister, shoulder-bumped me and grinned. “You better go save the day, Banks, before Moyer sinks his claws into your best friend.”

I frowned, wrinkling my brow. “What are you talking about?”

He chuckled. “Somehow Sierra’s completely flown under the Moyer radar all year, but after the way she cheered for you at our last baseball game? Not anymore. And, since he and Heather broke up, he’s on the hunt for his next piece of arm candy.”

“He and Heather broke up?” That was news to me. It made sense though, since I’d found a note with her number in my locker last week. Not that I’d ever use it. Heather Perkinson was a little too…perky for my taste.

“Yep,” he said, popping the P. “And the other word on the street is that she’s ready to move from the quarterback to his star receiver. Wouldn’t that be something? You and Heather, Sierra and Danny? You two could double-date!” He laughed as if he’d just said the most hilarious thing.

“Jesus Chris, McAllister. Do you still have your man card, or did you lose it when you were playing bingo with the gossiping old ladies last night?”

He just shook his head. “I’m just giving you a fair warning, Banks. You may be quick on the football field, but you’re clearly slow when it comes to matters of the heart.”

I turned to gape at him. “Matters of the heart? Seriously, McAllister. Where do you come up with this shit?”

He started to speak, but I held a hand up to interrupt him.

“Wait. Don’t tell me. You spend your free time watching Titanic and crying every single time Rose lets Jack go.”

His face turned red, and I knew I was right. But he shrugged me off. “It takes a real man to be comfortable watching that shit. You just may learn a thing or two if you do.”

I was about to remind him that we were fifteen—for me, almost sixteen—year-old dudes. I wasn’t, for any reason, watching that shit.

“Jace, don’t let Jeremy fool you. When I made him go see Message in a Bottle, I caught him shedding a few tears. There’s a soft heart underneath all that brawn.”

My eyes widened when Sierra’s voice chimed in. God, how long had she been there?

“Nice to know, Sierra. I’m manly enough to admit I did the same. Damn Nicholas Sparks,” he said, shaking his head as if the memory were painful.

Which, indeed, it was. I had vowed that it was the last time Sierra got to drag me to a chick flick.

Jace turned back to me. “Think about what I said, Banks. Don’t strike out before you even have a chance to get up to bat.”

With that, he left us alone.

“What was that cryptic baseball metaphor in reference to?” she asked, staring at his back as he walked away from us.

“I have no idea. You know how that guy is. Romantic quips and all that shit. It’s a shock he doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic, but you’re actually right. He’s super cute, and in those baseball pants? Whew,” she said, fanning herself.

My jealousy flared. “Seriously? You have a thing for Jace McAllister?” I asked, trying not to seethe.

She laughed, punching me in the arm. “Of course not. I just meant it is surprising he’s single. He’s good-looking, he’s sweet, and he’s smart. Any girl would be lucky to have him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sierra, you just described me and I’m single, too. Where’s your outrage in that?”

She held her hands to her chest and let out an exaggerated gasp. “God, Jeremy. I just can’t believe it. You’re every girl’s wet dream, knight in shining armor, and perfect man all rolled into one.”

“Smartass.”

“You love me.”

“The paradoxical blessing and curse,” I muttered, causing her to laugh.

“Wow. A big word for such a meathead.”

“You love me,” I echoed, and she beamed at me.

A silence fell over us as we walked home together. If she only knew how true her statement had been. And how much I wished mine were as well.

“Why don’t we stay home tonight?” I asked Sierra as we neared her driveway. The truth was I didn’t want to share her. Not on our last night together.

She laughed and bumped her shoulder into mine. “What are you talking about, Jeremy? You’ve been excited about the end-of-school bash since you were invited by your teammates.”

She was right. Freshmen weren’t usually invited to the football team’s end-of-year beach bash. But, since I was on the varsity team, I’d been extended an invite, and I might have been a little bit smug about it.

“That was before I knew you were leaving me for two months.” I winced at the harshness in my voice.

“Oh,” was all she replied. Oh.

“I just don’t see why you have to go away for the summer. We’re supposed to be living it up. We’re no longer fresh meat. We need to party like its nineteen ninety-nine!”

She laughed so hard that she snorted. “You did not just Prince me.”

“You did not just use Prince as a verb,” I retorted.

“Whatever. In case you forgot, it is nineteen ninety-nine, Jer. We don’t have to party like it anymore. Plus, I’ll be back before school starts and we can party then,” she said.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “I still hate that you’re leaving for the entire summer.”

It was the truth. Things with Sierra and me had been evolving ever since we’d stepped foot into high school. It was like we had been transported to a place where just friendship couldn’t exist anymore. It was a slow burn, with little hints here and there, but neither of us made a move.

Call me chickenshit. I would agree. It’s just… The night she’d cried in my arms about Dawson and Joey having ruined everything in their friendship, she’d also made me promise to never let that happen between us. I wanted to point out that, one, it was fiction; two, Joey Potter had nothing on her; three, I was ten times cooler than Dawson, not to mention with a hell of a lot more game; and, four, it was fiction.

But I didn’t. Instead, I promised that would never happen to us. What I meant, however, was the heartbreak thing. Because kissing her?

I’d had that thought over and over and over again.

In fact, just two weeks ago, I’d gotten tired of hiding my feelings. I’d just mustered up the courage to tell her how I felt when she’d dropped the bomb on me.

Okay, I was being dramatic. But still, it’d felt like a blow when she’d informed me that she was spending the summer in Ohio with her grandparents. I was torn. I wanted to shout from the rooftops that I had feelings for her. The thought of her meeting a guy in Ohio made me want to Hulk out. At the same time, though, it didn’t seem fair to tell her now, forcing us to start our relationship as a long-distance one.

I was getting ahead of myself. I didn’t even know if Sierra liked me like that, but a guy could hope, right? So I sucked up it and spent the next few weeks whining about her leaving me for an entire summer. I might have asked my mom what she thought about me going to Ohio, too, citing that I’d see a different part of the country and all, but she’d squashed that plan when she’d reminded me about football camp.

“Pick me up at eight?” she asked when we got to the edge of her driveway.

“Are you sure we can’t stay in tonight?” I made one last ditch effort to get her all to myself.

She laughed and shook her head. “No way. You’ve been looking forward to this for weeks. I’m not going to be the one to keep you from it.”

I let out an exasperated sigh and placed my hands on top of my head. “I don’t care! It’s one party. There will be plenty this summer.” I dropped my hands and grabbed one of hers. “But my time with you is limited, and I don’t want to share you.”

Her eyes dilated. Her voice was soft and slightly trembling when she said, “You’ll never have to share me, Jeremy. You should know that by now.”

Just like that, something inside me clicked. I didn’t want to share her. Not with anyone there. Not with anyone in Ohio. This was it. I couldn’t wait anymore. She needed to know, even if it meant we had to wait two months to really be together.

I took a step forward just as she did. My free hand lifted to her cheek.

“Sierra,” I whispered, pausing as I memorized every inch of her face.

“Yes?” she breathed, her eyes searching mine.

“You better bring me back a buckeye.”

I couldn’t do it.

And I’d never been more disappointed in myself.
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I blinked twice at Jeremy’s words. I could’ve sworn he had been on the verge of kissing me or revealing some deep, dark secret. Instead, he’d asked for a freaking nut? A poisonous one, at that? Right then, I could’ve shoved a few poisonous nuts down his throat. My nose burned, and tears threatened to flow.

I stepped back and nodded quickly. “Umm, sure. I’ll put that on my list. Okay, I need to go get ready. See you later!” I said before running into the house.

The way I flung myself onto my bed and buried my face in my pillow was probably dramatic. But I did it anyway. It masked the sobs racking through me. I cried for my stupidity. I cried for the humiliation of yet another near kiss. I cried because the one person who’d never made me cry was making me do just that, and even still, I couldn’t fault him for it.

After tiptoeing around my feelings for him for nearly the entire school year, reading way too much into every move he made, everything he ever said, analyzing his actions to see if it meant anything more, I finally had my answer.

I hadn’t budged an inch outside of the friend-zone, and I was finally realizing I never would.

I was such an idiot. How could I have thought I’d ever be anything but Tod to him? He’d never see me as anything more than the girl who always conceded and gave him the nun-chucks. The girl who didn’t hesitate to spit in her hand and shake, no matter how gross Lexi told me I was. The one who took one look at his pale face and swooped in to save the day, dissecting that frog all by myself so he wouldn’t get sick.

I was the reliable best friend, willing to do anything for the boy she loved.

I was Joey freaking Potter.

No, I was worse than Joey Potter. At least she got to kiss her best friend. Not me. I’d just been reminded that this entire thing was one-sided.

I was just glad I hadn’t told him.

As the tears finally stopped flowing, I resolved then and there that I’d never again let his nearness give me butterflies.

I thought leaving him that summer was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever have to do.

Staying would’ve been so much worse. And, as much as I had been dreading the goodbye, now, it couldn’t come soon enough.
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I was an idiot.

I knew it even before Jenna shoved me and told me that I was one. She’d witnessed the whole ordeal and was none too impressed with how her twin brother had handled himself.

“She was practically begging for you to kiss her! And you ask for a freaking leaf?” she screeched as soon as I walked into our kitchen.

“It’s a nut,” I informed her.

She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re a nut.” Then she put her hands on her hips. “You’re unbelievable. Unbelievable!”

“What do I do, Jenna? What if she doesn’t like me like that? What if I tell her how I feel and then she says she only sees me as a friend. I’d ruin everything.”

She scoffed. “So you’re an idiot, unbelievable, and blind. What a freaking trifecta. Get a clue, Jer. She likes you likes you.”

“Are you two talking about Sierra?”

I jumped at the sound of Lexi’s voice.

“Yep,” Jenna said. “Numb nuts over here doesn’t think she likes him.”

Lexi let out a loud laugh then slapped her hand on the kitchen counter. “You’re kidding me, right?”

Jenna shook her head.

Lexi sobered a little. “You are a numb nuts.”

“Stop talking about my nuts!” I shouted, stomping out of the room.

The sound of their laughter followed me even as I plopped down on my bed and buried my face in my pillow.

As much as I wanted to deny it, they were right. I wasn’t just an idiot. I was a coward. I wasn’t thinking straight, and I was terrified that everything would change the minute I told her how I felt.

But wasn’t that the point? I didn’t want things to stay the same. I wanted them to change—for the better. And how could that happen if I kept my mouth shut and my feelings hidden away? It couldn’t. So, that night, as I got ready, I listened to the sweet, sappy sounds of Boyz II Men, psyching myself up to tell Sierra the truth. My brilliant plan was to get to the party, make a few rounds, and then drag her behind some sand dune far away from everyone else and ask her to be my girlfriend. Sounded perfect, right?

Well, I thought so.

That was before some junior placed a red Solo cup in Sierra’s hand and pointed her towards the keg. She scurried away from me, filling her cup and finding an empty spot in the sand next to a few of her fellow cheerleaders. I sighed and figured it was my fault anyway.

Four beers later—for her, not me—my plan was annihilated thanks to Danny freaking Moyer. When I’d finally made my way back to Sierra, he was sitting next to her, his arm around her shoulders. Jealousy rose within me at the sight of another guy touching her bare skin. Those shoulders were mine. All of a sudden, fierce possessiveness roared, the urge to lay claim surging through my bloodstream. I didn’t want to share Sierra, and the longer I watched them, the angrier I became. It was only a matter of time until I turned into a roid-raged monster whose adrenaline would’ve torn the arms off even the strongest man. I was about to Hulk out for Sierra. Fuck.

“Banks!” he called as I approached. “Where’ve you been hiding this one?”

Sierra let out a giggle, and then she hiccupped. Shit. I should’ve been watching her more closely. Her experience with alcohol had been fairly limited, and I was worried she’d overdone it.

“He doesn’t hide me,” she slurred, shooting me a glare before plastering a drunken smile on her face. “In fact, he doesn’t do anything with me at all. He’s just my best friend, as he’s always been. Little Sierra Sullivan and little Jeremy Banks. Friends forever.”

If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought she was being sarcastic. Apparently, drunk Sierra was a grumpy one. 

“Little?” Danny smirked, enjoying this way too much for my taste.

Her eyes widened, and she shook her head profusely. “Oh, I don’t mean little! At least, not in that sense. You know, this one time, I walked in on—”

I raced over to her and promptly pulled her to her feet, effectively cutting her off. We were probably ten seconds away from a repeat performance of her stellar “Strokin’.” Fuck. That thought made me half hard.

“Okay, Sierra, I think it’s time to head home.”

She frowned. “What? Why? We just got here.”

I raised an eyebrow. “We’ve been here for over an hour. And you’re going to need to sober up before you go home. Do you want your parents to catch you?”

Her head shook, and she allowed me to take her hand and start leading her away. “No, you’re right. Mom would kill me.” She tilted her head and gave me a drunken smile that looked kind of sad. “You’re so good to me, Jeremy. Always looking out for me. You’re the best.”

That was me. Good ol’ reliable Jeremy. Glancing at my watch, I saw we still had plenty of time. But how could I tell Sierra how I felt now that she wasn’t in the right state of mind?

I couldn’t, and that sucked.

“Hey, Sierra,” Danny called.

She stopped and gazed back at him, her eyes glossy. “Yeah?” The breathy whisper she’d offered him had me gritting my teeth.

“Don’t forget what I said. I’ll see you at the end of the summer.”

She nodded as a shy smile crossed her lips. It was a smile I’d never seen, and I hated it. I wanted to be the only guy to make her smile. It was selfish, but I didn’t care.

I got us a ride from one of the juniors, but instead of having him take us home, I had him drop us off at the gazebo at the end of our neighborhood.

“What are we doing here, Jeremy?” Sierra asked.

“We have a couple of hours until curfew. I thought this would be a good place for you to sober up.”

I went to take her hand, but she either didn’t see me or didn’t want me to as she walked down the wooden planks, took the steps down, and planted her ass in the sand. I followed and sat next to her, staring out at the water.

Silent minutes ticked by. Nothing but the roar of the waves filled the air. My insides were twisting and turning as I tried to find the right words to tell Sierra just how much I was going to miss her. I hated that this was the last night we’d have together before she left town. Before she left me.

“So…” I breathed out, finally mustering up the courage to break the silence.

“So…” she repeated. Her finger was making trails in the sand. In the darkness, I couldn’t make out what she was writing.

“What did Danny mean?”

She looked up suddenly. Her face was showcased in the moonlight, and I was relieved to see that some of the glossiness had faded from her eyes.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

I fidgeted, hating the tightness in my chest. I’d never thought of Sierra with another guy. Hell, I’d never thought of Sierra with any guy. And now…it was painful. It was as if my heart were ballooning until it would inevitably pop and leave me with nothing but the shredded pieces.

“He said to think about what he said. So, what was it? What did he say?”

“Oh, that,” she said, waving me off like it was no big deal. “He asked if he could take me out.”

“Like, on a date?” I asked, the tightness intensifying, making it hard to breathe. “Seriously? He asked you out on a date?”

The incredulity in my voice surprised even me. I watched as the color drained from her face, and the smile faded from her lips. Her eyes blazed with the fury she was about to unleash. She’d completely misinterpreted my question, and before I could explain, she jumped up, kicking sand in my direction.

“Yes! On a date. Is that so hard to believe, Jeremy?! That a guy would actually find me attractive enough to take out?” She pushed her chest out, and my eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “They may not be big, but I do have boobs, you know! Just because you don’t notice them doesn’t mean other guys won’t.”

Before I could answer, she ran up the steps, through the gazebo, and down the wooden planks towards the entrance of the neighborhood. I dashed after her, thankful she hadn’t gotten too far. As soon as I caught up to her, I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her back. She flailed her arms and kicked her legs out, but I held on tight.

“Stop, Sierra,” I growled, surprised when she actually listened. Then I walked us back to the gazebo before plopping down on a wooden bench, not releasing her as she settled into my lap.

Her hair was wild around her face, and she wouldn’t look at me. Using my thumb and forefinger to lift her chin, I was taken aback to see her eyes swimming with tears. The vulnerability in them tore me apart. She’d never looked more beautiful. She’d never looked more heartbroken. I hated myself for it.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked, trying to sound teasing.

She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s stupid. I blame the beer,” she said as she scrambled off my lap and started pacing back and forth in front of me.

Just as I was about to join her, she stopped and faced me.

“Look, I didn’t mean to freak out on you. I know you don’t see me the way other guys do, so of course it would be a surprise that the star quarterback would want to take me out. I’m sorry for overreacting.”

“Sierra.” I stood and approached her, but she took a step back before I could pull her into my arms. “That’s not true. From the moment I met you, you’ve been the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. Hell, I remember running home and telling my mom all about you. I felt that way then, and I still feel that way now.”

I couldn’t believe I was actually admitting that, but hey. Extreme times called for extreme measures, and this seemed to fit the bill.

Tears glistened as she let out a disbelieving laugh. “And that’s the problem. You still see me as dirty eight-year-old playing Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. The girl who played kickball, skinning her knees, and spitting into your hand. Which is okay. I’m not the girly-girl wearing skirts and worrying about having perfect makeup. I don’t flirt or act ladylike. At least, not to you. That’s not how we are. That’s not how we’ll ever be. I’m finally realizing that.”

I wanted to tell her that she was wrong. That I didn’t see her as an eight-year-old girl. That, even though I’d been a blind fool, my eyes had finally opened. I wanted to wax poetic about her long, beautiful hair and how much I loved running my fingers through it while watching our favorite shows. How the beautiful blue of her eyes was my favorite color and, if Crayola could capture it in a crayon, I’d buy every single box until I had a lifetime supply. And her lips. God, I wanted to profess how, ever since that day in biology, her lips had had me transfixed and I wanted nothing more than a taste. I hadn’t cared that there was dead frog cut open and splayed out on the table. The way she’d sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, gasping and cursing as she’d drawn blood, had thrown all my disgust over the frog out the window. All I could see was her. All I wanted was her.

I wanted to tell her all of that.

But I didn’t, and I would regret it for the rest of the summer.

“Sierra—” I began to protest, but she cut me off, giving me a warm, watery smile.

“It’s fine, Jeremy. I promise. I have no problem being the Tod to your Copper. Or the Joey to your Dawson. That’s who I am.” She hesitated for a moment. “That’s who I’ll always be. You’re my best friend, Jeremy. It’s okay that you don’t see my boobs. Hell, it’s probably better that way.”

My stomach plummeted, and if I was man enough to admit it, my eyes burned with an unexpected rush of tears. I stepped out of the sight so she couldn’t see me. She misinterpreted the move, but before I could find a single ounce of courage, she was waving goodbye and running into her house, leaving me there to watch her go.

Something I never wanted to do again.

It wasn’t until after Sierra had left for Ohio and I’d had a chance to reflect on her words that I realized what she’d said. Dawson and Joey, as of right then, weren’t even speaking. Copper and Tod had gone their separate ways, and even though their friendship remained, they were still apart for the rest of their lives.

I didn’t want to be Copper anymore. I sure as hell didn’t want to be Dawson.

But it was too late. I’d lost my chance. I’d missed my window. Sierra was gone, and there was nothing I could do about it.

Jenna was right.

I was an idiot.

I was unbelievable.

I was blind.

And, worst of all, I was alone.
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MY FINGERS TREMBLED AS I slipped into my new bikini. It was the first summer Mom allowed me to wear a two piece, and even though I was covered in all the intimate areas, I looked in the mirror and felt…sexy.

After having spent the last two months with my grandmother up north in Ohio, I was back in Navarre and getting ready to head to the beach to see all of my friends. While it had been nice to spend time with my family, I missed my friends. Most of all, I missed Jeremy, and even though we’d talked on the phone weekly, it just wasn’t the same. It was the longest we’d ever been apart, and I vowed to myself: never again. Needless to say, I was pretty eager to see him.

And slightly disappointed that I’d been home for almost an entire day and he hadn’t come by yet.

I was also eager to show the new me off. It was as if karma had overheard my last conversation with Jeremy and smiled down at me, blessing me in the most incredible fashion. Over the summer, I’d filled out in all the right places. I, Sierra Sullivan, finally had boobs. It’d only taken fifteen years. My hips were slightly wider, and I no longer looked like a string bean. The way the swimsuit clung to my curves made me nervous, but at the same time, it was empowering to look into the mirror and finally see a woman staring back at me.

I wondered if anyone else would notice.

Oh, who was I kidding? The truth was, I was wondering if—and maybe not-so-secretly hoping—Jeremy would notice.

I also feared that he’d found a girl over the summer. He hadn’t had me occupying all of his time, and even though he hadn’t mentioned anyone, Jenna had given little hints here and there that maybe he’d seen Heather Perkinson more than a time or two at parties.

Sighing, I fell back on my bed and thought about the boy who’d held my affections for as long as I could remember. Over the course of freshman year, things between us had started to change, and I had been seeing him in such a different light. I hadn’t looked at him as just my best friend. I had been looking at him as so much more. And, to be honest, it had terrified me. It’d also thrilled me. The contradictions had made my brain swim, and every so often, I’d throw out a line, hoping to get a little nibble, to see if Jeremy was the catch I was hoping he’d be.

Every time I thought he was feeling the same about me and about to act on it, he didn’t. I started to think I’d been imagining it all. That perhaps he didn’t return my feelings and maybe I was reading too much into his actions. So, when the opportunity to spend the summer in Ohio arose, I jumped at it, hoping a few months of separation would get my head back on straight.

Wishful thinking.

Being away from him for the whole summer had done little to squash my feelings. In fact, I think it had amplified them, and I had no idea what I was going to do about it. What if he didn’t feel the same? What if this whole thing was one-sided and, in the aftermath, it was too awkward to be around each other? Losing Jeremy’s friendship would kill me. Being in love with my best friend, who had no idea, was already starting to take its toll.

What if I told him and lost him? It would be unbearable. He’d always been an extension of myself. The silly “where you go, I go” mantra wasn’t actually all that silly. It was the truth. It was us. I couldn’t lose that, even if it meant hiding the way I felt.

Since that day we’d met down at the Sound, Jeremy and I had been inseparable. Best friends. The three amigos—him, Chris, and me. At least, that’s how it had been until school had started. Chris and Jenna’s childhood taunting had gone from friendly to romantic, and as soon as the two had become an official item, they’d gone off into their own little world. Jeremy and I had found ourselves as the two amigos ninety percent of the time.

He didn’t want to watch Jenna and Chris make out any more than they wanted an audience, so we became a twosome. And I was entirely fine with spending my time alone with him. In fact, I reveled in it. I stupidly thought he felt the same, but he proved otherwise. All of those moments I’d thought were near kisses were a fluke. A product of my fantasies, and now that I was mere minutes away from seeing him again, a flock of butterflies began to attack my stomach.

I had no idea when the lines between friendship and love had blurred. The summer had done nothing to help with my vision, because my heart still raced at the prospect of seeing him again. Part of me hoped my new look would entice him, but I wasn’t exactly counting on it. Hell, for all I knew, he’d found a girlfriend this summer.

The thought alone made me nauseated.

A knock sounded on my door, pulling me from my thoughts of self-pity. When I sat up, Jenna was walking into my room, and my heart dropped when she shut the door behind her. I jumped to throw my cover-up on, as I wasn’t comfortable with how much skin my bathing suit was showing.

“Hey, girl,” she called as she rummaged through her purse. It wasn’t until she looked up at me that she stopped dead in her tracks, her jaw dropping over as her eyes raked over my body. “Holy crap, Sierra! Where did those come from?” she asked in awe.

I squirmed as she leaned forward and surprised me by squeezing one of my brand-new boobs with her perfectly manicured hand. My cheeks flamed, and I pulled back, but she latched on and moved with me. Talk about humiliating.

Whoa. The wrong Banks twin was admiring my new assets.

“If I’d have known you could get those in Ohio, I’d have begged to come with you.”

I laughed at her frankness. “Late bloomer,” I told her. “I was starting to think I’d be flat-chested for the rest of my life.”

She whistled as she took in the sight of me. “Jeremy’s going to cream his pants.”

My mouth dropped open. “What?! No, Jeremy doesn’t look at me like that,” I protested. “Plus, that’s your brother. Gross.”

She waved me off and sat on the edge of my bed. Then she raised a disbelieving eyebrow at me. “You two are the blindest people I’ve ever met.”

I wrinkled my nose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She let out a deep sigh. “Tell me, Sierra. Why don’t you date? Plenty of guys asked you out last year, and you turned them all down. Don’t you like anyone?”

Ever since she’d started dating Chris, she’d become the ultimate girly-girl. Sometime halfway through our freshman year, she’d decided her mission was to find me a boyfriend, no matter how hard I’d tried to tell her that I didn’t want one.

“Sierra? Hello? Did you hear me? Isn’t there anyone you like?” she repeated. “What about Danny? He’s been asking about you all summer.”

My stomach tightened. Of course I liked someone. He just didn’t know it, and I didn’t know if I could ever tell him. And it was most definitely not Danny Moyer.

“Aha,” she said, causing me to frown.

“Aha what?”

“Like I said—freaking blind. Now, come on. The boys are already waiting, and we only have a few days of summer left.”
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For about the thousandth time, I checked my new cell phone, then the parking lot, and then my phone again.

“What’s your deal, Banks?” Jace asked beside me. “You’ve been anxious ever since we got here.”

Like he had any room to talk. The guy’d been jonesing for another glance at Lexi Sullivan for the entire summer, ever since he’d first caught sight of her right before Sierra had left. Even though he’d protested, he was just as eager for the Sullivan girls to be back in Navarre.

I gave a noncommittal shrug. “Nothin’, McAllister.”

He gave me a knowing smile. “I hear Sierra’s back in town,” he said, causing Chris to snicker. “Dude, why don’t you just make a move already?”

I held my sunglasses up and glowered at him. “You really want to go there right now?”

Jace’s face reddened, and he swallowed hard.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

Chris sat up and glanced between the two of us. “Okay, what the hell am I missing?”

“Nothing,” Jace replied—a little too quickly.

“McAllister has a thing for little Lexi Sullivan,” I told Chris.

Jace’s blush deepened as he threw his balled-up T-shirt at me. “Shut up, asshole. I’ve never even met the girl. Hell, I didn’t even know that was her name. Plus, she’s an incoming freshman.” He made a show of rolling his eyes, even though I knew it was just that. A show. “You know how younger girls can be. Clingy. Trust me, the only thing I’d ever want to be is friends.”

Chris’s laugh echoed around us. “Right, McAllister. Friends just like Jeremy and Sierra? We’ll see how long that lasts.” Then he let out a low whistle. “Lord have freaking mercy.”

Jace and I both turned to see what had caught his attention. It didn’t take long for the girl to enter my vision. I was shameless as my eyes raked up her body. Long, tan legs rose from the ground to meet a tight, pert little ass covered in teal bikini bottoms. Her long, blonde hair hung in waves, falling to the small of her back, where two tiny dimples begged for my fingers to touch. My mouth watered. She was gorgeous, and that was just the back view.

“Holy shit,” Jace whispered.

I echoed his sentiments.

“No, seriously, Banks. Holy shit.”

As she turned around, I realized what his “holy shit” was in reference to. My heart went on an immediate rollercoaster ride, rising and plummeting, confusing the hell out of me. As if that hadn’t been bad enough, my swim trunks suddenly felt exponentially tighter. The view from behind had done nothing to prepare me for what she’d look like when she turned to face me.

The hottie in the bikini? Not just any girl on the beach. Nope. The girl I’d just been salivating over was none other than Sierra. Yeah, my best friend, Sierra Sullivan. Holy freaking shit, was she smoking.

And I’d never wanted her more. At least, not in a physical sense.

I wanted to lie and say it wasn’t because of the boob enhancement nature had apparently blessed her with while she had been up north. That would’ve been shallow. Chauvinistic. Piggish, even. But it wasn’t that I liked her any more or any less. It was just…my body had naturally responded quicker than usual.

I still don’t think it was specifically because of her new curves. It’d been months since I’d seen her, and I’d missed the hell out of her. I would’ve had the same reaction if she hadn’t grown…those.

Either way, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I had to force myself to sit still on my towel when the urge to jump up and sprint to her was weighing heavily on me.

Just as I was about to say fuck it and go to her, she spied us across the beach, her eyes lighting up as she saw me. Jenna jogged towards us, jumping on Chris when she got close. He laughed at something she’d whispered in his ear. Sierra followed but then was stopped by Ryan Harper, who made a big show of wrapping arms around her and lifting her up off the sand. His grubby little paws came dangerously close to her ass.

I’d always hated that guy.

Now, I wanted to kill him.

“Better hurry up, Banks, or Ryan’s going to move in on your woman. And, seeing how those cans have grown, I have a feeling he won’t be the only one.” Chris wiggled his eyebrows at me.

Jenna scoffed and gave him a playful shove.

“What?! I’m just saying. Sierra definitely grew up over the summer,” he said, holding his hands out in front of his chest.

I scowled at him. “We get it, Chris.”

“Oh, you get it?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then you better hurry up and go get it before someone beats you to the punch.”

Just as I was about to rise from my spot on the towel, Sierra escaped Ryan’s hold and headed our way. Everything around me slowed down, and all sounds disappeared. All I saw was her.

Holy freaking shit.

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Holy shit!”

I’d just spotted Jeremy with a few of his friends when Ryan Harper intercepted me. He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me in way too close for comfort. I glared at Jenna, and she gave me a sympathetic look. She wasn’t feeling too bad for me, though, because after giving him a quick hello, she scampered off, leaving me behind with the biggest horndog in our entire class. No, possibly the entire school.

“Damn, girl!” he said, bringing my attention back to him.

I struggled to not roll my eyes.

“Where’ve you been hiding all summer?”

I faked a smile, hoping that giving him a little bit of face time would get me out of there sooner. “Oh, I was in Ohio, visiting my grandma. We just got back last night.”

He whistled as his gaze roamed my body. I shifted uncomfortably, unused to that sort of examination. In this new bikini, I’d never felt more exposed.

“Well, I’d say the summer was good to you, Sierra. You’re smokin’ hot.”

A blush rose to my cheeks. “Umm, thanks, Ryan. Hope you had a good summer. I haven’t seen Jeremy since I got back and I want to go say hi.”

“Oh, Banks? I’m sure he’ll be fine. Heather’s probably here somewhere, and I’ve heard they got hot and heavy, if you know what I mean.” His innuendo was clear, and my heart sank. Then he leaned in close. “And, between us, there’s someone else who’s been waiting for you to get back.”

I frowned, hoping like hell he didn’t mean himself. “Who?”

“Moyer. Word on the street is that he’s got his eye on you.”

I was intrigued, but I wish I could’ve said I was more interested. Sure, Danny Moyer was hot as hell and, from what I’d heard on the cheerleading squad, an amazing kisser. But, after that bash party, I’d felt nothing. Other than drunk, that is. And I hadn’t spent my summer thinking about him. Actually, I hadn’t thought of him at all.

Maybe that was my problem. Maybe I was so stuck on Jeremy because I hadn’t let myself like anyone else. Maybe it was time to finally let go a little bit. Spread my wings, so to speak.

But first things first.

I gave Ryan a smile and waved off in the distance, not actually at anyone but pretending so I could get away. “I guess we’ll see what happens. But I gotta go. See you around!”

Before he could respond, I walked past him and made my way towards Jeremy’s group. The whole time, I scoured the beach for Heather. Thankfully, she was nowhere to be found.

As I approached, Jeremy shifted and squirmed. He looked away from me as my shadow covered his towel. All of a sudden, nerves attacked my senses. Since when was I nervous around Jeremy, let alone from just saying hi? And why wasn’t he looking at me?

“Gee, what a warm welcome,” I told him, teasing.

His face reddened, and Chris’s laughter broke the awkward silence that had descended on the group.

“Yeah, Banks. Get up and greet her. It’s been two months. You two haven’t been apart for more than two days before. We’re all eager for this reunion.”

He didn’t move. Hell, he didn’t even so much as glance in my direction. Apparently, Chris was wrong. We weren’t all eager.

Hot tears filled my eyes, but I was not going to let him see me cry. If things had changed that much over the summer that he couldn’t even say hi, then I wasn’t going to stay there to be humiliated in front of all of our friends. Just as I was about to move away, Jeremy grimaced and moved his hands to his swim trunks. My eyes flicked down and widened when I saw the bulge in his shorts.

Oh my God.

He was hard.

No wonder he wouldn’t look at me. Had Heather just been here? Was she coming back?

The questions kept rolling in my brain, and I knew I had to get out of there. I started to back away.

“Sierra, wait,” he called, his voice hoarse and tight, sounding almost pained.

Waves of relief poured over me when he pushed up from his beach towel. His large hand reached for mine, sparking an unexpected jolt of electricity as our fingers curled around each other’s. He pulled me away from the group, taking us far down the beach, and didn’t stop until we were hidden behind a sand dune, away from all eyes. So much for them witnessing our reunion. Not that I minded the privacy.

“Miss me?” I asked, breathless as he wrapped his arms around me. I nearly gasped when his erection pressed against my bare stomach. But I didn’t move away. I just laid my head against his muscular chest and inhaled his familiar scent, wondering how in the hell I had gone two months without this.

His hand came to my lower back, where he stroked my skin. Goose bumps rose underneath his touch, and even in the ninety-plus-degree weather, I couldn’t stop the shiver of pleasure from running down my spine. His head fell to the curve of my neck. Then he turned his head, his hot breath heating my skin.

“God, yes. You have no idea how much. Never go away again.”

My heart fluttered. I wanted to promise right then and there that I’d never leave him. To tell him that, for as long as he wanted me, I’d be his.

But I didn’t.

“I won’t,” was all I could muster.

I have no idea how long we stood there in the sand, holding each other close, nothing but the sounds of the surf and distant beachgoers filling the air around us. It was as if we were soaking each other up like all of those sunbathers were soaking up the sun. I was Jeremy Banks deficient and only being held by him could remedy that situation.

Finally, he pulled away, much to my disappointment. His eyes were hooded as his they roamed over my body. Unlike Ryan’s lecherous stare, Jeremy’s was appreciative. I didn’t feel uncomfortable. I felt beautiful.

He ran a hand through his messy hair then cleared his throat. “We should probably get back. I didn’t mean to steal you away from everyone the second you showed up. I just…I just missed my best friend. That’s all.”

I nodded and allowed him to lead me back to the blanket where everyone else was hanging out.

That’s all?

That was everything and nothing at the same time.

And it was finally time that I had to let Jeremy Banks go.

Because he was right. He’d missed his best friend. That was all.

That was all it’d ever be.
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AS EXCITED AS I’D been for Sierra’s return, I had been completely unprepared for what had greeted me that day on the beach. She was still Sierra, of course—but holy hell, she blew me away. I didn’t want to be a shallow asshole, and I’d gotten hard for her many times since that day in my bedroom. This was different, however. She had curves in all the right places, and any angst she’d had the last time we had seen each other about her…small boobs…could definitely be eliminated. To say she had blossomed over the summer would be an understatement.

When I had taken in her long legs, her perky breasts, and her curvy hips, I’d wanted to wrap my arms around her and feel every inch of her bare skin pressed against mine. I’d wanted to wrap my beach towel around her, shield her from all the other eyes I just knew were staring at her, checking her out, wondering how they could get into her pants. Or, in this case, her bikini bottoms. I’d wanted to shout out a resounding, “NEVER!” but that would have given me away.

What I didn’t want was to show my boner off to everyone sitting around me. Knowing Chris—and I knew him better than anyone—he’d have pointed at it and informed the whole damn beach. So, instead, I jumped up and took Sierra away from prying eyes.

After holding her and telling her how much I’d missed her, I finally realized my erection was pressing into her stomach. Embarrassed, I jumped back and insisted we return before I did any more damage.

What I hadn’t planned on was taking her back to where Danny Moyer was already waiting for her. But, alas, he was, and once again, I was left cursing myself.

Long story short.

Danny asked her out.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled.

Freaking smiled. It was closed-lipped at first, but then her lips parted and she beamed.

Freaking beamed.

I couldn’t believe he was asking her out in front of all of our friends, and I hated that he was so confident she would say yes that he’d risk humiliation.

“That’d be nice, Danny,” she said, nodding her head.

If I were a cartoon character, steam would’ve been coming out of my ears. Was that really happening right in front of me? All summer long, I’d been thinking about Sierra, running the conversation we’d have about how I felt about her in my head over and over again, yet she’d been home for only a couple of hours and already had a date?

Livid couldn’t even describe me.

“How’s Sunday? One last night out before school starts?”

As soon as I heard that, I placed a territorial arm around her shoulder and pulled her to me, giving her one of those side-hugs I’d begun to dread. “Sorry, Moyer. She’s gonna have to take a rain check. We always end the summer with a movie night. It’s tradition. Sierra’s mine on Sunday.”

I wished I could say that Sierra was mine permanently.

Sierra's nose wrinkled and her eyes went round with surprise.

I shrugged. “I didn’t think this summer would be any different, but I guess, if you want, we can just do it another time,” I offered, hating myself in the process but still backing off in case she really did want to go with him.

Danny glanced back and forth between us, waiting for a response from Sierra. She went poker-faced, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought of our tradition ending. When I dropped my eyes from hers, she answered him.

“Jeremy’s right. And I’m not one to mess with tradition. We’ve been doing it for years. If I change it up now, I’ll probably end up failing all my classes or something.”

Tradition. But what I’d heard was obligation.

Jenna was shaking her head at me, and I just turned my gaze to the ocean, trying to tune everyone else out. Sierra and Danny were making plans so I stepped away from them and sat back down on my towel, hoping my face wasn’t reflecting the way I felt.

“What’s with the face?”

So much for that hope. Someone plopped down in the sand next to me, and I nearly groaned when I saw Heather sitting there.

Don’t get me wrong. Heather Perkinson was one of the prettiest girls in our school. She was friendly and intelligent, and she didn’t have a reputation for getting around. Any guy would have been lucky to have her attention, but I didn’t want it.

And when Danny and Sierra left the group and started walking down the beach, I nearly went for what Heather had been offering all summer. Sierra clearly wasn’t interested, so why should I have kept holding out for her? It would’ve been so easy to ask Heather out, hoping that she’d be a good distraction until I could get my head on straight.

But, as soon as I had the thought, I shook it away. I wasn’t that guy. I wouldn’t play those games. I’d wait Sierra out, and as soon as she was ready, I’d tell her how I felt. Flirting with other girls in the meantime would only push her further away.

Heather’s hand landed on my arm, and that’s when Sierra turned back and looked at me. And then at the hand touching me. I could’ve sworn that her lips curved down into a frown, and her eyes darkened for a split second as she glanced back and forth between Heather and me. Just as I was about to pull my arm away from Heather, Danny leaned down and whispered something into Sierra’s ear. She nodded, and with one last small smile in my direction, she tore her gaze from me and focused all of her attention on him.

“Jer…” Jenna’s voice pulled me out of the trance I’d been in.

I glanced up to see a frown on her face.

“It’ll all work out.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, Jenna. Not this time. You were right. I was an idiot, and I was too late.”

She started to protest, but I put on my sunglasses and smiled so no one would know how much I was dying inside at the idea of Sierra dating anyone who wasn’t me.

“So, who has the booze?”
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“Are you seriously going out with Danny Moyer?” Jeremy sounded incredulous, and I tried not to take offense that he sounded so surprised that the star senior quarterback was interested in me.

Jeremy’s mom had just dropped us off at The Breeze, the closest movie theater to us. Like Jeremy had told Danny, every year, we had gone to the movies the night before school started. Since I’d made Jeremy see Can’t Hardly Wait (holy swoon, Ethan Embry!) last year, it was his turn to choose. We were going to see something called The Sixth Sense, and I had no idea what I was in for.

We’d just settled into our seats when he’d turned to me and asked about Danny. I wasn’t all that into the guy, but when he’d asked me out, I’d wanted to say yes. I didn’t regret it, nor was I particularly excited. I just had to do something to keep Jeremy off my mind.

I shrugged as I popped a Junior Mint into my mouth. “Why not? Jenna says I need to put myself out there. I’m fifteen years old and I’ve never been on a single date. Don’t you think it’s time I do that?”

He frowned. “Why? What does age have to do with anything? I’m about to turn sixteen and I’ve never been on a date, either. You don’t see me saying yes to the first girl who asks me.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. We both know he’d been asked out many times.

“Yeah, well, what about Heather? I heard you two got pretty close this summer.”

His eyes widened, and he swallowed hard. He opened his mouth to answer, but the lights went down and the screen flickered.

I guessed that was that.

I wish I could say that our hands brushed in the popcorn tub or our thighs touched as we sat next to each other. But that would be a lie. In truth, we both moved to the opposite edges of our seats. It was uncomfortable until creepy stuff started happening on the screen and I leaned over, gripping his biceps for dear life.

“You didn’t tell me this was a scary movie,” I hissed.

He grinned down at me, his eyes full of amusement. And then he did the unthinkable. He closed the distance between us and kissed my forehead.

“Don’t worry, Sierra. I’ll protect you.”

My skin tingled where his lips had been. He turned back to the screen, and the rest of the movie passed in a blur. I remained attached to his arm the entire time. Ghosts freaked the hell out of me, and I knew I would have trouble sleeping that night.

When the credits rolled and the lights came on, my fingers were white with how tight I’d been clutching him. He tried prying my hands off him, but it was no use. My grip was like a steel vise and nothing could tear me away.

“Damn, Sierra. If I’d known it would take a scary movie to get you to feel my muscles up, I’d have made you watch a Friday the 13th or The Exorcist a long time ago.”

Okay, so maybe nothing could tear me away except that. My hands unlocked and I jumped up, looking down at him accusingly.

“I was not feeling you up!” I protested.

He chuckled as we rose and made our way out of the theater.

“You know how I feel about ghosts. Add in a creepy little kid and I’m done.”

His laughter was infectious as we got into my mom’s van, and informing Mom of my fears, causing her to laugh at my torment right along with him. I crossed my arms and huffed, ignoring both of them the whole way home. I was still scowling at him when we said our goodnights. 

When I climbed into my bed, all I could see were the eerie ghosts. I was thoroughly freaked out, and the last thing I wanted was a sleepless night right before the first day of school. Next year, I was going to make Jeremy watch the cheesiest love fest ever.

Tink. Tink. Tink.

I pulled the covers over my head, squeezed my eyes shut, and started saying a bunch of Hail Marys. Or, well, what I thought were Hail Marys.

Tink. Tink. Tink.

Then a louder knock sounded and I realized it was coming from my window. That could only mean one thing. At least, I hoped it did. With hopeful trepidation, I slipped out of bed, peered out my window, and found Jeremy standing there. I quickly lifted the window.

“What are you doing?” I asked in a hushed tone, hoping not to wake my parents.

He held one had behind his back and ran the other through his messy hair. “Couldn’t sleep. And I felt bad that I made you watch a scary movie late at night. So I brought this over. Thought we could watch it.”

He held up a copy of The Fox and the Hound. I tried hard not to smile, but it was no use. I already was. So, without hesitation, I pushed the window up farther and stood back so he could climb in. Then I took the movie and put it in before settling next to him on the bed. He was already comfortable in just basketball shorts and a T-shirt.

“You have to be quiet,” I warned him, nodding towards my locked door. “I’ll get in so much trouble if they find you in here this late at night.”

He scoffed. “Your parents love me.”

“My parents love you during the daylight and not in their little girl’s bed with the door locked.”

He sat up and frowned at me. “I can leave if you want…” he said, trailing off and not sounding all that thrilled at the idea.

“No, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re here. I was getting a little freaked out, so this will definitely help.”

He grinned wickedly, and I instantly knew what he was thinking.

“You’re going to whisper about seeing dead people all the time now, aren’t you?” I groaned.

“Only when you least expect it,” he teased, his fingers finding my hair. “Now, be quiet and watch the movie.”

I rolled my eyes but did just that. I had to admit it did make me feel better, and I quickly forgot all about Bruce Willis and that creepy little kid. By the end of the movie, I was feeling more weepy than scared, and that’s when a drop of moisture hit my cheek.

What the heck?

I looked up to see a wet trail running down Jeremy’s cheek. He was blinking rapidly, as if he were trying to get something out of his eye. I shifted until I was resting my arm on his chest and peering up into his eyes.

Eyes that were looking everywhere in the room except at me.

“Jeremy?” I whispered, but I got no response. “Oh my gosh. Are you…are you crying?”

He sniffled in answer. After unsuccessfully trying to muffle my giggles, I heard a low growl and found myself flipped onto my back with Jeremy hovering over me. His face was illuminated by the glow of the television, and my breath hitched as I reached up and wiped the droplets off his cheek. It was entirely too endearing to see how the movie still affected him after we’d watched it five hundred times over the last seven years.

“It’s not funny, Sierra,” he whisper-hissed. The outrage on his face melted my insides. “How could she let Tod go like that? It’s so unfair. I don’t care if he was technically a fox—he was still a domesticated animal, for Christ’s sake! He shouldn’t have been allowed in the wild by himself! There are too many predators out there, and he won’t be able to fend for himself.”

He had this argument every time we watched the movie. Not that I could blame him. It seemed cruel that Tod had been forced to be separated from the only family he’d ever known—and his best friend.

“I think Tod was okay in the end,” I told Jeremy, smiling up at him. “He and Copper will always have their memories, and even if they’re apart, in their hearts, they’ll always be the best of friends. No matter what.”

“It still sucks. I don’t want to call you Tod anymore,” he grumbled adorably.

I laughed. He did this every time. “Too late. I’m Tod. You’re Copper. We’ll just have to make sure we have a different outcome, okay?”

“Remind me why we keep watching this movie,” he said, shaking his head.

“Because we’re gluttons for punishment?”

His eyes clouded over into an unreadable expression. Before I could decipher it, he plopped down onto the bed next to me. Then he took my hand and started toying with my fingers.

“I really did miss you this summer,” he whispered, and I closed my eyes, squeezing them shut, wishing something more were behind those words.

I shut the television off, descending us into darkness. We’d never spent the night in my bedroom alone, but somehow, I knew Jeremy wasn’t leaving.

Placing my arm around his waist, I cuddled up to him. “I missed you, too.”

His chin rested on the top of my head, which rose and fell with his chest. “Promise me something, Sierra,” he said, sounding far too serious.

I blinked twice. “Anything,” I responded, knowing full well that, if he asked me to fly to the moon, I would do it in a heartbeat.

“Promise me you’ll never leave. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

My eyes burned with hot tears. It was a promise I wanted to keep. It was a promise that would break my heart one day. But I didn’t care. It was a promise I would make over and over again.

I nodded against his chest. “Of course, Jeremy. I’ll never leave,” I promised.

It was also a promise I didn’t ask him to return.
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When I woke up the next morning, Jeremy was already gone. Butterflies were swirling around in my stomach the whole time I was getting ready for school, and I wondered what my sophomore year was going to bring me.

“I’m so excited!” Lexi gushed as we got our lunches ready. “High school boys!”

Mom shook her head at my boy-crazy sister. I was definitely going to have to look out for her when it came to the upperclassmen. With stars in her eyes, she continued to gush to Jenna when we all met up outside for our carpool gang.

Jeremy made a show of rolling his eyes at Chris and Jenna, who were holding hands, then mimicked a gagging motion. I snickered even though I wasn’t feeling all that cheerful. This year, we only had two classes together. It was going to be weird not seeing him all day every day, but I told myself it was probably a good thing. I’d decided I needed to branch out and try to fight my feelings for him.

By the end of the first week of school, I felt like I’d barely seen Jeremy.

“Hey, Sierra, wait up!”

I turned to see Danny walking towards me. As I studied him, I could see what all the other girls did. His olive complexion was to die for, and a girl could get lost in his dark-brown eyes for days. His full lips had been, according to rumors, made for kissing. And they curved up into a warm smile as he placed a hand on my arm.

“I’m glad I caught you.”

I smiled at him. “I haven’t seen you all week. Must be exhausting being king of the school.”

He scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Please tell me you don’t buy into that shit.”

“I’m only teasing. What’s up?” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear as I eagerly waited for him to respond.

“Well, since things didn’t work out last time, I was hoping you were free this weekend. I meant what I said at the beginning of the summer. I want to get to know you better.”

A blush crept onto my cheeks. His gaze was intimidating, and as he studied me, I found myself wanting to say yes. So I did.

“That’d be nice.”

His smile widened. Then we made plans for the following evening.

“Who was that?” Mom asked, raising an eyebrow at me when we were all buckled in. Usually, we’d walk to school together, but with the heat index in the low one hundreds, Mom had insisted on picking all of us up. With the way I was sweating, I was thankful for it.

“Danny Moyer! Only the hottest guy in school,” my sister gushed.

Jenna nodded in agreement. Chris scoffed, and Jenna leaned over, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“He’s not that good-looking,” Jeremy grumbled beside me.

I frowned and elbowed him, trying to get him to look at me, but he wouldn’t. We rode the rest of the way in silence as Lexi went on about Danny this and Danny that. Once we’d pulled into the driveway, Jeremy jumped out of the car and sprinted across the lawn, slamming the screen door to his house shut as he ran into the house.

“What’s his problem?” Lexi asked.

Mom wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “My guess? Danny Moyer,” she said, glancing over at me, a knowing look on her face.

I shook my head, trying not to emit the sadness I was feeling. “No, that’s not it. Jeremy doesn’t care who I date.”

I just wished he did.
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SOPHOMORE YEAR WAS TURNING out to be much different than freshman year. Instead of Sierra and me becoming closer, with each passing day, the chasm between us grew wider. I didn’t understand it. I was so close to spilling everything, to telling her that friendship wasn’t enough, but I was too slow. Too late. By the time I was ready to admit it all, she was already going on dates with Danny. I didn’t know how many they’d been on, and I didn’t care. All I knew was they were going to homecoming together, and I wasn’t going to be anywhere near the school that night.

As I walked into my living room, Chris and Jenna were cuddling on the couch. The last thing I wanted was to be around those two happy lovebirds, so I grabbed my keys of the counter and rode the few miles over the bridge to Navarre Beach. Thank God I’d turned sixteen at the beginning of the school year. Not having to rely on my parents or upperclassmen was amazing, especially for nights when I needed to get out. Nights like that one.

The slight chill in the air had goosebumps pebbling on my skin. The coolness of the evening had left the beach deserted, which I was grateful for. I wanted to be alone anyways.

That’s how I felt those days.

But could I really complain? After all, I’d done this to myself.

I spread my blanket out and lay down, staring up at the stars. My eyes instantly connected with my favorite constellation. The one on the cheek of my favorite person. As Sierra’s image started swimming in my mind, an aching hole burned in my chest, the unbearable loneliness spreading through my body like the cruelest of wildfires.

I missed her.

At that moment, I realized how much she meant to me and how miserable my life would be if I had to watch another man making her as happy as I wanted to. Sierra was my morning, noon, and night, and I wanted her to be everything in between. But she wasn’t that anymore. She was barely even my week, and I had no idea how to change that.

I’d had her. So close. And, instead of cherishing her, I’d let her slip through my fingertips when I hadn’t been looking. She was everything I’d ever wanted—everything I’d ever want—and I’d had to lose her to realize that.

I was such an idiot.

I’d never go after her while she was happy with someone else. But, if he fucked up, I’d be right there, ready to comfort her. And, when she was ready, I would be, too. No more cowardice. No more hesitation.

I just hoped that opening eventually came—even if wishing for it made me a bastard. So be it.
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As Danny’s hand inched higher up my thigh, I squirmed in my seat. And not in a good way.

It’d been over a month since our first date, and even though we talked nearly every night on the phone and saw each other at school, this was only our third date. Between football and cheerleading, our weekends were often too busy for us to go out. He hadn’t yet asked me to be his girlfriend, and I didn’t even know if I wanted him to. I knew he was getting annoyed by my refusal to do anything. Hell, we hadn’t even kissed.

I wasn’t sure why, every time he closed in, I turned my cheek. I told him I wanted to take things slow. After all this, this was my first experience with any sort of romantic relationship, and I was hesitant to go too far too fast. I wasn’t scared. It’s just… I didn’t quite know how I felt about Danny, and I wanted my first kiss to be memorable. One I’d think of often, with fond memories, when I was older. I wasn’t sure Danny was that guy for me. With homecoming coming up, though, I was getting nervous that he was going to expect something that night.

I moved his hand back to his own thigh. He groaned and leaned his head against the wall.

“Sierra, you’re killing me here. It’s been over a month and you won’t even let me kiss you. I get it. You’re young, but I thought we’d be a little further than this by now.”

My nerves rose as he stared down at me. “I don’t… I’m not…” I stammered, sounding like an idiot. What did he expect? I mean, I knew his reputation, but he’d always been sweet and patient with me.

“What about homecoming, Sierra? There’s an after party, and I was thinking I could get us a hotel room. I can properly introduce you to everything physical. It can be romantic if that’s what you want,” he told me, running his fingers down my arm.

“A hotel room?” I gulped, my eyes widening as I shook my head. We’d never even kissed. What the hell was he expecting with a hotel room? I slid my chair back and grabbed my purse. “Excuse me. I need to use the restroom.”

I spent a couple of minutes trying to calm my nerves in the bathroom. When I finally settled my stomach, I splashed water on my face and then walked back towards our table.

What I saw stopped me in my tracks. Apparently, Danny’s patience had ended. Sitting in his lap was the loosest girl in school, Mallory Buchanan. He was kissing her neck, and his hand was sliding up her skirt. Oh God, what had I been thinking, going out with this guy?

Part of me knew that it was my fault for trying to date someone I wasn’t all that interested in, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. Not to mention everyone in school would know about this by Monday. Danny could’ve at least waited until our date was over before moving on.

Mallory gave me a wicked grin when she looked up and saw me. Danny shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“Sorry, Sierra. I just don’t think we’re compatible,” he offered.

“Right.” It wasn’t a great comeback. “Have fun, assholes.”

As I turned to leave, Danny called my name. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t think we should go to homecoming together.”

I wasn’t sad because this thing with Danny was over, but I was embarrassed. Still, I held my head high and nodded.

“Thank goodness,” I answered, ready to turn on my heel and flee.

My initial reaction was relief. But a second one hit me square in the chest. I wanted Jeremy. Clearly, a month of barely spending any time together had done little to squelch my desire for him.

Mallory, however, had one last dig to get in. It was as if she read my mind.

“Oh, and, Sierra, if you plan on calling your knight in shining armor, I wouldn’t bother. I saw him earlier with a blanket on the beach. You wouldn’t want to interrupt, now would you?” Her taunting made me want to rip her over-bleached blonde hair out of her head. “Especially if he’s with Heather.”

That, more than anything, was what made me want to break down. The idea the Jeremy was off getting physical with someone when I couldn’t even kiss a boy I’d thought I’d liked. With the flick of my middle finger, I turned and ran, pushing the door to the restaurant open just as the tears began to fall. Not wanting anyone to see me, I rushed in the direction of the beach, blinded by my tears.

I ran as fast as I could, racing in the sand when, out of nowhere, I tripped over something and went flying, taking a face full of sand. My mouth sputtered as I tried to spit it out.

“Sierra?”

My heart stopped. I quickly rose to my feet and groaned when I saw that I’d tripped over Jeremy. Sure enough, he was sprawled out on a blanket, and I covered my eyes before I could see who he was with.

“Sorry! Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll be fine. Just…just leave me alone, Jeremy. Enjoy your date.” I nearly choked on the words as I fled, running down the beach as fast as my feet would take me. I didn’t stop until I got to a dune I could hide behind and lick my wounds.

When I fell to my knees, a year’s worth of tears started to spill out. It was finally happening. Jeremy was dating. This was harder and so much more painful than I’d expected, if the sudden ache in my heart was any indication.

Moments later, the very object of both my affections and my current consternation showed up. I wiped my eyes, trying to mask my tears.

“I thought I told you to leave me alone,” I said curtly.

His eyes softened in the moonlight. “That’s not possible, Sierra. You know that. I’ll never leave you alone.”

I choked out a disbelieving laugh. “You can’t go running away from your dates whenever I need rescuing, Jeremy. It’s time I become a big girl and take care of myself.”

He folded his arms across his chest and stared at me. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned my being on a date. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The beach. The blanket. Mallory said you were on a date. Sorry for interrupting.”

I wasn’t actually sorry. And I didn’t feel bad for it.

“I’m not on a date. I’m here by myself. Solo. Single. Just me. But what about you? Weren’t you supposed to be on a date?”

My heart was far too happy at his admission. Even so, I let out a wry laugh and shook my head. “You were out enjoying the peace and quiet. You don’t want to hear about my disastrous date. I’ll be fine. You can leave me alone.”

Instead of doing that, he reached his hand out. I stared at his silhouette in the moonlight. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to place my hand in his and embrace his warmth. So I did.

We walked to his blanket, and he didn’t drop my hand. He was silent until we sat down, and then he brought his hand to my cheek, wiping my tears away.

“Sierra. How many times do I have to say it? Where you go, I go. I’ll never leave you alone. Especially when you’re hurting. Now, tell me why you’re crying and whose ass I have to kick.”

At that, I laughed and felt better than I had in the last month. God, I’d missed him.

He listened as I told him about Danny and Mallory. The entire time, he ran soothing circles on my arm, calming every nerve that’d been swirling around my insides. When I got to the part about the hotel room, he tensed, his body so rigid it caught me off guard. He started to move, but I placed my hand on his arm.

“It’s okay, Jeremy. No need to defend my honor.”

He frowned, his forehead furrowed in anger, and I quickly continued.

“It’s not even that I really liked him. I mean, he’s cocky but so hot. And I don’t know. I guess I just wanted someone to like me.” I shrugged. “So much for going to homecoming.”

I’d never admitted it to anyone but Jenna, but I’d really been looking forward to the dance. I wanted to go with my girlfriends to pick out my perfect dress then spend the day getting ready together and the night dancing, laughing, and having a great time.

“Go with me,” Jeremy blurted out, sending a wave of shock throughout me.

I shoulder-checked him and laughed. It felt like the first time I’d done that in weeks. “You don’t mean that,” I said, secretly wishing he did.

“Yes, I do.”

I caught his gaze in the moonlight. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” I whispered.

When he nodded, my brows came together.

“You hate dancing, Jeremy. Why would you go?”

He shrugged, but his eyes were telling a story I couldn’t quite read. “Because you want to.”

“And?” I prompted.

He gave me that look.

“Where I go, you go?”

He nodded. “Precisely. Even if it means I’ll be spending the next two weeks brushing up on my MC Hammer and Vanilla Ice.”

“Jeremy, you do realize we’re in the back half of nineteen ninety-nine, right?”

“Sierra, Ice Ice Baby will stand the test of time. Just you watch. Our kids will still be listening to it even when they’re teenagers. You can take that to the bank.”

My stomach twisted at the idea of our kids. I knew he didn’t mean ours together, but the thought was already implanted in my mind. And, even though I wasn’t ready for sex, I could picture a little Jeremy-Sierra baby.

I smiled and leaned my head against his shoulder. “You’re the best, Jeremy,” I told him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’ll never get the chance to find out.” With that, he stood up, pulling me with him. “Now, come on. We have a dance I need to practice for.”
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Just as I’d thought, by Monday, the whole school knew that Danny and I weren’t a thing anymore. And you know what? I didn’t even care. Jeremy was more pissed about the looks and the whispers in the hallways than I was, and he stayed closed to me whenever he could. He was being overprotective, and I didn’t mind one bit.

“I’m so sick of this,” he grumbled as we walked into the lunchroom together.

Across the room, Danny was sitting with the other football players, and Mallory, naturally, was practically in his lap. Jeremy scowled and clenched his fists at his sides.

I placed a hand on his arm. “Calm down, Rambo. I don’t mind. I promise. I’m over it,” I said, waving them off.

He peered down at me. Then his eyes lit up as an idea struck him. Instant worry swirled in my belly. I was used to Jeremy’s not-so-brilliant plans, and I had no idea what he was about to propose. Before I could ask what the hell he was thinking, he grasped my hand, entwining our fingers. Then he pulled me in close, and my heart started beating fast as his lips hovered just above my ear.

“We’ll show them you’re really over it,” he whispered.

I barely had time to catch my breath as he dragged me over to the table where they were selling tickets to the dance. In his loud, booming voice, he asked for two tickets and let everyone in the room know that he was going to have the prettiest date there. My face flushed with embarrassment until I saw Mallory’s mouth gaping. I decided to play along with Jeremy and slid my free hand into the back pocket of his jeans. I wasn’t prepared for the tight, toned cheek to feel so incredible beneath my fingertips, and he wasn’t prepared for my touch. He jerked as he nearly choked on his spit.

I looked up at him innocently. “Oops. I was just going for your wallet, sweetheart,” I teased. “Did I pick the wrong pocket?”

His jaw tightened as he gazed down at me, heat in his eyes. I hoped I wasn’t misinterpreting it.

“Be careful, Sierra. You know what happens when you go into places unannounced.”

My eyes widened as I realized just what was happening. Jeremy and I were flirting. And I loved every second of it.

Once the senior sitting at the table handed Jeremy the tickets, he surveyed the room. Danny was scowling in our direction, and Mallory was now looking at Jeremy if he were the new it-man she wanted a piece of.

Over my dead body.

Jeremy took us to an empty table on the other side of the room, where we sat down next to each other, our thighs brushing. We couldn’t have been sitting any closer to each other if we’d tried.

“And that, my sweet Sierra, is exactly how it’s done.” He brushed his hands off as if he’d finished some exhausting project.

Feeling bold, I leaned over and placed a kiss on his cheek. When I pulled back, I gave him a saucy wink. “Just so you know, that’s more than Danny ever got. If you play your cards right, you may get even luckier.”

“Don’t go teasing a man, Sierra, if you don’t plan on following through.”

I met his eyes. “Who says I won’t?”

Silence, along with rounded eyes, answered me—he hadn’t expected me to say that.

For the first time since I’d met him, I’d rendered Jeremy Banks speechless.

It was minor, but it gave me hope. Things were changing.
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“Oh, Sierra,” Lexi breathed. Her eyes were shimmering with tears. Next to her, Mom was looking at me the same way. “Jeremy’s jaw is going to hit the floor.”

My sister was disappointed that she hadn’t been asked to the dance. She’d planned on going with some girlfriends, but when she couldn’t find a dress, she’d opted to just stay home. Still, a part of me felt bad. She’d told me she’d be fine. Some new book had come out and she said she’d rather stay home and read. The stars in her eyes, however, told me the truth. It was her first high school dance, and instead of dressing up with me, she was just watching from the sidelines. But that was Lexi. She didn’t do anything half-assed, and if she didn’t have a flock of butterflies in her stomach at hello, she wasn’t interested. After what had happened with Danny, I got it, and I didn’t blame her for it.

My cheeks flushed with heat. “Don’t be silly, Lexi. Jeremy doesn’t look at me that way.”

She laughed and shook her head in disbelief. “Are you freaking kidding me? That’s the only way Jeremy looks at you.”

Those same butterflies Lexi’s looking for attacked my stomach, making it clear that for me, Jeremy was the only one I wanted. Still, I willed myself to calm down. Lexi’s a romantic. She’d been hoping for a Jeremy-Sierra love connection since she’d discovered the L-word.

“And what way is that?” I asked, hoping she’d spell it out for me. That maybe I wasn’t the only one who had noticed Jeremy’s change towards me.

She sighed dreamily before her eyes rested on mine. “You know, I’ve always been a little bit jealous of your friendship with Jeremy.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise and opened my mouth to protest, but she held a hand up, stopping me.

“From the moment the two of you met, you’ve been inseparable. This solid unit that nothing could ever come between. Sure, you guys included the rest of us, but that didn’t matter. It was always the two of you. And I don’t know when it happened, but sometime over the last year, things have changed.”

Lexi paused to gauge my reaction, causing me to squirm under her scrutiny. Those damn butterflies took flight again. I sat on the edge of my bed, suddenly feeling a little bit dizzy and overwhelmed. Was she right? Things had changed. But I’d thought it was just me. Lexi had apparently noticed it, too.

“What exactly do you mean, Lexi?” I asked, my voice a bit shaky.

Mom and Lexi exchanged knowing glances.

“Sierra,” Lexi said, “you walk into a room and Jeremy’s eyes light up. Then they track your every move. They narrow and his nostrils flare if another boy so much as checks you out. And, according to Jenna, he was a grumpy toad the whole summer until you got home. You know, kinda the same way you were in Ohio.”

Even though my heart was fluttering, I protested. “That doesn’t mean anything. We’d never spent the much time apart. That’s all,” I said, waving her off.

They exchanged another look.

Mom crossed the room and sat next to me, placing an arm around my shoulders. “Oh, honey, that’s where you’re wrong. Everything your sister just said is true, and it’s not nothing. It means everything. The question is, do you feel the same way?”

My eyes shimmered with tears. All of this time, I’d been keeping my feelings to myself, and it felt so good to finally let it out.

I nodded. “I do. I have for a long time. But he’s my best friend, Mom. What if he doesn’t like me like that?”

Mom wiped away a lone tear that had spilled over onto my cheek. Then she cupped my face and brought her forehead to mine. “Sweetheart, I don’t think that’s something you need to worry about. Jeremy Banks has always worn his heart on his sleeve, and I’m pretty sure you’re in that heart. He just needs to know you want to be.”

“So…you think I should tell him?” I asked, wondering if tonight could be the start of something so new, so beautiful, with Jeremy.

She pulled back and gave me a smile. “I can’t tell you what to do, Sierra. The best advice I can give is to follow your heart. I know how scary it can be, putting your heart on the line when you don’t know how it’s going to be received, but that’s what life and love are all about. Taking risks. You may get burned a time or two, but everything worth having is worth fighting for. And the way Jeremy looks at you? It’s the way every mother wishes her daughter would be looked at. It’s how your dad looks at me still to this day.”

Lexi’s sniffling had my own tears welling up. She bounded across the room and joined us on the bed.

“It’s true, Sierra. If a man ever looks at me that way, I’ll be the happiest girl alive,” she declared.

Little did she know, it wouldn’t be long until she had that. And just like me, she’d be too blind to see it. But that’s her story to tell.

This time, it was Mom’s turn to tear up. She put her arms around both me and Lexi, and the three of us looked at our reflections in the mirror.

“When did my girls grow up?” she asked. “I swear you were just two little blondes with pigtails. Now, you’ve blossomed into beautiful young women I’m very proud of.”

“Love you, Mom,” I whispered, and Lexi echoed my sentiment.

“I love you both, too. And so does your father. Although he’s going to have a cow when he sees how grown-up Sierra is in that dress. We’re not ready for the two of you to grow up, but I guess it’s inevitable.”

Before I could respond, the sound of the doorbell filled the room. Lexi clapped her hands, Mom beamed, and my stomach was suddenly twisting in knots.

“He’s here!” Lexi exclaimed as she jumped up and ran to the door. But then she stopped and looked back at me, her face softening. “I hope you two have the best time, Sierra. You deserve it. And, for the record, Jeremy’s ten times the guy that creep Danny Moyer would ever be.” With a parting smile, she left the room with me reeling from her words.

I smoothed my dress out and checked my makeup in the mirror. Mom was watching me intently, perceptive enough to know I was stalling.

“Do you really think…?” I trailed off.

She gave me a knowing smile. “Sweetheart, I can’t tell you how the boy feels. That’s something he has to do for himself. I only know what I see, and let me say, I like it. As a mom, there’s nothing I love more than seeing the way Jeremy looks at you. And don’t think I haven’t noticed those same looks coming from you, too.”

A blush formed on my cheeks.

“From the very beginning, I’ve known that the two of you had something special. It’s up to you to decide what happens next. Now, let’s not keep that boy waiting.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

After a few deep breaths, I steeled my nerves. Even though I didn’t feel ready for this, I was as ready as I’d ever be. Mom left the room, and I followed after her, taking each step slowly and deliberately. I heard his rumbling laughter before I saw him. The sound sent those butterflies into overdrive.

This was it.

If Jeremy ever saw me as anything more than just his best friend, this would be the time.

Mom rounded the corner into the living room, and I gathered up what courage I could find and then stepped in right behind her.

The moment my eyes locked with Jeremy’s, I knew Mom and Lexi had been right. Everything else around us faded into the background. His laughter ceased as he took in the sight of me. And I did the same to him. He was dressed in black slacks that appeared as if they had been made for him. Memories of the night I’d walked in on him flashed in my mind, and I took a glance at his groin.

Yep, those slacks had been made for him.

Aware that we weren’t alone, I tore my eyes away from his package and trailed them up over the rest of his body. A slim-fitting hunter-green dress shirt molded to his firm torso, just tight enough to give me a peek at his muscles. I made a vow never to complain about all the time he spent lifting weights in the field house anymore, because holy hell, the results were more than worth the effort. A light-green tie that adorned his muscular chest somehow accentuated the brown irises of his eyes, which were wide as his eyes raked over me.

His copper-colored hair was its usual messy self. I loved that he hadn’t given in to Jenna’s prompting and gotten it cut and styled. I wanted to run my fingers through his soft hair as we danced the night away in each other’s arms, and gel would’ve ruined the experience.

As he studied me, a slow, easygoing smile spread across his lips, showcasing those dimples.

Not gonna lie.

I swooned.

My heart melted.

And I went a little weak in the knees, which I later blamed on the heels. Stupid death traps.

Jeremy had never looked more handsome than he did right then, and I’d never wanted him more. Heck, I’d never wanted anything more in my life than for Jeremy to cross the room, take me into his arms, dip me back, and gaze longingly into my eyes before capturing my lips with his.

This wasn’t Copper anymore. This wasn’t Dawson. This wasn’t my Michelangelo-loving, ninja-warrior-fighting, scared-of-sharks best friend.

This was Jeremy Banks, star football player, object of ninety percent of the affections of the sophomore class female population—and probably the rest of the school’s, too—sexiest man I’d ever seen. I no longer wanted to swap spit shakes. I simply wanted to swap spit.

And by the look on his face? I was pretty sure he wanted the same thing.

“Wow,” he whispered as he took a step towards me. He paused briefly then continued across the room until he was standing directly in front of me. He lifted a hand then ran it through his hair as he repeated his sentiment. “Wow.”

I beamed. “Wow yourself,” I replied, suddenly feeling more confident than before. Actually, I was more confident than ever.

The hand that had raked through his hair came down and he placed it on my cheek. Jeremy’s earnest eyes bored into mine. “Sierra, I… You… I…” he stammered, and my heart started beating so wildly that I was scared it was going to break out of my chest, hop onto him, and pound against his own chest until he let it in.

“Yes?” I prompted after seconds had ticked by without him saying a word.

“You look… You are absolutely beautiful,” he breathed. “You’re… You take my breath away, Sierra.”

At that moment, with Jeremy cupping my face, our gazes fused with searching eyes, our entire relationship shifted.

I could’ve said the same to him. He absolutely took my breath away, too. While staring at him, I held my breath and waited for what would come next. All too soon, however, a throat cleared, breaking the wonderful, magical spell we’d placed ourselves under. It was agonizing to tear my gaze from his, but when I did, I saw both sets of our parents watching us with curious expressions.

Our moms were beaming, both with tissues as they wiped their eyes and lamented on their babies having grown up. In hindsight, I’m sure they were already planning out our wedding. Jeremy’s dad looked like a proud papa, and I blushed when he gave Jeremy a thumbs-up and me a wink. My dad, however, was trying to scowl at my date, who didn’t even notice. In fact, when I returned my gaze to his, he was still staring at me as if he were trying to take it all in. Take me all in.

“You’d better breathe, Jer,” I teased. “I’d hate to have to give you CPR before we even make it to the dance.”

His left eyebrow rose. Then he leaned forward, his lips hovering just over my ear. “I’m not so sure that’d be a bad thing,” he whispered.

My mouth went dry. He winked at me before turning his attention to our parents. And what happened next was a flurry of photo-taking, curfew-giving, and Dad pulling Jeremy aside to give him, no doubt, a warning about messing with his little girl.

Mom took a picture of me and Lexi, and I gave her an encouraging squeeze on the shoulder when it was done.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Lexi?” I asked. “I can skip the beach party and just come home after the dance if you want.”

She gave me an appreciate smile but shook her head. “Absolutely not. I’m fine, Sierra. Go and have fun. Get your man,” she said, giving me a wink. “My time will come. I have no doubt. I just have to be patient, right?”

“Patient for what?” Jeremy asked, causing me to jump. I hadn’t realized he’d come up to us, and I hoped he hadn’t heard Lexi’s quip about my man.

“Oh, nothing. Just girl talk,” Lexi informed him.

He gave a faux grimace and held his hands up. “Say no more.” Then he held his arm out to me. “Time to go, my lady.

We said our goodbyes, and I giggled when Dad scowled at Jeremy yet again. He took it all in stride and gave him a mock salute then did some weird Boy Scout move.

By the time we got to his car, Chris and Jenna were already making out in the backseat.

Jeremy gave me a grin. “They did all of their pictures at my house. To speed up the process, she said, but I think now I know why they were so willing to let us do pictures alone.”

We watched them through the glass for a moment.

“When do you think they’ll come up for air?” I asked.

The truth was I was kind of jealous. There I was, a sophomore in high school, and I hadn’t even gotten my first kiss yet. Jenna, however, had been the queen of kissing since the seventh grade. And, from the looks of it, Chris was definitely reaping the benefits.

“These two? Probably never. We’ll be lucky if they even make it into the dance.” He grinned and opened the front passenger’s door. The two in the backseat didn’t even notice that we’d arrived. “Ready?” he asked.

Was that a loaded question or what? Still, I smiled in returned. “You know what, Jeremy? I think I’ve been ready for a really long time.”
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WHEN I WAS EIGHT years old, I met the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. I instantly wanted her to be my best friend. No question about it. It wasn’t just about her looks. No, it was more than that. At the time, I didn’t know what it was, just that it was. We had this instant connection. The whole love-at-first-sight thing? It was like that, but in a friendship kinda way. Like, I took one look at that pretty little girl with the blonde ponytail, and Cupid’s friendly brother aimed his arrow in my direction and hit me straight in the gut with a friendship shot.

Now, over eight years later, that girl had blossomed into a woman. The most beautiful woman I’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on. One second, I was laughing with my dad, who was trying to give me dancing tips—disco, no less—and Sierra’s dad, who was trying to enforce a three-foot rule for when she and I slow-danced. The next second, I expelled all the air in my lungs, leaving me unable to breathe.

The moment Sierra walked into the room, I was stunned speechless. Rendered breathless. Nearly knocked on my ass at the sight of her. Gone was the pretty little girl whose freckles I wanted to count. In her place was this gorgeous creature whose body I wanted to explore so I could kiss each freckle and then make my way down to discover where else they were hidden on her skin.

Simply being best friends with Sierra was no longer an option. I wanted more, and I’d wanted it for a really long time. And, that night, I was finally going to make it happen. No more playing it safe. No more wondering and worrying if she didn’t feel the same. No more pining away next door, wishing she were in my arms, her lips on mine, her hands fisted in my hair. Never again would I lie in her bed with her cuddled up against me as I wished we could be together.

I was determined to make it happen. I just had to wait for the perfect moment.

Even though a throat cleared and Sierra looked away from me, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was wearing a dark-green dress that perfectly matched my shirt. The color made her eyes pop, and her tan skin from lazy days at the beach seemed to glow. It fit her perfectly, showing off the curves that had appeared this summer. The memory of her in a bikini had my mouth watering, but that image had nothing on Sierra in this dress. Her hair was in loose curls, not stiff or rigid like Jenna’s was from overuse of hairspray. I loved it, and I’d be able to hold her close and run my fingers through her hair as we danced.

Finally, my trance was broken and I endured photo after photo before a lecture from her dad, once again, about the three-foot rule. Hello. Had he seen his daughter? If I had my way, we wouldn’t have three millimeters between us, let alone three feet.

When we finally made our way outside, I had half a mind to put an end to my misery and kiss her senseless on the front porch. But there was no way I was doing that. The first time I kissed Sierra was going to be special. It would be a kiss she’d remember for the rest of her life. It wouldn’t be with our moms peeking out the window, with Lexi giving me an encouraging thumbs-up.

The ride to the school was short, thankfully, because the sounds of Jenna and Chris’s make-out session were starting to grate on my nerves. After parking the car, I jumped out and rounded it, quick to open Sierra’s door before she could get out on her own. Chris and Jenna stopped sucking face long enough to get out of the car and walk across the parking lot and into the gym, where the dance was being held. No doubt, by the time we made it inside, they’d have found a dark corner to get back to it.

Before I could help her, Sierra stood, her gaze focused on the building they had disappeared into. Without thinking, I took her hand into mine. Her lips formed a soft O in surprise. I hoped she’d be doing that a lot tonight. Preferably in a good way.

I laced our fingers together, hoping she’d get that this wasn’t just a friendly handhold. That was phase one in making her mine. I was going to spend the night giving signals in hopes that, at the end of it, I could go in for the kill. Because, by the end of our sophomore homecoming, Sierra Sullivan was going to be my girl.

By the time we made it inside, my hand was sweaty, but I didn’t pull away. The music was blaring, and students were already dancing in the middle of the room. Sierra spotted Chris and Jenna, who were surprisingly getting down to Will Smith’s “Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It.”

“Let’s join them?” she asked.

I nodded, gesturing for her to lead the way.

For the next couple of hours, we were lost in the crowd. Song after song played without us coming up for air. Every so often, some douche would tap on my shoulder and try to squeeze in between me and Sierra. And, every time, I scowled and shook my head, sending the offending asshole scampering away. The first couple of times, Sierra lifted her eyebrows in surprise.

“Really?” she asked after I wouldn’t even let Chris dance with her.

“Yes, really,” I answered emphatically before twirling her around. “Tonight, you’re my date. All these other clowns had plenty of time to ask you out. They didn’t. I did. So I’m the only one who gets the pleasure of dancing with the beautiful Sierra Sullivan tonight.”

The truth was I knew what the guys were doing. I’d laid claim to Sierra way back in junior high when Ryan had tried asking her out. It had worked for a while, but as soon as she and Danny had started hanging out, everyone had known I wasn’t her keeper anymore. But they soon would. Not that I could begrudge them for wanting her. I knew what was happening. Everyone else was finally seeing what I was seeing. But they didn’t know how I felt. Hell, no one did—not even Sierra. By Monday morning, everyone would know.

Her laughter pulled me from my thoughts. “It’s not like you to be possessive, Jeremy,” she said, biting her lower lip. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I teased as I held her at arm’s length and slowly raked my gaze over her body. “A sexy little blonde in a green dress, maybe?”

Her cheeks flushed, and thank God the music changed or I would’ve kissed her right then and there.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, and my heart stopped as I wondered if I’d said too much.

I frowned. “Is everything okay?”

She nodded and waved me off. “Oh, I’m fine. Just a little warm. I’m going to go splash some water on my face.”

Before I could protest, she practically sprinted to the bathrooms.

“What’d you do this time?”

I turned to see Jenna eyeing me suspiciously. Her hand was placed firmly on her hip.

“Me? I didn’t do anything,” I protested. At least, I hoped I hadn’t.

“Are you finally going to tell her?” she asked.

My eyebrows drew together.

She rolled her eyes at me. “Don’t play dumb with me, Jeremy Banks. You and Sierra have been sniffing around each other ever since she got back from Ohio. It’s time to shit or get off the pot. If you’re not going to date her, there are plenty of other boys here who will and who want to.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I hissed. “I’m telling her tonight!”

“I knew it!” A smile broke out on her face as she threw her arms around me. “It’s about freaking time! Chris and I will disappear so you won’t even have to worry about us at the after party,” she squealed. Then she clapped her hands and ran away before I could make her promise not to tell anyone until I had the chance to.

Just as I was about to follow and warn her, the DJ’s voice came over the speakers.

“All right, Raiders. We’ve had a special request tonight. This one comes from Sierra Sullivan to Jeremy Banks.”

My eyes widened as my heart hammered. I spun around, searching the room for her. I raised an eyebrow when I found her by the punch table, sipping innocently, and rimming the edge of the cup with her tongue. She shrugged her shoulders, struggling not to laugh.

What the hell?

As soon as the first notes played, I shook my head. Whoops and hollers sounded all around me, and a small clearing opened up. I beckoned for her to join me, but it was her turn to shake her head. Apparently, I was doing this one on my own.

“Hell yes! Let’s go, Banks!” Chris jumped in beside me.

I couldn’t say no. So I loosened my tie, rolled up my sleeves, and broke it down, Backstreet Boys style.

Was it original? Nah.

Was I the only one? Thank God no.

Was I sexual? Not at the moment, but after watching the way Sierra’s eyes were locked in on mine as I danced, I wanted to be.

Was I everything she needed to rock her body? I sure as shit wanted to be.

Thanks, Backstreet Boys. I was definitely glad you were back.

The moment the song was over, Sierra launched herself at me. “That. Was. Amazing.” She was breathless and giggling, which made the whole thing more than worth it. “Jenna told me she made you guys learn all the moves this summer while I was gone, and I didn’t believe it. But that was… God, that was so much more than I expected. Nick Carter who? He’s got nothing on you, Jeremy Banks. You’re the only boy-bander I’ll ever need,” She beamed at me for a moment before Chris whisked her away to do the Macarena.

I hoped she felt that way for the rest of her life. Then it hit me—I’d almost missed this chance. She’d been so close to coming to the dance with Danny. I’d almost lost her. I couldn’t—no, I wouldn’t—let that happen again.

Just as I was about to ask Sierra if she wanted to get out of there, the DJ announced it was time for the last dance. Talk about perfect timing.

Sierra was across the gym, and she looked up, searching for me. Our eyes instantly locked. My head cocked to the side, and she smiled hesitantly then beamed when I lifted my hand and beckoned to her. We both moved at the same time, meeting in the middle of the room just as Kenny Chesney’s “You Had Me From Hello” started playing.

I couldn’t have picked a more perfect song. Because it was true. Sierra had had me at hello, and she’d had me ever since. It had taken me a long damn time to realize it though. Which was why I was fixing that tonight. All I needed to do was get her out of there and alone. Because she deserved that. She deserved everything.

My arms slipped around Sierra’s slender frame, and my hands rested on the small of her back. She fit in my embrace perfectly, as if she were meant to be there. As her head rested against my chest, I wondered if she could feel my heart pounding.

This was it. I couldn’t wait any longer. The urge to lay it all out on the line for her was so powerful, I thought I'd burst if I didn't get it out soon. I just had to tell her how I felt and wish like hell she felt the same way. My lips brushed the top of her ear, lingering for a moment. She shivered underneath my touch. A good sign, I'd hoped.

“Sierra,” I whispered.

Her head lifted, her eyes wide with expectation. “Jeremy,” she breathed.

My name had never sounded sweeter. If I could record her saying it, I’d listen to it on repeat every night before I went to bed. Who needs the sound of a babbling brook when you have the girl of your dreams whispering your name with astounding affection?

I swallowed hard. “I have to tell you something.” I paused as her chest rose when she inhaled deeply. “I—”

Right when I was about to spill it, someone tapped on my shoulder. Once again, our moment was interrupted. My head fell to the crook of her shoulder, and her annoyed sigh filled my ear as she dropped her hands from my back. That made two of us.

When I looked back up, Danny Moyer was watching us curiously.

“Mind if I cut in?” he asked, a cocky grin forming on his face, which was begging to be punched.

I glanced from him to Sierra, whose eyes were pleading with mine. Pride because she didn’t want him swelled in me. If I had my way, she’d never want anyone else but me ever again.

“Yes,” I answered. “I do mind.” Without another word, I whirled her away from him.

“Thank you,” she said, flashing me a smile before wrinkling her nose in disgust. “He’s such an asshole. Now, you were saying?” she asked as she slid her hands up until she linked them around my neck.

I grinned down at her. “Yes, what was I saying?”

“Something about a sexy blonde in a super-hot, green dress?” she teased.

Just as I was about to respond, the last notes of the song played and the lights in the gym turned all the way up. Mr. Turoff was talking into the microphone, something about having a good night, being safe, blah blah blah. All I knew was I’d waited too long, and I couldn’t tell her at that moment.

I kissed her temple before pulling back and looking down at her. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

Her eyes searched mine. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

As I took her hand and led her out of the gym, I wished later was right then.
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THE ENTIRE WAY TO Ryan’s beach house, I was on edge. Pins and needles. Jeremy had been moments away from telling me something that seemed so important, and right when he’d been about to say it, Danny had interrupted. I wished looks could kill, because I’d shot that jerk my most heated glare, hoping he’d spontaneously combust on the spot. And then Jeremy had told me that we’d talk later.

Later?

I had been two seconds away from freaking out and telling Jeremy that later was now and I couldn’t wait.

Really, Danny? You wanted to cut in? What an asshole. He’d dumped me before the dance and then expected me to save my last dance for him? No freaking way. If anything, I should’ve thanked him. His being a jerk had gotten Jeremy to ask me. A total win for me.

The house was pumping with music, and the sounds of partying echoed all around us as we walked inside. Jeremy’s firm grasp on my waist electrified all my senses. His lips found my ear, and I shivered at the sensation of his warm breath tickling my skin. I was so in love with that signature move.

“I promise, babe. We’ll talk later.”

Whoa.

Record. Scratch. Stop. Could we rewind? Or perhaps call “time” Zack Morris style? I needed to relive that moment all over again.

Babe.

It was a far cry from Sullivan, and I wanted to turn around and, in my best Meg Ryan move, tell him to take me to bed or lose me forever. Okay, so not quite that dramatic. We could start with maybe a kiss, but the sentiment was all the same. Instead, I nodded as disappointment filled me. I didn’t want to be around all of those people. I wanted to be alone with Jeremy.

Finally, someone—I’m pretty sure it was Chris—suggested Seven Minutes in Heaven. I rolled my eyes at the juvenile game. Weren’t we in high school? Still, I sat in the circle nonetheless. The pairings entered the closet then came back out with red cheeks. I never could tell if they were flushed with embarrassment or heat, but this game was pretty voyeuristic. The same could’ve been said for Spin the Bottle, but at least, in this one, you had some privacy.

I was lost in my thoughts when I heard my name being called. My eyes widened as I shook my head. “Oh, no, I’m not—”

But then the next name was called and my protests were silenced.

“Jeremy. You’re up, too.”

My heart stopped. My eyes raced to meet his, but he was seemingly unaffected. He simply shrugged his shoulders, stood, and wiped his hands on his pants. Whoops, hollers, and catcalls all rang out as he helped me up and led me to the closet where Ryan had claimed all the magic was supposed to happen.

For the first minute or so, we didn’t even look at each other. We just sat on the floor, across from each other, our knees nearly—but not quite—touching. Then Jeremy cleared his throat, causing me to glance up. The seconds were ticking away, and the longer time passed in silence, the more worried I became. Why wasn’t he making a move? I mean, it wasn’t that I wanted our first kiss to be in a closet closed off from thirty other horny teenagers, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And I was seriously close to begging.

“So,” he finally said, breaking the silence. His jaw was clenched and his brows were knitted together. “This is awkward.” His tone was teasing, and I knew I shouldn’t take offense, but I did.

My heart sank. The butterflies that had been flitting about in my belly since we’d first locked eyes in the living room suddenly ceased to move.

Awkward.

All night, I’d thought he was finally seeing me as more than Tod. More than Joey. More than his female best friend. Had I thought wrong? The idea of kissing me was awkward?

I laughed even though my heart was breaking. “Yeah, awkward.” I shoved off the floor. “Besides, who wants to have their first kiss in a closet with someone who doesn’t even like you?”

A sob was bubbling up. I had to get out of there.

“Sierra,” Jeremy whispered, but I couldn’t look at him. All I had to do was wait for the timer to go off and bolt from the closet, down the hall, and out the door. I’d sprint down the beach as fast as I could to get away from all of this…awkwardness.

Apparently, Jeremy had other plans.

He stood and crossed to me, placing his arms on the wall behind me, blocking me in. “I didn’t mean it’d be awkward kissing you. Just that it’d be awkward here in the closet…all those people listening on the other side.” He exhaled. “We don’t have to do this, you know. It’s just a game,” he told me, seemingly unaware of the way my heart was racing.

I wished he’d acknowledged, just once, the way things had been changing between us, especially since I’d gotten home from Ohio. I saw him differently. I had for a long time. Did he see me differently as well? Should I tell him how I felt? That my stomach always twisted into pretzel-like knots whenever he was around and how my heart missed him when he wasn’t?

“I want to,” I said abruptly.

His eyes widened slightly, and he nodded, bringing his head closer to mine. Suddenly, the space in the closet was restricting—as if the walls were closing in on us—but I didn’t dare try to move.

“I’ve never actually kissed a boy before,” I admitted as my heart hammered in my chest.

His breath tickled my lips as he exhaled a curse. Clearly, he was surprised at my admission. “Neither have I,” he responded, leaning in and closing the distance between us.

I’d like to say our mouths met with a fiery passion that had sparks flying all around us. That the air was electrified and swirling, locking us in a tornadic fury of lust and love.

But the truth is, when his lips met mine, I was laughing at his words, which caused our foreheads to bump together. Instead of slow, sweet, and achingly perfect, his lips kind of mashed against mine, drowning out my laughter. My body went rigid at the contact, and we just stood there, stock-still. The force of his kiss pressed my lips into my teeth, but I couldn’t move. Our eyes were locked in place, and while his kiss might not have been magical, the affectionate look in his eyes certainly was.

My palms turned sweaty. Those butterflies once again took flight. My knees went weaker than ever.

It might not have been Hollywood perfect, but Jeremy’s lips were fused to mine, and at that moment, I knew nothing would ever come between us again.

So, Hollywood perfect? No.

But who needs Hollywood? It was Sierra Sullivan perfect, and I wouldn’t have changed it for the world.

Then, slowly, he gently pulled back until his lips were only a whisper on mine. A sudden surge of confidence burst within me, and as my eyes fluttered closed, I ran my hands up his chest and fisted his shirt. Then I leaned forward and kissed him back.

His arms wrapped around my waist as he drew me in close. I felt so small in his embrace, melting into his warmth and never wanting to leave it. He didn’t deepen the kiss. In fact, he gave me the reins. So I did exactly what I’d always wanted. I tasted him.

His lips were soft and sweet, with remnants of vanilla from the Pepsi he’d been drinking. A soft moan bubbled up from within me, causing my cheeks to heat with embarrassment. No. That wasn’t embarrassment. That was arousal.

“Jeremy,” left my lips in a whisper as I pulled back from him.

My eyes fluttered open to find him gazing down at me. His eyes were dancing with delight, which caused my heart to smile.

“Sierra,” he replied.

We both released simultaneous sighs and beamed at each other.

I’d thought our relationship had shifted earlier.

But that moment in the living room had nothing on this one.

Who would’ve thought that kissing my best friend would have felt so right?

And who would’ve thought that I couldn’t wait to do it again?
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I couldn’t believe it was finally happening. A moment I felt like I’d been waiting all my life for. A moment that could’ve continued for the rest of my life. A moment, an amazing one, I would never, ever forget.

Kissing Sierra Sullivan was like a dream come true. If I could win the lottery, get Michael Jordan’s autograph, and kiss the girl of my dreams whenever I wanted to, that was what it would feel like. Hell, this felt even better than that. I didn’t need the lottery or the autograph. I already felt like I had everything thanks to the girl in my arms.

She was my best friend. She was my lifeline. She was everything to me, and now that I was holding her in my arms, I realized I wanted everything with her.

But how did I tell her? What if, for some reason, I’d read this all wrong and she didn’t feel the same?

Was that even possible?

All too soon, there was a knock on the door.

“Time’s up,” Chris called from just outside the door. His eyes lit up when we stepped out into a room with even more hoots and hollers than there had been before we’d gone into the closet.

No one but Chris knew how I felt about Sierra, but I was starting to wonder if it was written all over my face. As Chris gave me a pat on the back, he gave me a look. I knew that look. He was daring me.

As if that weren’t enough, he leaned in closer. “Come out of the closet, Banks. You’ll feel better. I promise.” He paused for effect. “I. Dare. Ya.”

See? I knew my male best friend.

But Sierra was frowning. “Does he mean…” she trailed off, shaking her head.

Chris folded his arms across his chest and raised an eyebrow in my direction. I placed my hand on the small of Sierra’s back and pushed her forward, flipping him off in the process.

This was the first time he’d done this. Our dares usually kept girls off-limits, but he was apparently tired of me not-so-secretively pining for my best friend.

Hello. I was Jeremy Banks and there was not a dare I could turn down.

Which is how I found myself, moments later, taking Sierra’s hand and guiding her outside Ryan’s beach house and onto the sand. We walked in companionable silence until we were a good distance away.

“All joking aside…that was a first for me, too,” I admitted, pulling on the neck of my shirt. God, had that thing tightened up since the dance?

Her nose wrinkled in disbelief, and she playfully hit my shoulder with hers, rocking me to the side before she plopped down in the sand and pulled me beside her. “You’re a hot-shot baseball player. A star on the football field. I see the way all the girls look at you in the hallway at school, Jeremy. There’s no way,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re sixteen years old and never been kissed? I don’t buy it.”

I sighed and squeezed her hand while releasing an exaggerated sigh. “Just call me Josie Grossie,” I told her.

That made her to laugh. I knew she was remembering the day we’d watched that movie together. She’d lamented that she’d end up just like Drew Barrymore’s character. I’d wished I’d had the balls to change that for her, but I hadn’t. Now that I had, I wanted to keep kissing her over and over again.

“It’s true, Sierra. After all, these lips are sacred, and for as long as I can remember, there’s only been one girl I’ve ever wanted to kiss.”

Her jaw clenched tight and her eyes dulled with a pained expression, taking me aback. Her voice was small as her fingers played in the sand. “Who?”

Was she seriously asking me that? Who? It hadn’t dawned on me that she’d think there was someone else I wanted to be with, but I guess that was my fault. I needed to remedy that, and do it quick.

Now or never, Banks. Now or never. I tenderly lifted her chin until our eyes met.

“You.”

And that’s when I leaned in close, capturing her lips with mine. This time, the kiss was deeper, harder, and I gently coaxed her body down until she was flat on her back in the sand. My hand came to the hem of the shirt she’d changed into. Her skin was cool beneath my warm hand. I forced my lips from hers, my chest heaving as I panted. My eyes bored down into hers.

“That wasn’t a fluke back there, Sierra. I’ve wanted to kiss you for ages. I want to kiss you for ages. I want to start kissing you and I never want to stop.”

“Do you really mean it, Jeremy?” she asked, sounding a bit unsure.

“I don’t want to dance around this anymore. Kiss and then have everything be awkward while we try to make each other jealous when all we want is each other. I’ll pine for you if you make me. I’ll fight dirty if I have to. But, God…please don’t make me. You’re my best friend, Sierra. But my feelings for you run so much deeper than that. Tell me…tell me you feel this, too.”

She gulped. “Umm, yeah, Jeremy. I feel it, too,” she whispered, her hips arching up as my very hard erection pushed against her.

Instead of flushing with embarrassment, I did the only thing I could do. I smiled. Because, in so many words, she had just given me my answer.

“I thought so,” I responded and leaned down, taking her lips with mine, this time not stopping until I tasted her tongue.

Sierra Sullivan. My best friend. My first kiss. If I had my way, my first and last everything. And all that came between.
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BY MONDAY MORNING, I was ecstatic. I couldn’t wait for Jeremy and me to walk into the school hand in hand. Sneaking kisses between classes. My arm wrapped around his waist as we walked the halls. I could already hear the shocked gasps, the whispers. The “what does he see in her?” comments from the girls who wished they could snag Jeremy Banks.

But, when we pulled into the parking lot and he leaned across the console to give me a kiss, no one noticed. When we entwined our fingers and said our good mornings to our classmates, not a single eyebrow rose.

Apparently, everyone else had expected this to happen. It had been a matter of when.

“Heck yes!” Ryan shouted when he saw us. He did a stupid fist bump then held his hand out to Chris. “Pay up, buddy.”

“Pay up?” I asked.

He opened his binder and removed a sheet of paper. Names and dates were listed down the page, and he pointed to his. “The Jeremy-Sierra school pool. I guessed sometime during football season. Chris had his money on Christmas. Jace had you guys pegged for the end of summer.” He shook his head. “He clearly had too much faith in you, Banks.”

Jace walked up to us and shrugged. “What can I say? I didn’t realize he’d be so slow to tell Sierra he dug her.”

I rolled my eyes even though my heart was doing a happy dance. “How much money are we talking?” My eyes widened when they told me. “Three hundred dollars?!”

Ryan grinned. “Yep, and it’s all mine. Thanks for being a slowpoke, Banks,” he said, slapping him on the shoulder. “And now that you’re off the market, I’m going to go introduce myself to your sister.”

He took off before I could protest.

Jeremy cocked an eyebrow. “This is not going to end well.”

I nodded. “Let’s go save Lexi.”

“Coming Jace?” he asked, but Jace shook his head and took off in the other direction. Jeremy frowned at me. “That was weird.”

I gazed after Jace’s retreating figure. “Weird, indeed.”
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That was it. Our big coming-out. No one had cared—except for Ryan, of course. And Lexi, because she complained for three weeks about Ryan calling her Little Lexi, which then turned into Sexy Lexi. She avoided going down the sophomore hallway whenever she could. It wasn’t until baseball season that she finally started to come out of her shell.

“Sierra Sullivan, you have been holding out on me.”

I glanced up from my magazine. My sister was trying to glare at me. But she was struggling because she was also smiling from ear to ear.

I sat up and closed the magazine. “I have?” I asked, having no clue what she was talking about.

But she was in her Diamond Girls shirt, so she must’ve just gotten home from the away game I’d had to miss thanks to an English paper I’d had to finish. That meant Jeremy would be home, too. But first things first.

“Did we win?” I asked.

She nodded. “How is it that I’ve never met Jace McAllister? I mean, I’ve seen him around school, but holy hell, I had no idea how…how attractive he was.”

I grinned. “Aww. Does little Lexi have a crush?”

“No,” she huffed. “It’s just… He talked to me on the bus on the way home, and I didn’t know how nice he was. That’s all.”

She was protesting too much, so I decided to cool it with the teasing.

“He’s a great guy, Lexi. Nice, intelligent, a killer second baseman from what Jeremy tells me. And I’m pretty sure he’s single. Want me to talk to him for you?”

“No!” she shouted a little too quickly. “He’s giving me a ride home from the game on Thursday and I don’t want him thinking I have a crush or anything. We’re just going to be friends, Sierra. That’s all. I don’t even like him like that.”

Before I could question her further, Jeremy walked in behind her.

“Like who?” he asked.

Lexi groaned and shook her head, pushing past him. Jeremy and I stared after her until the door to her bedroom slammed shut.

“What was that about? Is it that time of the month again?” he asked, groaning.

If any other man had said that, I’d be attacking him with my pillow. But, considering that Jeremy had Jenna, Lexi, and me to deal with, he’d become prepared for whenever Aunt Flo came to visit. Out of the three of us, Lexi was the most emotional and moody, so once a month, Jeremy would come over with popcorn and rocky road ice cream—Lexi’s favorite—and he’d watch Monty Python and the Holy Grail with her until she felt better.

And the best part? It worked every single time. I’d have gotten jealous if it were any other girl, but Jeremy saw her like a little sister and wanted to take care of her, so it warmed my heart and made me fall for him even more than I already had. I hadn’t said the words yet, but he made it really hard not to love him.

“I think she has a new crush,” I informed him. Then I lowered my voice so she wouldn’t hear me. “Jace McAllister.”

“Really? Interesting,” he said. “Come to think of it, I saw them talking on the bus, but I didn’t put two and two together.”

Then his eyes lit up. His lips curved into a wickedly delicious smile that had me wanting to forget all about Lexi’s crush. He rubbed his hands together as if he were formulating some masterful plan in his head. While it turned me on, it also worried me.

“What?” I asked. “What’s that look for?”

“Let’s set them up,” he said, excitement dancing in his eyes. “Why didn’t we think of this before? Jace is one of those weird romantic types that actually wants to do the whole flowers-and-candlelight-dinner thing. And Lexi, well, she wants that. They’d be perfect together. And, even better, we can double date. That way I can keep an eye on the punk to make sure he doesn’t step out of line.”

His protectiveness and mutual desire to play matchmaker had me giggling. He raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. I wasn’t sure if he was acting all manly like he would with Jace or if he was daring me to refute him. My laughter died down because I had to do the latter.

“As much as I’d love to do that and play the meddling sister, let’s stay out of this one, okay? She’s only fourteen, and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen Lexi have a crush, and I don’t want to get her hopes up or her heart broken.”

Jeremy’s face fell, and my resolve faltered ever so slightly. “But—”

“I’m serious. She says they’re going to be friends. Let’s see how that goes. If they need a little nudge here and there along the way, we’ll be right there to give them a push. But, for now, we stay out of it. Got it?”

“Okay, fine. But I’ve heard that ‘just friends’ line before. I’m not buying it,” he said, giving me a wink before crossing the room and hauling me up into his arms.

“Eww, no, Jeremy! You’re all sweaty from your game.”

He pressed his lips to the crook of my neck and peppered kisses all the way up to my jawline until they were on mine, kissing me slow and sweet. The salty taste of sweat had me thirsty for more of him. Hell, I was always thirsty for more of him. But my parents were just down the hall, so I pulled back to look up into his gorgeous, brown eyes, which had darkened from our kisses.

“Admit it, Sierra. You like me sweaty,” he whispered.

I giggled.

“Oh yeah, you love me sweaty.” He started tickling my sides, and I squirmed, trying not to lose this tickling battle, even though I always did.

I held out for as long as I could, but it wasn’t long before I was crying uncle. “Okay! Fine! I admit it,” I exclaimed, trying to catch my breath when he finally let me go.

Triumph crossed his handsome face. “I knew it. But you have to say it, Sierra, or I’m coming back for more,” he threatened. Then he held his five fingers up and started to count down. “Five… Admit it, babe,” he coaxed.

I shook my head and stood my ground. “Nope.”

“Four… Come on. Just say it.”

I brought my fingers to my lips and mimed zipping them closed.

“Open up.” Jeremy grinned and lifted his own hand to unzip them. “Three.”

I simply raised an eyebrow and stared at him.

“Two. Last chance. My hands are going to be all over you if you don’t give me what I want.”

My heart fluttered at his words. They hadn’t been laced with innuendo, but I took them that way anyway. It wouldn’t be a hardship if he put his hands all over me. In fact, I kind of wanted him to.

But when he said, “One,” and moved in for the kill, I shrieked and fell back on my bed.

“Jeremy Jordan Banks, I love it when you’re sweaty!” I declared, giving him my best Scarlett O’Hara swoon.

“Damn right,” he answered before lifting me off the bed and pulling me back into his arms. He gazed down at me, his eyes softening as they filled with affection. “And Sierra Anne Sullivan, I lo—”

“Hey, you two.”

My heart stopped right along with his words when Mom entered the room. Somehow, I tore my gaze from his and saw her raising an eyebrow as she watched us.

“Dinner’s ready. Jeremy, are you staying tonight?”

It was a silly question. He practically lived at our house, and his parents often joked that they should probably pay our grocery bill. He swallowed hard and stood up straight, glancing down at his baseball uniform.

“Umm, not tonight, ma’am. I’ve gotta get cleaned up, and then I have a chemistry final to study for.”

Mom smiled and looked at me. “Are you two studying together?”

I nodded, still unable to speak. My mind was reeling from what Jeremy had been about to say.

Mom’s eyes searched mine curiously before she smile broadly. “Okay, you two. Study hard. Sierra, make sure you’re home by ten.”

As soon as she left the room, I peered up at Jeremy, who was still staring after her.

“Jeremy?” I asked tentatively.

He gave me a nervous smile as he ran a hand through his messy hair. “I guess I’d better let you eat.” He leaned down and pecked on the cheek. “Meet you on the patio in half an hour?”

I nodded. Apparently, he wasn’t going to enlighten me on what he was going to say.

“Sounds good.”

“One more final and then you’re mine for the summer,” he said. “I can’t freaking wait.”

Neither could I.
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Idiot.

I was such an idiot. I kept repeating the same thought in my head over and over again. Now that the school year was ending, Sierra and I had been together for almost nine months. Not much had really changed from us being friends. We were still inseparable. We were still best friends.

We were just…closer now. The only changes to our relationship had been physical ones, and it had brought us closer than before. That intimacy had been missing, and it a filled a void that I hadn’t even know was there.

Don’t get me wrong. All we did was hold hands and kiss. But we kissed a lot. Like, put-Jenna-and-Chris-to-shame a lot. Pretty much, from the moment my lips had first touched Sierra’s, they’d barely gone hours without having another little taste. Okay, so it was never really little, but you get the point.

At the young age of sixteen years old, I knew I’d never tire of kissing Sierra Sullivan.

So, like I was saying, things with Sierra were amazing. I’d never been happier. My grades were solid, thanks to our study sessions—yes, I wasn’t so distracted that I couldn’t get my schoolwork done. It probably helped that Sierra had a new way to incentivize our study sessions. Kisses for right answers? Hell, I’d be right every single time.

It was all just so…easy. We didn’t deal with the petty little games so many high school couples around us dealt with. I think it was because we’d already had a relationship established prior to dating. No one else had our level of trust. Which is why it was so damn easy to fall for her.

Yeah, you heard me right. I was a fallen man, and in all honesty, I’d be okay if I never got back up again.

I think a part of me had known that I’d been in love with Sierra all along, but it’d only been in the past couple of weeks that I’d let my mind wander there. I’d been trying to get up the courage to tell her. And tonight, when she had been rubbing up against me, telling me that she loved me all hot and sweaty—even if it had been coerced, I knew she’d meant it—had me wanting to blurt it out right away. I would have—if Vicky hadn’t walked in and saved the day.

But it made me realize I couldn’t hold those feelings in much longer. I had to tell Sierra how I felt. I just had to figure out the perfect way to do it.
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TWO MONTHS LATER, I was finally ready. I know. I’m an idiot, and I’m slow. But now that I was back from football camp and hadn’t seen Sierra in over two weeks, I was more than ready to tell her how I felt.

As I waited on the beach, I went over my memorized speech, hoping like hell Sierra didn’t freak out. The sounds of the surf filled my ears, and the moonlight was shining off the water. When light footsteps sounded on the walkway leading to the gazebo, the nerves set in. Then a small gasp echoed around me.

My heart nearly stopped when I saw her standing there. A vision in yellow. My best friend. My girl. The love of my short life, and the girl who would blossom into the woman who would one day be my wife. Of that, I had no doubt. I never had. I never would.

I was sixteen years old and in love for the first time in my life. I couldn’t wait to tell her.

“Jeremy,” she asked, her voice breathless and whispery and sexy as hell. The ocean breeze whipped her hair around her face as she took a step towards where I was waiting on the sand. “What is this?”

She stopped at the top step and looked down at me. The white Christmas lights I’d strung up around the gazebo poles illuminated her beautiful face.

“Do you know what day it is?” I asked her.

She cocked her head to the side and wrinkled her nose. I smiled, because this day in history, seemingly so insignificant, ended up being the most important day of my life.

“Jeremy, I…” she trailed off, her face downcast while her eyes searched mine.

I took a step forward, placing my hands on the wooden rails in the open doorframe. “It’s okay, Sierra. It took me a moment to remember, too.”

Then I stepped back and shined my flashlight on the sand castle I’d built, much like the one I had so many years ago.

“Eight years, Sierra,” I whispered. “Eight years ago on this day, you entered my life right here in this very spot. There I was, making a castle, content to do it all on my own, when you appeared out of nowhere and changed my life forever. Eight years since you took hold of my heart. For eight years, you’ve had it, and I have no plans on ever taking it back.”

I stood on the step just below her and took her hands into mine. I gazed up into her eyes, hoping they portrayed the way I felt. Praying that all of my love and adoration was pouring from my soul and she was soaking up every drop.

“Sierra, I’m not a fancy guy. I don’t wear fancy clothes or drive a fancy car. I’m not the guy who will give you fancy words.”

“I’ve never needed fancy, Jeremy,” she whispered, her eyes brimming with tears.

“And that’s part of why I love you,” I answered.

There it was. All out in the open. Simple. Yet oh so beautiful.

“You love me?” she asked, her voice shaky.

I nodded. “I love you, Sierra. I think I’ve always loved you. And I know I always will.”

She sniffled. Then, in a sudden rush, she flung her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. She peppered my face with wet kisses before pulling back to look into my eyes. Her face breaking into a breathtaking smile while her shimmering blue eyes shone like the twinkling stars. “I love you, Jeremy. God, I love you so much. Ever since I was a little girl, I think I knew you were the one for me. I love you.”

My arms tightened around her waist as she dipped her head. Our lips met, and we sealed it with a kiss that had my heart exploding with all the love I had for her.

I knew this wouldn’t be the last time we’d do that. I knew that, one day, Sierra would agree to be my wife. I’d be told to kiss my bride.

I’d do it. And I’d never stop.

I couldn’t wait for that day to come.
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Jeremy and I were supposed to be going to some country concert in Pensacola. I spent the day getting ready, having changed at least seven times. I finally decided on a little yellow sundress that highlighted my tan. My hair was in loose waves. It was Jeremy’s favorite style, and it was quickly becoming my own. By the time I was ready and pulling my cowgirl boots on, I was anxious to get the night started. Jeremy had been gone for the past two weeks at football camp, and I was itching to see him.

When the doorbell rang, I practically ripped the door off its hinges to get to him. I was surprised to see Jenna standing on my porch. I glanced around her, trying to spot my boyfriend, but he was nowhere in sight.

“Hey, Sierra. Jeremy wanted to tell you he was running late. Chris and I are going to go grab something to eat first, so we’ll just meet you two there. Okay?”

I tried to hide the disappointment on my face, but I knew I was failing. A week without Jeremy’s kisses was like a week without sunshine. And I desperately needed some Vitamin D. Or, in this case, some Vitamin J. I had no idea how I’d lasted two weeks without him.

“I can just come with you guys, He can meet us there.”

“No!” she shouted a little too quickly. “Umm, I mean, Jeremy wanted to go separately. Here,” she said, handing me an envelope before glancing at her watch. “Open that in precisely five minutes.”

I frowned when I saw my name scrawled in Jeremy’s handwriting. “Jenna, what’s going on?” I asked, but she was already darting down the steps and across the driveway.

She hopped into Chris’s car and gave me a final wave, and then they disappeared from sight.

Sighing, I plopped down on the top step and bided my time, waiting a long, agonizing five minutes until I could rip the envelope open.

Sierra,

First things first. Wipe the frown off your face. Yes, that frown. I know you’re probably wondering what’s going on, and I promise I’ll explain soon. I missed you these past two weeks, and I often found myself wondering how I ever lasted two and a half months without you last year. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to handle a long separation again. So face it, sweetheart, you’re stuck with me. For life. I don’t want to hear any complaining, either.

I just want to say thank you for taking a chance on me. On us. Every day I wake up, I’m thankful you’re mine. Every night when I go to sleep, I pray that you always will be.

Where you go, I go. But, for now, let’s have a little bit of a role reversal. I’m down at the gazebo. Will you go where I go? See you soon.

Jeremy

I reread his words three times, my heart melting into a little puddle every time. God, I’d missed him. I shot up and took off, sprinting all the way across the neighborhood until I got to the gazebo. Before I entered the walkway, I took a few deep breaths.

When my heart stopped racing, I drifted towards the gazebo. The sun had set, but lights came from the structure. As I got closer, I saw that Jeremy had strung white Christmas lights around the wooden frame.

He was standing in the sand, watching me intently. The next few minutes were a blurred whirlwind at the time, but I’d remember them with stunning clarity for the rest of my life.

“And that’s part of why I love you.”

My world stopped spinning at his words.

No, that wasn’t right.

My world started spinning, as if I’d been tilted off my axis and I’d needed Jeremy to put me back on my correct path again.

I blinked twice, trying to relive the last few moments. Replaying the words Jeremy had just said to me. But it was no use. No matter how many times I said them to myself, they didn’t seem real.

“You love me?” I asked, needing to hear him say the words again.

And he did. Over and over again until my heart was full of the love he was proclaiming.

That’s when I launched myself at him and told him my truth.

I loved him, too.

I’d loved him for half of my life.

And I knew I would love him for the rest of it.

I might have only been sixteen, but I knew that, for the rest of my life, however long or short that would end up being, I would never love anyone else the way I loved Jeremy.
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THAT NIGHT, WHEN I was lying in bed, I replayed Jeremy’s words repeatedly in my head. Anxiety began to set in low in my belly as I wondered just how things were going to change. If they even were. I had no idea what expectations he might have had now that we’d both admitted we were in love. I loved Jeremy, but I wasn’t ready to push our physical relationship forward. At least, not yet.

At the same time, I didn’t want to disappoint him. What if he wanted more? What if I wasn’t good at it? What if it made him want someone else?

I chastised myself for that last thought. Jeremy wasn’t like that. He loved me, and he was mine. I would be enough for him. I had to be.

And I was right. Nothing in our relationship changed except that we both found great joy in saying, “I love you.” It was my new favorite phrase. It’d been two weeks since he’d dropped the L-bomb on me, and I was still basking in it.

I was also getting a little impatient, wondering why Jeremy hadn’t even tried making a move. Jenna gave me unsolicited details of what she and Chris did, and they caused me to blush. The last time, she had told me about some trick she’d learned in a magazine. She’d looked at me pensively then apologized because she refused to ever hear about the things I did with her brother. I wouldn’t have had much to say, to be honest. Sure, we still made out all the time, but at that point, Jeremy’s hand had only errantly grazed my boob, having gone nowhere my pants. We’d been stuck on first base for far too long. And I’d found I wanted to change that sooner rather than later.

Now that he’d crawled through the window and was in my bed, it was time. His fingers toyed with my waistband, and I squirmed because I wanted him to touch me. I wanted to get to whatever base that was, and I wanted to touch him, too.

He wasted no time bringing his lips to mine. His kisses were more passionate than ever before. He was so determined, whispering promises of how good he wanted to make me feel as he peppered kisses along my jawline while his hand slipped underneath my T-shirt and caressed my bare skin.

My back arched and his hand rose while his lips captured mine again. Jeremy’s kiss was demanding, his mouth hungrily moving over mine. It was overwhelming, intense, and I wanted it to last forever. I also wanted more, and I was finally going to take it.

It’d started as every other night, but as our kisses turned feverish, I knew things were about to change. My hand came up to his, and he tried to pull away. I stopped him, and with my thumb and forefinger, I unbutton my jeans and pushed his hand down.

“Sierra?” he asked, sounding hesitant and unsure.

“Touch me, Jeremy. Please.”

As worked up as I was, I couldn’t help the nerves that fluttered as our hands gravitated towards each other. We’d been dancing around this, inching closer and closer to the physical point of no return, but until now, we’d always stopped before taking the plunge. No longer. Finally, we were on the cusp and there was no turning back. Not that I wanted to.

Sure, I’d gotten myself off with my hand before—Jeremy’d been onto something with that whole mouse-clicking thing. Not that I’d ever admit it to him.

But this was going to be different. Jeremy was going to touch me in the most intimate of places. And, in turn, I’d do the same for him.

His fingers descended, and my heart raced liked a drag car barreling down the track, reckless, wild, and without abandon. Yet, somehow, with absolute confidence in the speed at which I was going. My breathing turned rapid as they slid inside my panties. Then it caught as his thumb, for the first time, grazed my clit. My hips arched reflexively, forcing his thumb to press harder. Tingling between my legs ignited, spreading pleasurable sensations throughout my body like wildfire. Only this was one inferno whose flames I’d never wish to be doused.

“Sierra,” he whispered. The awe in his voice was nearly my undoing.

My eyes fluttered open to see him gazing down at me. Awe was apparent in his eyes. As was his desire.

I sucked my bottom lip in then reached my own hand out, cupping his length. His extremely rock-hard length. My eyes didn’t move down, but I touched him—tentatively at first. No turning back now.

My fingers made their exploration, slipping inside his shorts and finding the evidence of his arousal. He was achingly rigid, sinewy, and smooth all at the same time. A sweet contradiction of hard male heat and silken flesh. It was nothing like I’d imagined.

His eyes closed as his fingers made their way down, exploring me and taking in all I had to offer. They glided with ease until he was teasing my entrance, his fingers already slick with the evidence of my arousal. I’d read about women getting wet, but I’d had no idea it could happen so quickly.

I watched with fascination as his Adam’s apple bobbed once, then twice, as my hand began to move, familiarizing itself with him. It was my turn to be in awe. The way it twitched, grew, and jerked as I stroked him up and down, slowly at first.

“God, that’s amazing,” he groaned as my thumb skimmed the silky head of him.

A small gasp escaped me at the presence of sticky liquid I’d assumed was pre-cum. God, had I done that to him? Already?

His eyes opened, revealing a swirling storm of desire, heat, and pained restraint.

“Fuck, you feel good.”

My hips immediately arched towards his exploring fingers while my own hand matched his fluid movements. With each stroke, I was rewarded with the hard pulse of his arousal.

I knew mine mirrored his. Every nerve ending in my body was on fire. Our fingers moved in tandem, a perfect rhythm of exploration. The entire time his eyes held mine. It wasn’t long until we were both panting, both so close to the edge, both not wanting this to end. The tingling between my thighs was more intense than anything I’d ever felt before, and as my orgasm rose, I knew I’d never be the same again.

Jeremy had taken me to new heights, soared with me, and then we both went barreling over the edge.

The crash was so damn good.

Then I saw brilliant stars exploding in my vision.

I’d never be able to describe that feeling. The sensation was intense, overwhelming, and I was electrified. My blood was liquid gas setting me aflame. I’d never known I could feel this alive, this satisfied, this desired.

It was the most incredible experience in my life, and I wouldn’t have wanted it to be with anyone other than Jeremy Banks. 

Our mutual pleasuring hadn’t lasted long, but when we were done, I didn’t feel shy or regretful. I felt amazing. I felt confident. And I wanted to see Jeremy up close. So I turned my bedside lamp on and took a long, hard look.

It wasn’t, of course, the first time I’d seen a penis, but it was the first time I’d seen one up close. It was…interesting. Big and thick, and even though he’d just come, he was still hard. After our blissful interaction, I took my time studying it up close.

“Have you ever measured it?” I blurted.

His face reddened. That gave me my answer.

“Well? How many inches, Jeremy?”

He refused to tell me, so what did I do?

I found a ruler.

When I returned, he made me wait until he was hard again. That didn’t take too long once I started stroking him again.

Jeremy completely hard?

Eight inches.

I didn’t think a girl could complain about that.

The way he’d just made me feel? My very first orgasm from another’s hand?

A girl couldn’t complain about that, either.
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Eight motherfucking inches.

I mean, it wasn’t porn star length (don’t ask me how I know that), but I was pretty damn proud of the size of my dick. And by the way Sierra’s eyes lit up when she read the number, I could tell she was impressed.

For weeks it’d been killing me to keep my hands off Sierra. Sometimes when we were kissing, I had to stop because I was getting too aroused. But I didn’t want to push her too hard, too fast, so I held myself back.

When she shoved my hand down her pants, I nearly came on the spot. And then when she touched me? Her bare hand on my dick? It took about ten seconds before I was coming all over her hand.

Clearly, Mandy Simpson hadn’t broken me. I’d just needed the beautiful love of my life to be the one bringing me both to life and to fruition. I didn’t mind that I’d gotten off so quickly. It made it easier to turn my full attention to pleasuring Sierra. When she was flushed, panting, and whispering my name as her inaugural orgasm racked through her body, I’d never been prouder.

It was another first, and I couldn’t wait to experience the rest.

Not that I’d ever push Sierra. In fact, we spent the rest of junior year learning each other’s bodies, but we never got close to actual sex. Not once.

I was completely okay with it. I was with the girl of my dreams, and I always would be. Sex would come when it did. Organically. When we were both ready. Until then, I’d be content with whatever I had.

With Sierra, I already had everything.
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“WHOSE DAMN IDEA WAS it to do an eighties-themed prom?” Jace groaned as he tossed the flyer on to the table in the lunch room. “The only thing I remember about that decade was my Uncle Ross’s mullet.”

“What’s the problem, Jace?” Jenna asked innocently. As head of the prom committee, she had come up with the idea. She and Chris had been coordinating their outfits for weeks already. “You don’t think Mallory will be able to pull off the big-hair look?”

He groaned again, and this time, I think it was for a different reason. He rubbed a hand over his face. During his year-long relationship with Mallory—ugh, yes, that Mallory—they’d run pretty hot and cold. I wasn’t sure what he saw in the girl, especially when he had Lexi.

Even though Sierra hadn’t let me play matchmaker with those two, they’d been virtually inseparable since they’d met two years ago. They were pretty much the less cool version of Sierra and me. And just like how blind Sierra and I had been, Jace and Lexi were equally as impaired. Anyone at school could see that they had the hots for each other, but instead of going for it, they both got into relationships with people they clearly weren’t that into. And those little nudges and pushes Sierra had promised? We’d never gotten the chance, but I was determined that, by graduation night, those two would finally lay it all on the line.

Speaking of. Lexi sat at the end of the table with her boyfriend, Aaron. The guy was on the wrestling team, and there was something about him I didn’t like. But Sierra had warned me to butt out, so I did. That didn’t mean I didn’t keep an eye on him or my ears open. If he hurt Lexi, he’d deal with me.

Chris drummed his fingers on the table and called out to me. I looked up and saw him staring at me with a shit-eating grin. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on table. This wasn’t a good sign.

“So I have an idea.”

Really not a good sign.

Jenna beamed beside him, and I could only imagine what Chris had come up with this time.

“Do I even want to know?” I asked as I searched for Sierra.

“Trust me.”

Those were famous last words if I’d ever heard them. “Okay. Lay it on me, Chris.”

He rose from the table and held his hands up, spreading them apart as he said, “Mullets.”

Pure confidence exuded from him, and satisfaction spread across his face. He clearly thought he was a genius.

“Mullets?” I asked before I took a sip of my soda.

“Mullets. It’s an eighties-themed prom. Like McAllister said, the thing everyone remembers from the eighties is the mullets. It’s our senior prom. Our last school dance. Shouldn’t we go out with a bang? I say we do it. The powder-blue suits. The Ruffled shirts. And the mullets. We have plenty of time to grow it.”

“You’re telling me that you want me to grow a mullet? You’re crazy, dude.”

In all honesty, though, I was intrigued by the idea. But I knew how Sierra would feel about it. She wouldn’t be down for her date having a business-in-the-front, party-in-the-back hairstyle.

“Dude, it’s not like I’m asking you to shave your head or anything. What? Are you chicken? Don’t think you can pull the look off? That’s a shame, Banks. A damn shame.”

“I can pull it off just fine, Chris. I’m just worried you can’t,” I said defensively. What the hell was he talking about? I could make a mullet look good.

“Then what’s the problem?”

I hesitated, and that’s when he went in for the kill.

He leaned closer and locked his eyes on mine. “If you do it, I’ll do it. Come on, Banks. I. Dare. You.”

And that was it.

I had to do it.

I was growing a mullet for prom. I just had to tell Sierra and live long enough to make it happen.
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Gotta love little sisters. Apparently, word had traveled around school of what Chris and I were planning, and Lexi informed her sister before I could. Then Lexi was kind enough to warn me of the way Sierra’s eyes had flashed wild and her cheeks had reddened—she had been close to foaming at the mouth. I figured Lexi was exaggerating on that last part, but this was Sierra. I had to be prepared for anything, even though I was pretty sure she’d find it funny. At least, that’s what I thought.

“Jeremy. Jordan. Banks!” Sierra’s shriek echoed through the gazebo.

We still met there every night to walk on the beach and talk about our days even though we spent most of them together. It was our special place, and with the both of us going off to college in a few months, we wouldn’t be back there often. So we spent as much time there as we could together. Tonight, however, clearly wasn’t going to be as peaceful as usual.

I rose from the step I’d been sitting on and turned to greet her, bracing myself for her reaction.

“You have got to be freaking kidding me! Are you out of your mind?”

That’s what she led with as soon as she saw me. I winced at her incredulous tone.

She was usually laid-back, so this amount of wrath had been unexpected. When I stepped closer to her, her hands were placed firmly on her hips. She was glaring at me. Shooting daggers, even. But, fortunately, she wasn’t foaming at the mouth.

“Nice to see you, too, babe,” I said, giving her the grin that usually calmed her down. This time, however, it didn’t.”

“A mullet, Jeremy? Really?”

“I mean…it was Chris’s idea.”

“Do you do everything Chris tells you to do?” She waved a hand. “Don’t answer that. I already know you do.”

“Hey, he dared me to kiss you, and look how perfectly that turned out.”

That was a huge mistake. I knew this, when, her nostrils flared and her eyes flashed wild.

“He what?!”

“Sierra, you know about that. The night of the beach party.”

Maybe Lexi had been right. Sierra’s eyes were flashing wild, and if I could have seen her face better, there might have been some foam at the corner of her mouth.

“So you’re telling me that the only reason you kissed me that night was because Chris dared you?!”

I sighed. There was no way I was getting out of this. “No, of course not. The reason we kissed was because of the stupid game. And then, after we left the closet, he whispered in my ear, daring me to kiss you.”

“So, once again, you only kissed me because he dared you to?”

Someone could’ve handed me a shovel then. I was apparently in the mood to dig my own grave.

“Are you bleeding?” The words slipped out before I could stop them. I was usually really good in these types of situations. I was sort of a PMS-whisperer. I always knew what to do and say to make sure my head wasn’t ripped off by one of the three close girls in my life. And, typically, Sierra was the least hormonal.

Apparently, this was no longer the case.

“Did you seriously just ask me that?”

“Umm, no?” I replied innocently, hoping she’d think she’d heard me wrong.

She didn’t.

She crossed the distance between us and jabbed a finger into my chest. I wince at her hard poke.

“As a matter of fact, I am. What of it?!”

My hand rose and enclosed her little finger. I placed my other one on the small of her back and pulled her lower half into me. She stared up at me, and I hated when her eyes glistened with tears. So I leaned down and planted a chaste kiss on her forehead.

“I’m sorry, Sierra. I shouldn’t have said that.”

She sniffled, and I took it as a sign to keep going.

“Baby, we’ve been together for nearly three years. Best friends for much longer than that. I think you know how I feel about you. I love you more than I ever thought I could love anyone. And, every single day, I fall more in love with you. Is it true that Chris dared me to kiss you? Yes. It is. But he did it because he knew I’d been in love with you longer than I could even admit to myself. He knew I was too chickenshit, too scared to do it on my own. So he gave me that little push, and I fucking took it. And I’ve never looked back. I never will.”

“Chris knew before you did?” she asked, her voice shaky.

“I think everyone knew before we did, don’t you think?”

“True.”

Relief flooded my veins. “So you see why I can’t not accept Chris’s dares? And plus, it’s kinda perfect. We’ll be an authentic eighties couple.”

Even though she tried to frown, a small smile played on her lips. Her finger dug harder into my chest. “I am not going to my senior prom with some Billy Ray wannabe.”

I frowned and took a step back, clutching my chest and feigning horror. “I am not, nor will I ever want to be, Billy Ray Cyrus.”

She placed her hands back on her hips and raised an eyebrow at me. I stepped closer to her, and she stepped back.

“You can call me MacGyver.”

“No,” she answered firmly as she set her chin in defiance.

I closed the distance between us and grasped her waist, bringing her in closer. Then I dipped my head and whispered a kiss on her lips before moving mine to hover over her ear. “How about John Stamos?”

She shuddered as my breath tickled her ear, and I knew I had her. When I pulled away, she was struggling not to smile. Her hands slid up my chest and wrapped around my neck. She used her fingers to toy with my hairline as if she were trying to imagine what I’d look like with a mullet.

“John Stamos,” I whispered again, grinning down at her.

“I guess I can work with that,” she finally relented.

Uncle Jesse for the win.
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I’d been livid when I’d found out about Chris’s not-so-brilliant plan. And even more livid when Lexi had informed me that Jeremy had accepted the dare. In hindsight, I had been a little angrier than the situation had called for, and even though Jeremy had oh-so-astutely pointed it out, it was definitely the hormones.

He’d been growing out his hair for the past couple of months, but he refused to get it cut or styled until the day of prom. He wanted it to be a surprise, not only for me, but for everyone. I was both nervous and excited to see how it turned out. At the end of the day, it didn’t matter what his hairstyle was like. All that mattered was that we were together, we had fun, and we spent the night making memories we’d fondly remember for the rest of our lives.

“Oh, Lexi,” I breathed out, very reminiscent of what she’d done the day I had gone to my first dance with Jeremy. “You look beautiful.”

“You think?” she asked nervously as she smoothed her skirt out.

I’d joined in with Jeremy on the ’80s theme, having lucked out that Mom still had an old bridesmaid dress that was pink, poofy, and utterly ridiculous. I loved it. Lexi, however, had decided to stick with the times. The svelte, black dress she’d chosen fit her slim frame perfectly. White flowers adorned the left side. It made her tan skin glow and accentuated her best features.

“Absolutely. You look amazing,” I informed her, giving her another once-over. “Jace’s jaw is going to drop to the floor when he sees you. I hope I’m there to witness it.”

Her eyes raced to meet mine, and she brought her hands to her stomach. “Jace? I’m going with Aaron. You know that.”

I waved her off. “Whatever. I’ve seen the way both guys watch you. Jace will definitely be checking you out.”

“Sierra, how many times do I have to tell you?”

“You’re just friends, blah. You know, that’s what Jeremy and I always said.”

“It doesn’t matter. He’s going to Alabama in the fall.”

I rolled my eyes. “Tuscaloosa isn’t that far away. And isn’t that more of a reason to tell him how you feel now?”

She let out a heavy sigh. “I’m with Aaron.”

I wanted to grasp her shoulders and shake some sense into her, but if she wanted to live in denial, I guess she’d have to figure it out for herself. I just hoped it would happen sooner rather than later.

“Okay, okay. I’ll shut up about it.”

Lexi cleared her throat and darted towards the hall. “Excuse me. I need to retouch my mascara,” she said, not looking in my direction.

It was my turn to sigh. Perhaps I’d been wrong in not letting Jeremy meddle. Jace and Lexi had been riding this friendship train for way too long, and it was only a matter of time until it derailed.

“Oh, honey, you look so beautiful.” Mom standing in the doorway. “And that dress looks better on you than it ever did on me.”

I grinned. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Maybe one day you can wear it to my wedding,” I teased.

She laughed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe my little girl is going to her last school dance,” Mom said, wiping at the corners of her eyes. “It feels like just yesterday that Jeremy was picking you up for homecoming. And here you are, nearly three years later. Soon, you’ll be graduating and starting your own life. I’m not old enough for this.”

I smiled at her. “You knew even back then that Jeremy and I would end up together, didn’t you?”

“Honey, if you think Lydia and I haven’t been planning your wedding for years, you’re crazy.” She laughed, and I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. But, knowing our moms, I was pretty sure she was serious.

“Do you think it’s crazy? That I found the person I want to spend my life at the age of eight? I know in my heart that Jeremy’s it for me. Is that insane?”

She tilted her head, her lips curling in a Mom-knows-best kinda smile. “For most people, yes. I’d call it crazy. The logical woman inside me wants to tell you that you need to experience more, but I know what I see when I look at you two, and that’s the real deal. Just do me a favor.”

I waited for her to continue.

“Just don’t go eloping on graduation day or anything like that.”

I laughed. “Mom, trust me. As much as I love Jeremy and can’t wait to be Mrs. Banks, I have no desire to be a teenage bride. I can absolutely promise you I won’t get married on graduation day.”

“Good. Because, when you do become Mrs. Jeremy Banks, you will make the most beautiful bride. But I’m still not wearing that dress.”

The doorbell rang, and Lexi squealed in the hallway.

Mom glanced back at me. “I want you to have fun tonight, but keep an eye on her?”

“I would’ve even if you hadn’t asked. And Jeremy will, too.”

The sound of Dad’s booming laugh echoed down the hall, and I was suddenly eager as ever to see Jeremy.

When I stepped into the room, Jeremy sucked in a deep breath. It wasn’t a magical, eye-opening, enlightening experience like it had been with homecoming. We’d seen each other through multiple dances, but it still sent a little fluttering throughout my belly to know that, regardless of how many times he saw me all dolled up, I still affected him. That was one of the many things I loved about Jeremy. He always made me feel beautiful.

“You look gorgeous, Sierra. Just like your mother,” he announced for the whole room to hear.

Mom chuckled, shaking her head, and Dad, who’d been standing right next to him, elbowed him right in the side. He let out a little, “Oof,” but it didn’t dampen the grin on his face.

“Sorry, Nick.”

I stared at his shoes, not quite sure if I was ready for the big reveal. Instead, I slowly raked my gaze up, enjoying the way his powder-blue suit fit him perfectly, showing off his firm legs, his lean waist, and his toned arms. I hesitated when I got to his chest before I finally mustered up the courage to look up.

I laughed.

Like, laughed out loud. Bent-over, clutching-my-side, couldn’t-catch-my-breath type laughing.

Jeremy frowned and gingerly patted the top of his hair so as not to mess it up.

It was perfection.

Part of me wondered if he’d printed out a photo of John Stamos circa 1988 and told the stylist, “Emulate that,” because he’d captured his hairstyle to a T. It was tall and poofy on the top but expertly tamed with spray. From my vantage point, the back was wavy, and I was surprised at how long it was. He’d been mostly wearing ball caps or pulling it back at school with Jenna’s help. Even during our make-out sessions, he’d refused to let me touch it. And now, I knew why.

One small section of bang hung on the left side of his forehead, giving him that sexy-’80s-bad-boy look—if there were such a thing.

In short, I loved it, and I couldn’t believe I’d ever been against this idea. He was still frowning at me, so I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around his neck. My fingertips played with the ends of his hair.

“Well?” he asked, sounding nervous.

“John Stamos has nothing on you, Jeremy Banks,” I told him, giving him a wink.

His frown turned into a smile, and he leaned down, smashing his lips against mine. He only pulled back when my dad cleared his throat. His grin was sheepish, and he want to run a hand through his hair, but he stopped at the last second.

“Jeremy, a word?” Dad asked.

I groaned. “Dad, come on.”

“It’s fine, babe,” Jeremy said, giving me a kiss on the forehead. “I can handle it.”

And, handle it, he apparently did, because when he and Dad came back, they were chatting like old chums.
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When Nick asked to have a word, I knew exactly what it would entail. He’d done it before every dance I’d taken Sierra to, and I’d never begrudged him for that. Nick Sullivan loved his daughters, and he’d kick any ass he had to if they were hurt. I respected the hell out of him for it, so if I had to sit through another round of “don’t you dare touch my daughter,” I’d do it.

I followed him into the kitchen and stood as he poured himself two fingers of scotch. He held the bottle up to me in a gesture that was asking if I wanted any. Again, he’d done this before.

“No, sir. I’m driving,” I informed him.

“Yes, you are, and I expect you to remember that tonight when you’re driving my daughter to and from the dance. And at the after party. I don’t care what the other kids are doing. You protect her first and foremost. Got it?”

“I’m always careful when Sierra’s in the car. I’ll never let any harm come to her.”

He nodded then sipped his drink. “Look, Jeremy, you’re a good kid. You always have been, and Vicky and I love you as if you’re our own son.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “I hope one day that’ll be the case.”

Nick stopped mid-drink. Then he set his glass down on the counter. “Right. About that. When I say you need to protect my daughter, I mean in everything. Not just in the car. Fuck,” he muttered before downing the contents of his glass. He pulled at his tie. “What I mean is…protection, son. Always.

My eyes widened as I realized what he was trying to say. I backed away from the counter and shook my head profusely. “No, no, no. No protection,” I mumbled, which caused his face to turn twelve shades of red.

“Excuse me?” he hissed.

“No! What I meant was it’s not like that. Sierra and I…” Oh, God, was this seriously happening? “We aren’t sleeping together. We haven’t…we haven’t taken that step.”

Nick stood up straight, the color returning to his face. “Oh. Oooohhh.” He took a moment to let it sink in. Then he pointed at me. “And don’t you dare start. Got it?”

“Aye aye, sir,” I agreed, giving him a mock salute.

“It’s not that I thought… I mean, no father wants to think about that, but I… Oh hell, can you not tell Sierra about this?” he asked, crosses the kitchen to pour more scotch. This time, I would’ve accepted an offer.

“Well, sir, that leaves me with a dilemma. You’re asking me to keep something from your daughter, but at the same time, I do think she’d be okay not knowing about this conversation. Is this another one of your tests?”

“No, not a test. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this between us. At the same time, I’ll understand that you and Sierra have no secrets.”

“I think this one can stay between us. No doubt.”

He let out a sigh of relief. “All right, kid. Have fun. No touching, no kissing, no drinking. Got it?” he said with a stern smile.

Again, he got a mock salute. “I don’t like to make promises I can’t keep,” I told him, and he laughed.

“Watch it, Jeremy. Or I’ll lock her away in her room for the rest of her life.”

And, in that moment, I turned serious. “All due respect, Nick, but if you did that, I’d just spend the rest of my life looking for the key, and I wouldn’t care who I’d have to get past in the process.”

He came up beside me and slapped a hand on my shoulder. “I know you would. You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll never stand in the way of your happiness with my baby girl. But if you ever hurt her…”

“I wouldn’t be able to live with myself long enough for you to exact your revenge.”

“Good. Now, I believe you have a beautiful girl waiting for you.”

My eyes lit up. “You’re right about that.”

“And one more thing, Jeremy,” he said, stopping me in my tracks. “No more talking about my hot wife. Get your own,” he warned.

“Oh, I plan on it,” I informed him.

“Maybe when she’s thirty. Maybe,” he said, laughing.

I laughed, too. There was no way I’d last that long, and I told him that. His laughter died down, but I had a feeling he was okay with it.
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PROM WITH JEREMY WAS one of the best nights of my life. Everyone, naturally, loved his mullet. He actually considered keeping it, but it was too poofy for his baseball hat. He lasted one practice before he cut it off. I was actually sad to see it go.

Lexi, however, didn’t have the greatest prom night. Until the end. Long story short, Jace’s date, the ever-bitchy Mallory Buchanan, threw a hissy fit any time Jace so much as looked in Lexi’s direction. And he looked quite a bit. I’d been spot on when I’d said his jaw would hit the floor. When he laid his eyes on her, they grew, and I was pretty sure something in his pants did, too. Mallory, of course, noticed his reaction and did everything she could to create distance between the two.

By the end of the dance, Jace got fed up and said that he was asking Lexi to dance. After all, they were best friends. It wouldn’t be right if they didn’t at least dance once. Mallory stomped her foot and grasped his arm.

“If you so much as touch that girl, we are through, Jace,” she hissed at him.

By then, people were taking notice of the scene Mallory was creating—Lexi included. She was standing fifteen feet away with her boyfriend, Aaron, who was nervously watching it all unfold. His eyes kept darting back and forth between Mallory and Lexi, and I started to become suspicious.

Jace, in turn, did the same. His angry eyes left Mallory’s and landed on Lexi, softening when he saw her standing there. He yanked his arm out of the wench’s grasp and crossed the room. Mallory, in all of her glory, was hot on his tails.

She darted around Jace and was in Lexi’s face before Jace could get there. Oh, no. That bitch. I started to move towards them when Jeremy stopped me.

“Let go, Jeremy. No one gets in Lexi’s face.”

“I know, baby, but let it play out first. This is McAllister’s chance. You gotta give it to him.”

As much as I wanted to step in and protect my baby sister, Jeremy was right. Discontent, I settled back against his chest.

“You think you can steal my boyfriend?” Mallory screeched. “Well, you’ve got another thing coming!”

Lexi’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “What are you talking about? I’m not trying to steal anyone. I’m here with Aaron. I get it, Mallory. You’re with Jace. We’re just friends. You know that.”

“Oh, please! You’ve been staring at him all night.” 

Jace reached for Mallory’s arm. “Let’s just go, okay?”

“No, Jace. I want you to end this once and for all. It’s not normal for you two to be so close when you’re dating other people.”

“What are you asking me to do, Mallory?”

“It’s her or it’s me, Jace!”

I sucked in a deep breath. The dreaded ultimatum. I prayed to God that Jace could see beyond the big boobs and the blow jobs.

I should’ve known he wouldn’t let me down.

“Alexa is my best friend, Mallory.”

“But I’m your girlfriend.”

His eyes flashed, his jaw tightened, and he pulled at the collar of his shirt while his eyes darted around the gym. I knew what was about to happen, and he wasn’t pleased with having to make a scene.

“Not anymore.”

Mallory gasped. “But…Jace…”

“No. I don’t want to hear it. You don’t tell me what to do or who I can be friends with. I should’ve done this a long time ago. We’re over, Mallory.” He turned to look at Lexi, who took a step towards him, more than ready to offer a friendly hug.

Mallory didn’t miss it and was ready to fire the next shot. “That’s fine, Jace. You two can have each other. Aaron’s better in bed than you are, anyway.”

All conversations in the vicinity came to a halt, the silence louder than the music pumping through the speakers.

“What?” Lexi whispered, turning to Aaron, whose face had drained of all its color.

Wicked delight gleamed on Mallory’s face as she hooked her arm through Aaron’s. “Let me teach you a lesson, honey,” she said, smiling at my sister. “When you don’t put out, your boyfriend will find someone who will.”

Lexi’s lower lip trembled. Her eyes darted between Aaron and Mallory. “How long?”

Aaron wrenched out of Mallory’s hold and advanced towards Lexi. Jace and I both took a step towards them. Jeremy, again, held me back while Jace placed a hand on Aaron’s chest, acting as the perfect barrier for my sister. Aaron pushed, then attempted to bypass him. Jace, however, remained steadfast.

“Lexi, please!” Aaron shouted.

“Take a step back,” Jace ordered.

“But—” Aaron started, but Jace used his hand to push him.

Jace’s eyes darkened as he leaned in close until he and Aaron were almost nose to nose. “Take a fucking step back, or we’ll finish this outside.”

Lexi rested her arm on Jace’s. When he peered down at her, she simply shook her head. “It’s not worth it, Jace. He’s not worth it.” Her eyes met Aaron’s, and he’d gone rigid at Jace’s warning. “How long?”

“It only happened one time, baby. I swear! It didn’t mean anything,” he pleaded, as if that would matter.

Lexi’s eyes flicked to Mallory, who smiled in triumph. One time my ass.

“That’s one time too many,” she said.

Aaron’s eyes darkened when he realized he wasn’t going to salvage his relationship. So, like the asshole he was, he tried to get in one last word.

“Maybe if you weren’t such a prude—”

And that was the day Aaron learned that Jace McAllister always followed through.

The words had barely left his lips when Jace’s fist crashed into his jaw. When Aaron dropped in a heap, Mallory squealed, rushing to his side. Once he’d come to, he held a hand to his cheek.

Jace bent down. “Stay the fuck away from her.” Then he turned to Mallory. “And stay the fuck away from me.” When he stood, his eyes softened when they fell on Lexi. “You good?”

She nodded, her eyes still wide as she stared down at Aaron. “Good.”

Before he could respond, Coach McGrew came over and took Jace by the arm, hauling him out of the gym. Lexi stood there, stock-still, almost as if she were in shock. Mallory glared up at her, about to let loose on my sister now that Jace was gone.

I looked up at Jeremy, and he squeezed my shoulder.

“I’ll get the car,” he said. “You go get your sister.”

Lexi wasn’t crying. In fact, she wasn’t saying anything. She just let me guide her to the car and stayed silent. Jeremy parked at our private neighborhood beach. Then he laid a blanket out and built a small fire in the pit, giving us some light.

That’s how we spent the rest of our prom night. The three of us sitting on the beach, passing around a bottle of rum Jeremy had somehow scored. She’d feel like shit the next day, but at least it got her mind off the shit of the night.

“You know what the worst part about all of this is?” Lexi finally piped in after a couple of drinks.

“What’s that, Lex?” Jeremy asked, his voice soothing. At least, it was to me.

“It doesn’t even hurt.”

“That’s the rum talking,” he said softly. “It’s okay to hurt.”

She smiled at Jeremy. “No, I actually mean it. I’m not really sure how much I even liked Aaron. Don’t get me wrong. He’s one of the hottest guys in school, and he was always so sweet to me—or so I thought. But he never gave me the butterflies, you know? When he kissed me, it was nice…but isn’t that the problem? A girl should never describe a kiss as nice.”

She took another swig from the bottle, and Jeremy and I exchanged a glance. I’d only dated Danny Moyer to get my mind off him, and it seemed as if my little sister was following in my footsteps. And I wanted her story to turn out as happily as mine had.

But, before I could respond, Lexi continued.

“I don’t want to sound cheesy. Or even envious. But…I want what you guys have. I also want the heat and the passion. I don’t mean I want to meet someone and start banging them right away, but I want someone who kisses me breathless. I want to feel the urge to sprint across the room and jump into someone’s arms because I can’t stand another minute not being in them. Is that really too much to ask?”

Jeremy nodded towards me, letting me know that this one was all mine. So I grabbed the rum from her. For a split second, she tried to keep it in her clutches, but I was able to get it from her and took my own swig.

“No, of course not. That’s not too much to ask. That’s the type of man you should be with. You should feel those things, and if you don’t, then you’re just wasting your time.”

“It’s your fault, you know. Both of you,” she said, eyeing us. “You may have taken a little bit of time to get together, but since then, you’ve made it look so easy.”

I couldn’t argue with that. It was the truth. We’d had a smooth-sailing relationship for a long time.

“Lexi,” Jeremy spoke up. “It has been easy, but you’re right. For a while there, we were idiots. We wasted a lot of time we could’ve had together because we were too scared or too stubborn to admit our feelings.”

“You guys were pretty dumb,” she giggled.

Hello, Pot. Meet Kettle. But I kept my mouth shut.

Jeremy grinned. “We were. And, when we got over it, look what that led to. All I’m saying is, if you ever do find yourself feeling that way about someone, don’t hold it in until you burst. Don’t keep it hidden. You tell him, because at the end of day, you may just find he feels the same.”

I knew what he was getting at, and I hoped Lexi did, too. But all she did was give him a wistful smile.

“Do you think Jace will be kicked off the team?” she asked, her eyes suddenly rounding with horror at the thought.

Jeremy held his cell up. “He already texted. Coach didn’t actually witness who punched Aaron, and Aaron refused to say who did it. He got a warning, but if anything else happens, he’s done.”

“I can’t believe he did that,” Lexi whispered, shaking her head.

Jeremy and I exchanged a glance, thinking the same thing. Jace would’ve done anything for Lexi. She just couldn’t see what the rest of us could, and it was a crying shame.
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I’d hoped Jace and Lexi would’ve ridden off into the sunset after that, but it never happened. They still acted like friends who were trying to save face after the disasters with both Aaron and Mallory. I was proud of Lexi for holding her head high in the hall, especially when it became clear Aaron and Mallory hadn’t missed a beat from being a couple of cheating assholes to dating. Good riddance to them, I told both Jace and my sister.

Now, I’m just wondering how I was going to get them to open their eyes and see what was standing right in front of them. I’d been brainstorming all day, and I planned on making Jeremy help me figure it out after he got home from his weightlifting session.

The house was dark when I pulled into the drive. Mom and Dad had gone away for the weekend, celebrating their anniversary at some posh hotel in Atlanta. They’d only gone after receiving the promise from the Banks parentals that they’d look in on us from time to time. I wouldn’t have been shocked if Dad had put a lock on my window. Not that my parents had anything to worry about in that department. At least, not really.

As I walked towards my house, I glanced to his, wondering when he’d be home from the gym. We had plans that night, and even though all they involved were dinner and a movie, I was looking forward to some cuddling time on the couch with him.

Out of nowhere, a strong set of hands wound around my waist and pulled me back against a sturdy, muscular chest. The warm, familiar scent of surf, sand, and a little bit of sweat enveloped me, riling up the same swarm of butterflies I’d had ever since Jeremy had first kissed me.

“Hey, baby,” he greeted, his deep voice rumbling as his warm breath tickled my neck. “I couldn’t help but notice you over here all by yourself. How about you take me inside and let me have my dirty, wicked way with you?”

I squirmed in his arms, but he held me tighter.

“Wicked?” I asked breathlessly.

“Yes,” he replied. “The new Harry Potter movie just came out and it’s in my back pocket. What’s it gonna be, pretty lady? Will you take me inside or do I have to Slytherin?”

His ridiculous joke was as adorable as he was. I giggled and turned in his arms. My heart fluttered as he smiled down at me with all the affection in the world. God, would I ever get used to this? To him? To us? Probably never, and that was okay with me. I never wanted to lose this feeling.

I didn’t think I had to worry about it. I was sure I never would. It’d been nearly three years and he still affected me as much as he had the first time he’d kissed me. Hell, probably even more so. With each passing day, I fell more in love with Jeremy, and I couldn’t imagine my life without him in it.

“You know you’re not the first to make that joke, right?”

“Perhaps not, but I’m the only one who can execute that move for you. Now, what do you say we go inside and take a look at that wand?”

Another giggle bubbled up, and I swooned in his arms. “Oh, handsome, you sure know how to seduce a girl,” I whispered, batting my eyelashes at him. “I have a DVD player just waiting for your disc to Slytherin.”

He grinned down at me then took my hand. “Lead the way, pretty lady.”

And I did just that. But, once we’d walked into the kitchen from the garage, I stopped in my tracks. Jeremy ran into my back, and I tilted my head to look up at him.

“Do you hear that?” I whispered.

We both grew deathly silent—I hadn’t been hearing things. Hushed tones were coming from the living room. So I glanced around the kitchen and saw Lexi’s keys sitting next to a familiar brown wallet and an even-more-familiar Navarre Raiders baseball hat.

“Jace,” I mouthed, and Jeremy grinned and did a fist pump.

I held a finger to my lips and started to tiptoe to the swinging doors that separated the kitchen and the living room.

I almost giggled when I peeked through the crack and saw Lexi sitting on the couch, a plastic knife held to her chest. Ah, yes. Apparently, I had missed the memo that it was The Princess Bride night. It was something she made Jace do often—watch the movie, not hold a knife to her precious lady parts. She was staring at Jace expectantly, and he was staring back, trying too hard not to let his eyes fall down to get a peek of her cleavage. I mentally starting cheering him on.

Take a peek! Take a peek!

My brain waves didn't penetrate though, because he just shook his head at her. He kept his gaze up, not looking down at the girls Lexi had on display.

“Say it, Jace!” Lexi implored, and I silently chanted along with her. Yeah, Jace. Say it!

“No way. You’re the weirdo who always wants to act it out. Can’t we just watch?”

She walked over to the couch, plastic tool in hand, and stood right in front of him. She quirked one eyebrow up, ready to pounce. You go girl.

“If you don’t say it, then I’m afraid there’s going to be a boob amputation and it’s not going to be pretty.”

Smooth, Lexi. Real smooth.

“A boob amputation? Now, that would just be a crime against humanity. We can’t have that,” he replied, and I agreed wholeheartedly.

Come on. Take a peek, Jace.

Before she could react, he sat up and grabbed her wrist. Then yanked the knife from her grasp and held it behind his back. Damn, he’d turned the tables, and Lexi looked at him with both exasperation and intrigue, as if contemplating what she should do next.

“There. Now, there will be no cutting of any kind,” he replied with a stupid, smug smile on his face.

But then she caught him off guard when she launched herself at him. I watched with voyeuristic fascination as he lost his footing and fell back against the couch. She wasted no time straddling his lap while trying—and failing—to get the knife from him. It was obvious he wasn’t budging, and her huffing was a sign she was getting increasingly annoyed. She glared at him contemplatively before she pulled out the big guns by taking one out of Jeremy's playbook and thrusting her fingers into Jace's side, tickling him mercilessly. It wasn’t long before she was able to twist the knife out of his hand. Once she was successful, she moved to get off him. She didn't even have time to see him coming.

Jace picked her up, flipped her down on the couch, and proceeded to give her a taste of her own medicine. I wished I'd had popcorn, because those two were entertaining as hell.

“Mercy! Please, stop! I’m going to pee my pants if you don’t stop!” she pleaded.

“You want me to stop?” His tone was growly and sexy, and not gonna lie, if I hadn’t had Jeremy, I might’ve been jealous of my little sis.

“Yes!”

He complied, but he didn't move off her. Instead, he was still gazing down into her eyes. Her breathing was labored as she gazed right back, and the little cheering section inside me was roaring. I felt like Sebastian from The Little Mermaid, watching from the shadows, singing “Kiss the Girl” in my head, hoping that, this time, my mental pushing would work.

It was the perfect setting. This was it. This was what Lexi had been waiting for. Finally, Lexi and Jace were going to have their moment, and all would be right in the world.

Until Jeremy became impatient.

“What’s happening?” Jeremy hissed in my ear. “I can’t see anything.”

I was too transfixed on what was about to happen. Jace’s head dipped low, and I swear, his lips were aiming for her. It was finally happening.

And then Jeremy nudged me, which pushed me into the door and caused it to open.

Jace sat up immediately.

It was official. Jeremy and I were moment-ruiners.

“Oh, hey, guys! We didn’t know anyone was here,” I said, hoping they didn’t catch on to the fact that we’d been watching the whole time. I grabbed Jeremy’s hand and guided him through the living room, not looking at either one of them. “We’re just going to watch a movie in my room. Pretend like we aren’t here.”

“Smooth,” Jeremy whispered.

I held my breath until we got to my room and shut the door.

He pushed me onto the bed and lay down next to me. “Real smooth, baby,” he said, chuckling.

“Me?! You’re the one who forced me into the room! They were about to kiss. I know it!”

Jeremy groaned and dipped his head. “Fuck. I’m a cock block.”

I squirmed until my back was to him. Then I grabbed the remote off my nightstand and clicked the TV on. “Yep, and since you’ve blocked Jace, you’ve blocked yourself. Good going.”

“But… But…” he stammered, pulling the movie out of his back pocket. “But I brought Harry Potter.”

“Okay, that’ll earn you a few points, but no promises.”

It was an empty threat, because my eyes were closed and Jeremy’s tongue was in my mouth before the opening credits had even finished.

And I never did find out what happened that night with Jace and Lexi. That’s the thing about those two. For the longest time, they were a mystery, and I had no idea how much Jeremy’s cock block would change the course of their history.
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An hour later, when it became clear we weren’t watching the movie, I tapped Jeremy on the shoulder. He lifted up, breathless from our kissing.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing,” I whispered. “But we’re obviously not spending the night with Harry Potter. Why don’t we take this down to the beach… You know, so prying ears don’t hear anything,” I hinted.

If we stayed in my bed any longer, pants were going to come off. The last thing I wanted was Lexi and Jace walking in on us. Plus, this way, they could be alone, too.

“Okay,” he readily agreed, hopping up from the bed all too soon. Then he went to my closet and pulled a blanket out.

Leave it to Jeremy to be prepared.

I slowly opened my door and yelled down the hall, “Jeremy, get a blanket for the beach!”

When his forehead wrinkled in confusion and held up the blanket that was already in his arms, I mouthed, “Just in case they’re doing something.”

I was hoping it wasn’t wishful thinking, but when we walked down the hall, Lexi was alone, curled up in the living room, watching the movie Valentine. I shuddered at the reminder of the night they made me watch the horror flick.

“Hey, I love this movie!” Jeremy exclaimed, and if I hadn’t wiggled my ass against his erection, he probably would’ve plopped down on the couch with her to watch it.

“Where’d Jace go?” I asked.

Lexi shrugged and didn’t look away from the TV. “He had some stuff to do, so he took off.” It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it.

“Okay, well, we’re heading down to the beach. Are you fine here by yourself?”

She glared at me. “I’m seventeen years old, Sierra. I’m not a baby. I’ll be fine,” she huffed.

Well, okay, then.

Without another word, Jeremy and I left her to it, walking down to the beach and finding our favorite make-out spot, which was tucked behind a huge dune and away from prying eyes. The entire way, he was at my back, his fingers inside the waistband on my shorts, whispering in my ear of how and where he wanted to touch me. By the time we were spreading the blanket out on the sand, I was desperate for him.

Jeremy wasted no time before ripping off my T-shirt and throwing it to the side, where his joined it almost immediately. His hands roamed my body as our kisses turned passionate. My hips arched, aching for delicious friction.

He rose from the blanket and pulled me up with him so I was straddling his lap. His hand slid up my back until it reached my bra strap, which he expertly unclasped. When he laid me back down, he studied my breasts with blatant appreciation before his hands came up to cup my creamy flesh.

"These are fucking perfect," he whispered as he leaned in. Then he took one nipple into his mouth.

Jeremy cupped a breast in each of his large hands, gently kneading and stroking while his tongue worshipped my peaked nipples. The sensitivity of his touch drove me wild. I was already writhing beneath him, and I couldn’t help the whimper that escaped me when he tasted his way down my torso.

As he continued, I reached my hand down and found him perfectly erect. I cupped him and squeezed, indicating I wanted us to pleasure each other mutually, but apparently, Jeremy had other plans. He lifted up and pulled my shorts off, taking my panties with them. When he repositioned himself between my legs, he hurriedly placed his mouth on the inside of my thigh. My hips rose to meet his heated contact, inadvertently shuddering when he rained kisses along my flesh until his lips were hovering just over my most intimate of places. I was wet with desire for him. With one long stroke of his tongue, Jeremy tasted me then used his thumb to rub my clit to heighten the pleasure.

And heighten he did. It wasn't long before my impending orgasm had me writhing.

"Oh my God," I breathed as he pressed down hard on my clit. That was all I needed to be a goner. I panted through my orgasm, gripping his hair and wondering if it would always feel this amazing. I was certain it would.

He didn’t skip a beat even though I’d just come in his mouth. He kept on going as if he were ready to bring me to the brink all over again. I was already losing myself in my desire when he surprised me by pushing a finger deep inside me. The pleasure of him licking my folds combined with the friction of his finger driving in and out had me shuddering uncontrollably. In response, he buried his finger to the hilt then slid another one inside. Slowly, expertly, he fucked me with his fingers, all the while using his tongue to lap at my clit. He licked and sucked in perfect unison with his fingers, and when he could feel me tremble, he pulled away, keeping me close enough to the edge but not allowing me to fall over.

And then, finally, he relented, giving up his torturous act. I was panting at that point, and as my body tensed, I gripped the top of his head, ensuring that he wouldn’t stop pleasuring me.

“Oh, God, yes. Just like that, Jeremy. Just. Like. That,” I hissed.

All the breath expelled from my body when I clenched around his fingers. The way he made me feel was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. My heart was racing, my toes were curling, and I wanted to capture the feeling so I could keep it with me at all times. Throughout my orgasm, Jeremy continued pumping his fingers in and out of me while sucking on my clit, wave after wave of rapturous pleasure flooded every fiber of my being.

When he was satisfied I was finished, he pressed one last kiss to my clit before sitting up and grinning down at me. I wished that the moon was full so I could take in the entire sight of him. Instead, I could only see his shadow, and it added to the eroticism of the moment. Like we’d stolen this clandestine moment to be together, dark and in the shadows, away from the rest of the world.

I stretched out like a kitten basking in the warmth of the sun. But it was Jeremy I was basking in. I was exquisitely satisfied, and even though I wanted to snuggle up with him and drift off into a blissful sleep, I couldn’t allow that to happen. It was time for payback.

Not wanting to let a moment go to waste, I rose from the blanket and gripped Jeremy through his shorts. “Can I get a taste, too?” I asked.

Without a second thought, he pushed his shorts down, leaving him in his boxers. He lay back on the blanket, and I stared down at him.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked.

“Jesus, woman. Are you gonna make me do all the work?” he huffed, but he chuckled and made quick work of removing the last piece of clothing that’d been covering his gorgeous body.

That was one thing I loved about Jeremy. He was a very give-and-take kind of guy. He didn’t give me false platitudes about my not having to reciprocate. He was an eighteen-year-old athlete with needs. Sure, we both knew he was capable of using his own hands, but if I would do it for him, he’d never turn that down.

And, likewise, I’d never turn his tongue or magic fingers down, either.

As I crawled across the blanket towards him, a strand of loose hair brushed against his cock, causing it to twitch. I wanted so badly to kiss him, but I’d never done that after he’d gone down on me, and I wasn’t sure I was ready. So, instead, I started at his jawline, peppering kisses along the way until I came to his nipple, which was already hard. Whether it was from the cool spring breeze or from me, I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I moved down his body, spreading quick kisses along his chest and torso. His abs tensed when I came wickedly close to the base of him, but I stopped and allowed my fingers to trail over his obliques.

“Sierra,” he murmured, lifting his hips. He was as eager for this as I was, and I was ready to put him out of his misery.

Repositioning myself, I straddled his legs and trailed a lone finger up and down his swollen length. He groaned again when I created a fist around him, making it just tight enough to bring him pleasure. I worked him from root to tip, leisurely at first. Then he closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the blanket, reveling in the way I was stroking him.

A breath caught in my throat when a small amount of pre-cum leaked from the tip, as if his body were beckoning my lips to taste him. It was all the coaxing I needed. I bent down and circled his tip with my tongue. The salty substance on my taste buds turned me on. I wanted more.

And I was going to take it.

I closed my lips tight around him, sucking on the silky-smooth head before taking all of him in. As I bobbed up and down, Jeremy’s hips rocked in time with my movements. When I went down, he thrusted up. When I pulled away and sucked harder, he withdrew from my mouth. We were working in a deliciously erotic rhythm. To add more friction, I wrapped my hand around him, matching the pace of his thrusts. When my tongue swirled around the head one more time, his hips bucked frantically, and I knew he was close.

His hand came to the top of my head, where he pushed down, not choking me but sending him even deeper into my mouth than before. The vein that stretched along his shaft pulsed, causing me to jack him off faster, suck harder, and hold on for dear life. He bucked beneath me, groaning masculine satisfaction as he pulsated in my mouth, preparing me for his sweet release. I was usually a spitter, and Jeremy tried to pull away, but that time, for whatever reason, I didn’t want him to. I wanted to take all of him, and I did, swallowing and savoring every single salty ounce of it.

I would never spit again.

As soon as I’d drained him, I relaxed and slowly pulled away, but not before giving the tip one last little lick. God, he tasted so good.

When I glanced up, it appeared as if he’d passed out. I knew better, so I rolled to the side and waited for him to come back down from his high. It wasn’t long before one eye popped open. Then the other. He held his arm out, and I moved up to snuggle into the crook of it.

Once I was settled, I peered up at him and was greeted with an adorable, lazy smile and equally adorable, brown eyes.

“God, I love your mouth,” he said, his eyes moving to my lips.

“Because I’m so witty and tell the funniest jokes?” I asked, teasing.

“All that…and you suck a mean cock. I think I’ll keep you around for a while.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “A while?”

“How ’bout forever?”

“That sounds much better,” I answered. Then I closed my eyes, letting sleep take over.

And when he woke up me up a short time later, he wasted no time in tasting me all over again.

“Sierra,” he groaned as he settled in between my legs. He’d put his boxers on, but I could still feel his hard length pressing against me.

I rocked against him, wild and frenzied from the friction we were creating. It would’ve been so easy for him to slip inside me, and as he kissed me, I wondered if that’s what he was thinking, too.

I was panting. I was wanton. I was so incredibly aroused that I thought I’d explode if Jeremy wasn’t inside me. And, as soon as the through crossed my mind, I was terrified, too.

That alone told me that I wasn’t quite ready. I mean, a girl shouldn’t be scared the first time she has sex, right? So, instead of soldiering on, I had to put a stop to this.

“Jeremy,” I whispered.

He was so into what he was doing that he didn’t even hear me. It wasn’t like he was taking his boxers off and going for the plunge, but by the way we were currently dry-humping, it wouldn’t have surprised me if one slip would’ve completely changed the act. I frantically tapped his shoulder then pinched his skin.

“Jeremy.”

His head shot up, a lazy grin covering his gorgeous face. When his eyes met mine, however, his smile faded.

“I don’t… I think…” I sputtered, unsure of what to say.

His expression softened and he rolled off me, sitting up and bringing me with him.

“I wasn’t going to do anything, baby,” he whispered, his eyes full of worry. “I swear.”

“No, I know,” I rushed out. “It’s just… We were getting really into things and…”

“You’re not ready.” It was a statement, not a question.

Even still, I nodded.

His fingers rubbed my arms as if he were trying to keep me warm. “That’s fine, Sierra. I wasn’t expecting anything. Even though it seemed like I was getting carried away, I’d never lose control like that. Ever. We have all the time in the world to be with each other in that way. I will never pressure you. You know that, right?”

Again, I nodded. “I know, which makes me love you even more. I wish I were ready, Jeremy, but I’m scared.”

“You know what? So am I. It’s a big step, and even though a lot of guys act like it’s nothing, going there with you terrifies me as much as it excites me. I respect you. I respect the hell out of your parents. We can wait. I’d wait forever for you if I had to.”

I sighed, partially hating myself for making him wait. “I know you say that, but it scares me. What if I make you wait too long? I hear the way the other guys talk at school. What if you get tired of waiting for me?”

It was silly. Jeremy wasn’t that type of guy, but I would’ve been lying if I’d said that fear hadn’t been creeping in.

He chuckled and shook his head. “Baby, despite what most women think about the male population, we don’t need to have sex to be fulfilled. Sure, it’s a natural desire, but I’m only ready when you are. I’d never force you to do anything you didn’t want to. Ever.”

I swallowed hard and wished that my body, my mind, and my heart would all align so I could go through with this.

“Okay. I love you, Jeremy. And I appreciate you being so patient with me,” I told him.

“It’s not being patient, babe. It’s not like I’m sitting around, waiting for it to happen. When it happens, it happens. Until then, I’ll keep kissing those pretty lips of yours to my heart’s content.”

“That sounds perfect,” I whispered, my heart filling with all the love in the world.

His hand cupped my cheek as his thumb stroked my skin. “So, what do you say we sneak into your window and finally watch the Dawson’s Creek finale?”

“Why would we sneak in the window? No one’s there but Lexi.”

He grinned down at me. “Because I want to spend all night sleeping next to you, in your bed, and I don’t want your sister to know I’m there.”

I smiled and shifted until I was sitting up, face-to-face with him. Taking his hand, I entwined our fingers and brought them to my chest. “You know, all this time, I thought it was Tod and Copper, Joey and Dawson, Jeremy and Sierra. But I just realized, right here, that I’ve been wrong all along, and I’m switching teams.”

Jeremy frowned as his brow creased. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“I think it’s time I start rooting for Pacey.”

“Pacey?”

I nodded, gazing up into his eyes. “Dawson loved the girl he wanted Joey to be. Pacey loved the woman she was. He never tried to change her or mold her into who he wanted. Dawson did. And, in the end, I don’t know if it was the real Joey Dawson ever wanted. But Pacey did. I see that now.”

Putting so much thought into a fictional television that had more drama than my own high school was silly, but I couldn’t help it. It was the truth.

“So, who does that make me? Pacey?”

I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his, giving him a soft kiss. “No, Jeremy. You’re who you’ve always been and always will be.”

“And who is that?”

“Mine.”

With a low growl, he rose from the blanket and pulled me to my feet. His hand cupped my cheek as he gazed down into my eyes. “I always will be.”

He swept me off my feet and carried me all the way to my house, where we did, indeed, climb through my window. I thought I heard faint sobs coming from Lexi’s room, and though I wanted to go to her, I knew my sister and figured she’d want to be alone.

Instead, I cuddled up in my boyfriend’s arms and watched the season-five finale of Dawson’s Creek, curious as hell as to what would happen.

And you know what? I barely even noticed what happened. I was too focused on Jeremy’s hands running through my hair to care, because whatever happened on screen would never match up to the love I had in my life.
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AS I STOOD IN front of Jenna’s full-length mirror, I could hardly believe that this day was here. I was dressed, much to Mom’s chagrin, in my favorite blue-and-khaki board shorts and a T-shirt that said “Pussy Magnet” and was covered with pictures of felines of various size. Yes, you guessed it: Chris got in one last dare before we were high school graduates. When I had walked downstairs that morning, Mom had shaken her head, Jenna had rolled her eyes, and Dad had wondered if the dares were going to stop after high school. The truth was they were. Chris was moving to Orlando with Jenna to go to the University of Central Florida, and I’d be going to school with Sierra.

She thought I was going to Alabama. I’d gotten a small scholarship there for football, but the closer it had come to graduating and leaving, I’d realized that football wasn’t my dream. She was. And the thought of leaving her, even if we’d only be a few hours apart, tore me apart inside. Not for the next four years. Hell, I wouldn’t want to do that for the next four weeks. I just had to tell her.

But first things first. Graduation.

High school had been good and fun, but I was ready to move on to the next chapter of my life. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to major in. I figured I’d determine that when I got to school. All I knew was that I had to start planning for my future, one in which I could take care of Sierra and the family we’d hopefully be blessed with.

It might have seemed too early to be thinking that way, and if it hadn’t been for my dad, I probably wouldn’t have been. But, just a few nights before, he’d sat me down to talk about the future. That was a fun memory.

I’d been lying in my bed, throwing my football up into the air, waiting for Sierra to return from getting a manicure with Jenna. Something about a special occasion, whatever. Dad had walked into the room and closed the door behind. When he’d sat in the chair, I’d immediately known something was up.

“So, Jeremy,” he began. He cleared his throat and then took a sip of whatever was in his glass. Judging by the color, it was probably scotch, so I knew what this conversation was going to be like.

“What’s up, Dad?” I asked, sitting up and giving him my undivided attention.

“I know about your talk with Nick before Prom.”

Well, at least he was laying it all out on the line instead of stammering around the issue this time.

“And?” I asked.

“I just wanted you to know that I’m proud of you. For making good choices and respecting Sierra as a woman,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Thanks?” I replied, not really sure what else to say. It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to have sex with Sierra. I had. God, I did. But he was right. I respected her. I’d wait as long as I had to until she was ready.

If only he knew about Jenna. Yikes. I was keeping my mouth shut on that one.

My sister, God love her, was definitely not as virtuous as the male Banks twin. Not that I thought any less of her. She was, as far as I knew, always careful, and Chris loved her. What more could a brother ask for?

“I know how easy it is to give in to peer pressure, and it shows tremendous strength that you’ve been able to wait this long. That is, unless things have changed?” His eyes were questioning as he watched me.

Was he seriously asking me that?

“Umm, do you actually want to know the answer to that?”

His eyes widened, and he downed the rest of his drink. “How about we just move on?”

I laughed. “It’s fine, Dad. Things haven’t changed. We’re waiting until we’re both ready.”

What I didn’t tell him was that Sierra had been dropping hints that, after graduation, she might be ready. He didn’t need to know that, and I didn’t want to get too excited. Don’t get me wrong. I was more than satisfied with the way our physical relationship was, but I was just as eager to finally make Sierra mine in every sense of the word.

“Okay, good. Not that it’d be bad if you had…” he trailed off then ran a hand through his hair. “Forget I said anything. Look, I wanted to talk to you about the future. College is going to be an entirely different world out there. I know you aren’t sure what you want to do with your future—”

“Sierra’s my future,” I informed him.

He snapped his fingers. “Precisely. You want to have a future with Sierra. Eventually get married, start a family, all that?”

I nodded. “Eventually,” I said, emphasizing the word. Just because I was confident that Sierra would one day be my wife didn’t mean I was ready to put a ring on it right after high school.

“College is preparation for that life, son. How you choose to spend your time will determine how you’ll be able to take care of your family in the future. Sure, it’s fun to go to parties, spend more time drinking instead of studying. It’s easy to get sucked into the party side of college, but at the end of the day, you need to remember why you’re there. To start your future, and to make yourself into a man Sierra would be proud of.”

I frowned. What he was saying was true, and I knew that college was just a stepping stone. A bridge between high school and going out into the real world. And on the other side of that bridge would be Sierra and our future.

“But I have no idea what I want to do,” I said, my eyes racing to his. I swallowed hard. “And you should know I’m not going to Alabama. I already applied to UWF and I’m starting there in the fall.”

He smiled then slapped me on the shoulder. “I’m surprised it took you this long to figure it out. If that’s what you want to do, your mother and I support you. You know that.” Then he paused. “As for what you want to do, I’m not trying to scare you with talk about the future. Just giving you some food for thought. It’s okay that you haven’t determined a major. A lot of college kids are like that. Take some classes. Figure out where your interests lie. In the meantime, you need to study hard and get good grades so that you can get into whatever program you decide.”

“When did you decide you wanted to be an accountant?” I asked, hoping to get some insight and relieved he was pissed about Alabama. One down, one to go. I wasn’t sure how Sierra was going to react, but I hoped she’d be happy.

“Honestly?” he asked.

I nodded.

“I was just like you, Jeremy. When I started my first semester in college, I had no clue what I wanted to do. It wasn’t until I took an accounting class that I realized I was actually really good at it. So then I took another course and excelled even more. It just kind of stuck.”

“So, you think that will happen for me?”

“I know it’ll happen for you. You just have to work hard for what you want. Remember that, okay?”

“I will. Thanks, Dad.”

“Anytime. I meant it when I said I was proud of you.”

After our talk, I was more confident than ever with my decision. I just hoped Sierra felt the same.
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Many people in school had their misconceptions about my relationship with Jeremy. After all, we both had been threatened with detention multiple times if we didn’t stop making out in between periods. And he might have been late a time or two to practice because he’d had me shoved up against the wall outside the field house with his tongue expertly massaging my own.

Hey, they say communication in a relationship is key. We just happened to enjoy communicating with our lips. I didn’t see anything wrong with that, but apparently, the Navarre High School faculty did.

So people assumed that Banks had been banging Sullivan. And, even though I’d tried to protest in the beginning, it had fallen on deaf ears. So I’d given up. They could think what they wanted. I knew the truth.

Our physical relationship was a slow progression. In the beginning, we had been young and inexperienced, fumbling around each other’s bodies, tentatively touching and caressing until we’d grown more comfortable. Every time Jeremy attempted to reach the next base, he always paused, looking for me to give him the go-ahead. If I even so much as hesitated, he’d pull back and return to kissing me without a single word or ounce of pressure to do more. I loved him all the more for it. So it took time, and even though it was slow going, it was still a whole lot of fun experiencing everything for the first time with him.

Tentative lips and hesitant hands turned into passionate kisses and expert caressing. With just his fingers, Jeremy made me feel more alive than I ever had. And I can proudly admit that I finished what Mandy Simpson hadn’t been able to—over and over again.

Yes, he’d told me about her. I’d laughed the nervous look off his face when he’d had to admit that I wasn’t the only girl who’d touched the family jewels. Except, instead of jealousy, I felt pity. Poor guy.

Despite our comfortability, we still hadn’t taken the next step. Don’t get me wrong. I loved Jeremy, and I knew in the very depths of my soul I was going to spend my life with him. But I wasn’t ready to go all the way. The last thing I wanted to do was graduate high school with a baby on my hip. Sure, I knew all about birth control, condoms—the whole nine yards. And so did Sarah Hayes, who’d missed prom because she had been in labor. But, as soon as we turned our tassels, it was game on.

When graduation day came, I was a giant bundle of nerves. Not only was I about to move on to the next phase of my life, but Jeremy and I were finally going take the plunge.

Hours after celebrating with our parents, we found ourselves at Ryan Harper’s beach house, partying it up with the rest of the 2002 Navarre High School graduating class as well as a few juniors who were celebrating being the new big dogs on campus. Lexi had come with us, but I had a feeling it was more for someone else’s celebration than my own.

After a while, the loud music made my head throb. I was walking towards the bathroom to splash some water on my face when I was suddenly pulled into a closet. Once the door had shut behind me, the small room was pitch black.

“Jeremy?” I asked.

Silence answered me. I knew every person at the party, and I was ninety-nine point nine percent sure the culprit was my dear boyfriend, so I wasn’t exactly worried. But, then again, we had just finished watching Scream, and I had that small niggle in the back of my mind of what could happen at high school parties.

If it hadn’t been for the fact that I could smell Jeremy, I’d have been freaking out. Instead, I decided to play along.

“Jeremy. Jeremy, is that you?” I whispered, attempting to feel around in the dark. My fingers finally reached a solid chest. I slid my hands up his torso, my thumbs brushing across his nipples. “Oh, wow. Sorry. You’re most certainly not my Jeremy,” I breathed out, awe in my voice.

One hand gripped mine, and another shot out past me. Then a flip was switched and the light flooded the room. I blinked twice to adjust to it and had to suppress a giggle when I found Jeremy’s heated gaze on me. He pulled me close with the hand that was holding mine.

“Not Jeremy?” he growled, his voice husky.

“That’s what you get for trying to scare me. Now, tell me, babe. Why did you pull me into the closet?”

“Look around you, baby. This is where it all began.”

I raised an eyebrow.

He cocked a half smile. “Okay, so it began that day on the Sound. But this is where I first kissed those sweet lips, and I figured, if we had to spend our first night as high school graduates at Ryan Harper’s house, we might as well go down memory lane while we’re here.”

“Ah. Our first kiss.” Then I bit my lip, trying not to laugh at the memory of our foreheads bumping. “You want to recreate that?”

He grinned down at me. “Oh, no, sweetheart. We aren’t going to recreate it. We’re going to stay in here and make out until I wipe the memory of that fumbling kiss out of your mind.”

“Jeremy, I don’t want to erase that memory.”

“But it was complete shit,” he said, frowning down at me.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just call our first kiss complete shit, Jeremy Banks,” I admonished even though I wasn’t actually mad. I knew what he meant. “My whole life, I had this dream of what my first kiss was going to be like. There we’d be, standing only centimeters apart. The world around us would fade away. His head would dip, my breath would hitch, and my eyes would flutter closed. The moment our lips touched, fireworks would explode, little doves would fly, and violins would play. That wasn’t what our first kiss was like. It was so much better.”

“And it’s gotten better ever since?” he asked, though his cocky grin let me know that he knew it had.

“It’s gotten better ever since.”

“Well, even if you still have fond memories of this closet, how about we make another one?” he asked, his gaze lowering to my lips.

“I’d be okay with that,” I told him.

I’d barely gotten the words out when Jeremy slipped an arm around my waist, pulled me into his chest, and reached behind me to switch the light off. A soon as the darkness descended, his lips crashed down on mine.

His tongue parted my lips, and he took his fill as if he were thirsty and I was his only source of hydration. My hands gripped his shoulders, holding on for dear life, as he took and I gave. His free hand slipped underneath my T-shirt and onto my bare skin. It roamed across my belly as his fingertips caressed. We stood there in the closet, kissing, caressing, panting, and I have no idea how much time we spent in there. I just knew that I needed more. So I rocked against him.

“Wanna get out of here?” he asked, breathless. When he pressed against me, he was achingly hard.

Did I? Was I ready for this? I wasn’t sure, but I wanted to be alone with him so I could find out. I nodded.

“Sierra?”

“Yes, Jeremy. Let’s go.”

He dipped his head lower to give me a final kiss in our special closet. We spent the next ten minutes trying to find Lexi, but it was no use. I assumed she was with Jace, and he’d make sure she got home just fine.

I placed my hand in Jeremy’s, took one last look at all our classmates, and then beamed up at him as butterflies swirled around in my stomach.

“I’m all yours.”
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We’d just revisited the scene of our first kiss, so we must have been going to where it had really all begun. Therefore, I wasn’t surprised when he parked at the gazebo.

Jeremy rounded the hood and opened my door, making me giggle when he bowed and swept his arm out. Once I’d stepped out of the car, he gave me a peck on the lips.

“One second,” he said. Then he ran to the back of the car, where he dug around the trunk for something.

When he returned to me, he had a picnic basket and a blanket. I raised my brow at him.

“Were you planning this?” I teased.

“Maaaaybe,” he said before taking my hand with his free one. He led me down the walkway to the gazebo. “As much as I enjoy hanging out with our classmates, this is a special night for us. You’re the only person I want to celebrate with.”

“A special night?”

He dropped my hand, set the basket down, and spread the blanket out. Then he lifted his head and gazed at me. All amusement had drained from his face and been replaced with a serious expression. His jaw was tight, but his eyes were captivating. They were shining in the moonlight, and all I could see was love reflecting back at me. He closed the distance between us and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me into him.

“Of course it’s a special night, Sierra. We did it. We graduated and we’re finally starting out our lives as adults. We have the whole world in front of us, and I can’t imagine you not being by my side. So, yes, it’s special, and I want to spend it only with you.”

I glanced around at the stillness. Waves peacefully hit the shore. A slight breeze brought goose bumps to my skin. The moon was full, the sky was clear, and the stars were shining bright.

“Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re here. We’re all alone, at our special place, on our special night. Maybe you should take advantage of that,” I whispered. My heart was hammering as I wondered if I was ready for this.

But Jeremy didn’t let me think long. His head dipped and his lips met mine. “I will never take advantage of you, Sierra, but you know what I will do?”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Love you.”

I smiled. “Promise?”

“Always.”

With that, he sat on the blanket and pulled me down with him. He reached for the basket and withdrew his old boom box. When he hit play and Avant’s “Makin’ Good Love” came on, I knew exactly what was on his mind. I was surprised when he then revealed a bottle of champagne and two glasses. As soon as he handed me one, I took a sip, enjoying the bubbles playing on my tongue.

“This is amazing, Jeremy, but how’d you pull it off?”

“Sierra Sullivan, if we’re going to spend a lifetime together, don’t you think it’s a little early for me to spill all my secrets?”

“You don’t have any secrets from me.”

“Touché,” he said then lifted his glass as if to toast.

I raised mine as well.

“To an incredible past, the perfect present, and an amazing future.”

“Jeremy…” I whispered then reached over to rest my hand on his thigh.

“Yeah, baby?” he asked, his voice a little gruff.

I downed the rest of my champagne and set my glass off to the side. He did the same as he waited for me to continue.

“You’re right,” I said, my voice a bit shaky. “We’re starting the rest of our lives, and I want…I want to start right now.”

“You’re sure?” he asked.

I nodded, and he didn’t make me wait. Jeremy’s hand grabbed my hips and he pulled me into his lap until I was straddling his waist.

His beautiful, copper eyes flashed with desire, and he wasted no time leaning in to kiss me. His initial kiss was soft and sweet, his lips caressing mine adoringly. But, moments later, when I moaned against his lips, he took it as a sign to intensify the kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth, swirling and sweeping before tangling with mine. Our tongues waged war, fighting to maintain dominance. They were dueling in a furious, frantic rhythm, both of us losing. Both of us winning. The champagne on the tip of his tongue was achingly sweet. The urge to absorb every drop of the sweetness and take it for myself was tantalizing. As he fiercely plundered and probed, it was apparent he had the same idea.

As we kissed, his strong, big hands roamed my body over my clothes. They touched frantically, as if he couldn’t get enough. When one hand slid up my back, caressed my neck, then tangled up in my hair, I found myself pressed down against his groin. Jeremy groaned and slowed his kissing as he ground his body into mine, slowly, provocatively, and in calculated rhythm.

“God, I want you so much, Sierra,” he whispered against my lips. “So fucking much. I have to touch you.”

“I’m yours, Jeremy. I always have been. I always will be. What you want? It’s yours,” I offered, hoping I sounded more confident than I felt. I’d gotten cold feet before, and I didn’t want that to happen again. I was ready. I was sure of it.

As he rolled me onto my back, my panties dampened with anticipation, but he didn’t touch me right away. Instead, he lay next to me and braced himself on one elbow while his other hand cupped my jaw. He continued kissing me, lips caressing, tongues sucking, and he set me on fire with just his mouth. How could I ever want anything more than this man?

Jeremy had always been a good kisser, but this was different. It was as if he knew that tonight he was going to truly get his fill, and he was soaking up every bit of it he could. His kisses alternated between slow and steady and fast and furious. And I couldn't get enough. I wanted all of Jeremy. I wanted to touch him, taste him, run my fingers over every single inch of his body, and in turn, I wanted him to explore mine the same way. We were so connected emotionally, and I was craving a physical connection as well.

As my hands slid underneath his T-shirt and roamed his back, I realized he was too clothed. We were both too clothed. We had to remedy that, and fast.

"Jeremy," I panted, still breathless from our passionate kissing.

His eyes gleamed down at me, dark and full of desire. "Yeah, baby?"

"We should probably get naked," I said, not really knowing of a sexy way to say it.

Fortunately, this was Jeremy, and he grinned down at me before kissing my lips.

"Yeah, we probably should."

We both sat up and frantically stripped each other bare, not stopping until our clothes were tossed in a pile at the edge of the blanket. The breeze was cool against my flesh, causing me to shiver, but that didn't last long. Jeremy's heated gaze warmed my skin.

“God, you’re so beautiful,” he said as he laid me back down on the blanket. “How’d I get so lucky?”

“Because you have good taste in mutant reptiles?” I offered, causing the left side of his mouth to curve up into a smile.

As I said the words, I took my time checking him out in the moonlight. He was on his knees next to me, his hard erection jutting out in front of him, just waiting to be played with. His strong thigh muscles were tight and taut, and as my eyes, sadly, left his nether regions, my mouth watered at the sight of that delicious V that was Mother Nature’s way of telling women where to find the goods. His abs were smooth and defined, with just a scattering of loose, brown hairs I affectionately called my happy trail.

Before I could admire his chest, he was hovering over me, blocking the moonlight, and all I could see was his intense gaze. My hands gripped his biceps, and his muscled rippled underneath my touch as he strained to keep himself up on just his fists.

“Baby,” he whispered before he smashed his lips down on mine.

We were apparently done talking, and I was more than okay with that. Talking was overrated anyway.

As he kissed me, he began to touch. His journey commenced at my temple, trailed down my jawline, and stopped on my collarbone. In turn, my fingers ran up and down his strong arms, roaming his body. My favorite flock of butterflies were riling up in my belly as he cupped and fondled my breasts, first one and then the other. His thumbs rubbed soothing circles on my nipples until they pebbled under his touch. I fought the urge to squirm as his hand trailed from my breasts to down my torso, and it didn't stop until it reached the apex of my thighs.

When the soft pad of his thumb pressed down on my clit, I couldn't help the moan that escaped my lips. It was my favorite spot, and Jeremy knew exactly how to push all of my buttons.

"You like that, don't you, baby?" he asked, his voice thick and husky.

"I love it," I replied, breathless and wanting more. So much more that I thrust my hips upwards.

And he knew just how to read me. With his thumb still massaging my clit, he slowly circled my entrance before slipping his finger inside me, delving deep until I was pulsating with vibrant need. The duality of the sensations had me shuddering at how amazing it felt to be touched by him in this way.

He added another finger, the pressure increased tenfold, and I briefly wondered how it was going to feel when he was inside me for the first time. The thought was quickly wiped away when he tore his mouth from mine and began a procession of kisses down my neck. Even though I had the urge to close my eyes, I kept them open as he made his descent down my body.

My fingers gripped the blanket when he found his way to my breast again. His tongue lapped at my skin between them before he decided on his first target. My nipples were already hard from his initial taste, but as he traced slow, deliberate circles around one, it pebbled, aching with need. I knew he could feel it, as his lips curved into a triumphant smile. One that didn't leave his face as he licked a trail across my chest and found my other nipple, giving it equal attention while his fingers still rhythmically worked in and out of me.

As his teeth latched onto my nipple and he gave it a little nibble, I could hardly stand it.

“Jeremy,” I breathed. I’d never felt so sexy, so adored, and I wanted more. I was finally ready.

When he lifted his head, I was greeted with a knowing, cocky smirk on his damp lips.

“Do you have any idea how sexy you are when you whisper my name like that?” He pressed down on my clit and paused.

I shook my head, unable to formulate any words while his fingers were still buried deep inside me. Instead, I raised my hips and arched my back, once again, hinting that I wanted more. And, God, did I. I wanted so much more. I wanted him. I wanted him now.

He bowed his head, and with his tongue, he trailed a path down my stomach, past my belly button, not stopping until he was kissing my hip bone. After giving it a soft nip, he repositioned himself between my legs and lowered his head. My eyes widened when I realized what he was about to do. Then his tongue connected with my clit and I tensed. We’d done this countless times, and the intense pleasure still took me by surprise every time.

“Let me see you.” His whispered plea had my legs opening for him before I’d even registered his words. "It doesn't sound right calling your vagina a pussy, Sierra," he revered, his lips sensually kissing me in the most intimate of places.

"What?" I gasped just as his tongue darted out to taste me.

He gave me a once-over that had me squirming, and then, all too quickly, he pulled away. His head lifted and his eyes met mine.

"It's beautiful. Like a warm love sanctuary beckoning for my offering. And all I want to do is fill you up."

Even though I knew he was trying to be sweet, I couldn't help the giggle that escaped. "A love sanctuary?"

His eyes darkened as a wicked grin played at his lips. "My love sanctuary. Now, let me worship you."

As his head dipped back down, I closed my eyes and did as he’d asked. And I'm proud to report that he's the most excellent worshipper. His tongue worked its magic as he made his way down to my entrance and then back up again, circling my clit with expert precision. The way Jeremy sucked and licked and savored had me writhing beneath him. And when he added pressure to my clit with his thumb? I was done for. As my orgasm crested, my fingers tangled in hair and I couldn't help the way I tugged while I writhed beneath him.

My body was already spent and the night was just beginning. I wanted to lie there, basking in the afterglow of my orgasm, but I couldn't. This was only the beginning, and I wanted to get Jeremy as primed and ready as he’d gotten me.

So, as I begrudgingly came down from my high, I slowly untangled my fingers from his hair. I whimpered when he withdrew his fingers from me and then watched in fascination as he placed them on his lips and leisurely sucked each one into his mouth as if he were savoring the taste of me. It was incredibly arousing, and I was eager to get my own taste of him.

Mustering up every ounce of confidence I had, I rose to my knees. My hands reached out and grasped Jeremy's, pulling him up with me. As I curled my arms around his neck, his erection rested on my belly. One hand slid up and curled in his hair, forcing his head down and allowing me to capture his lips. For the very first time, I tasted myself. My lips licked up the sweet, salty, exotic taste, and when I slipped my tongue into his mouth, I attacked, taking my fill in the most delicious swirling fashion. And Jeremy conceded defeat, giving me what I wanted.

"My turn," I whispered when I broke our kiss.

"Sierra—" he started, but I placed a finger on his lips.

"My turn," I insisted.

When I pushed him down onto the blanket, I gave him one last kiss on the lips before I settled in between his legs. Sure, I could've done my own exploring with my tongue, but I was more than ready, and judging by the size of his erection, so was he.

My hand expertly found the sinewy length of him, firmly gripping as my thumb gingerly explored the silky-soft head. Jeremy groaned, and a tiny drop of pre-cum leaked from the tip. It was powerful knowing I'd caused that. Desperate to taste him, my tongue swirled and laved the evidence of his arousal. It was intoxicating to taste his essence mixing with my own. Even more so was the way he tensed and released a harsh, uneven hiss as I took him deeper, until my lips were wrapped tightly around his rigid shaft.

Wanting to make him feel as good as he had made me, I sucked, licked, and pleasured him expertly until his hands were gripping my hair and his thighs stiffened, indicating he was achingly close to coming. With one last hollowed suck, I retreated, not ready for him to get off. At least, not when he wasn't inside me.

Just I was about to tell him that I was ready, Jeremy surprised me. His hands came to my waist, and in a flash, I was flipped onto my back with his body stretched out over mine. He leaned down and kissed me hungrily while he fingers found my entrance again. By the time he was done with me, I was drenched, a panting, wanton mess. I was so close when, all too soon, he pulled away.

"Jer," I breathed out in protest.

His heated expression told me that this wasn’t over though. Not in the least.

Nerves took flight in my belly as he reached across the blanket and dug his wallet out. He removed a condom, and when he turned back to me, his face was a mask of lust. And love.

"Sierra, are you sure?" he asked, and for a split second, I hesitated.

"I want you to make love to me, Jeremy. You've been my first for everything. And here and now, under the stars at our special spot, I'm giving you me. All of me."

I smiled at him as I mustered up as much confidence as I could. I’d seen and felt the size of him up close, and I won’t lie and say that the size of it didn’t give me a twinge of nervousness. A wave of apprehension washed over me as I wondered how it was going to fit, but I pushed that thought from my mind, knowing he’d take care of me, just as he’d been doing all our lives.

My legs inadvertently clenched together in anticipation of his touch, but he wasn't having it. When he pushed his knee down to separate my legs, I complied. One lone finger traced along my slit, and his eyes became hooded. I was primed and ready for him, and he wasn’t going to make me wait any longer.

He positioned himself at my entrance then laid his body down on top of mine. His left hand brushed the bangs out of my face before he cupped the side of my head. His eyes bored down into mine, and as he slowly slid the tip of his cock inside me, his eyes fluttered closed.

"I love you, Sierra," he whispered. "I love you."

My hands gripped his back and I held on for dear life, waiting for the pain to come. But he didn't move.

"Jeremy, what are you doing?" I asked, my fingers tapping on his back.

He lifted his head, opening his eyes, which were brimming with love and devotion. "You. This. Us. It's just… It's overwhelming. I had no idea how incredible it would feel to be inside you. And now that I am, I want to bury myself until I have no idea where I end and you begin. But damn, baby…I don't want to hurt you."

Tears pricked my eyes. Not from pain, but from love.

"It's going to hurt,” I said. “At least a little bit. I'm prepared for that."

"I'm not."

I smiled up at him. "Jeremy…it'll be worth it. I know. Now, shut up and make love to me."

And make love to me he did. Did it hurt? Of course. Was it worth it? Absofreakinglutely.

I learned that night that sex didn't have to be carnal and dirty or bring on ten orgasms. Sure, sex like that would come, and it’d be amazing, but that night? That isn’t what we experienced. The night Jeremy and I had sex for the first time was us connecting ourselves in the most intimate way possible. We were giving ourselves to each other. I was showing him that I trusted him with my whole self—heart, body, and soul—and in turn, he was showing me he'd always take care of me. Always protect me and put my needs first. Always love me.

It was everything I’d never imagined. In fact, it was kind of the complete opposite. Instead of spine-tingling, toe-curling passion, it was over quicker than expected, and the pain was more intense than the pleasure. But, with every stroke of Jeremy’s fingers, every steady departure and hesitant thrust, his movements emanated the love he had for me. The utter devotion, the cautious, tender way he touched and took me. It was absolute perfection. It was exactly what every girl's first time should be like.

And, afterwards, we lay in silence on the blanket, listening to the sounds of nature and staring up at the stars. Side by side, we held hands, half clothed, whole hearted. He’d thrown his shorts on, and I’d put my T-shirt on, but that was as far as we’d gotten before collapsing back onto the blanket in a post-sex fog. Thankfully, he’d packed a second blanket, so we were covered from prying eyes and cool temperatures.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked, finally breaking the silence. His voice was laced with worry.

I shifted until I was resting on his chest, gazing up at him. His eyebrows were drawn tight, and his jaw was clenched. It was endearing.

“Honestly? A little bit. Especially at first. I mean, you’ve been using your fingers for two years.” I took his hand and toyed with his fingers. “And these things are pretty big. But they have nothing on your cock, so yeah, it hurt a little bit. But it didn’t last long.”

“My what?” he asked.

“Your cock.”

“What?” he repeated. “I couldn’t hear you over the waves.”

I grinned. “More like you couldn’t hear me over the size of your ego swelling.”

“Actually, I just really wanted to hear you say cock again. It’s sexy as hell, Sierra. Where’ve you been hiding that dirty mouth?”

I leaned up to kiss him. “I guess you just bring the best out of me,” I whispered. “And now that you’ve officially made me a woman, who knows what’s going to happen next?”

He pressed a kiss to my lips then rolled us until we were on our sides. His arm slipped around my waist, and he held me close to him. “Lucky for me, I have the rest of my life to find out.” His expression softened, and his eyes darted back and forth between mine. “Thank you, Sierra.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “Why are you thanking me?” I asked, because after the way he had made me feel that night, I should’ve been the one thanking him.

“For having good taste in mutant reptiles.”

I laughed, snuggling up to him to steal some of his warmth. He leaned down and placed a soft kiss on the top of my head.

“I love you, Jeremy. More than I ever thought possible.”

“I love you, too, baby. I have from the moment you stood on the top of that step. I’ve never stopped. I never will.”

We held each other close as sleep overtook us.

Jeremy was right. Even though we’d spent a decade loving each other, our lives were about to begin, and they’d never be the same. And they were going to twist and turn and change in ways we’d never imagine. But, if we held on to each other, held on to our love, we could get through anything. There was no question about it.

I mean, we were Jeremy and Sierra. I loved all of those fictional characters, but the truth was no one had anything on us. And they never would.
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WHEN I WAS EIGHT years old, I met the girl I knew I was going to marry. You’ve heard this already a time or two, so I’ll save you the long-winded speech about how pretty I thought her freckles were or how excited I was to meet a girl who liked Michelangelo as much as I did.

What I hadn’t known was that, ten years later, I’d be making love to that girl in the very spot in which we’d met.

What I hadn’t known was how terrified I’d be when that moment finally came.

What I’d had no clue of was that, as soon as I sank into Sierra’s sweet depths, I would be a man renewed.

I’d had hopes of going all the way with Sierra on graduation night. Not because it was a momentous occasion, but because she’d been dropping me hints here and there. So I’d packed up a picnic basket filled with champagne, fruit, and my boom box, ready to spend the night with my girl listening to the smooth sounds of soulful ’90s R&B music that could put anyone in the mood. And in the mood, it put us.

As soon as Sierra’s tight walls clamped around my dick, I knew that this is what I’d been waiting for. I hadn’t wanted a quick, frantic fuck in my bedroom, hurrying to be done before our parents got home. I hadn’t wanted the cliché hotel room on prom night, with fumbling fingers. I hadn’t known what I wanted.

I knew now.

It was Sierra telling me that she was ready, that she wanted to give herself to me. All of herself. It was holding the tip of my erection just inside her, gazing down into the depths of her beautiful eyes as I tried to convey just how much I loved her. Words would never have been enough. I had to show her with my actions, and even still, I was so frantic with worry that I’d hurt her that I had a hard time moving forward.

At least, I did until my sweet Sierra slid her fingertips up my spine and asked me to make love to her.

So I did.

I went as slowly as possible even though I had the primal urge to slam into her over and over and over again. The time would come for that, but at that point in time, there was no way in hell I was doing anything to hurt her.

Eventually, her whimpers turned into soft moans, and it wasn’t long before I was releasing into the condom, my face in her neck as I muttered her name.

The fond memory was one I’d always remember. It had been three weeks since we’d lost our virginities to each other, and the following three weeks were equally as, if not more, incredible than that first night. Sierra had needed a few days before she was ready to go again, and I can proudly announce that, during our second time together, my name was on her lips when she came. Since then, she’d become ravenous, as if she were trying to make up for lost time whenever we could sneak down to the beach or found ourselves alone in one of our houses.

I didn’t mind one bit. In fact, I was on my way to get her so we could take an overnight camping trip to Defuniak Springs, where I was looking forward to making love to Sierra in the very tent we used to sleep in when we were kids.

What could I say? She’d unleashed a monster.

As I crossed the yard to Sierra's house, I was nearly plowed over by a tear-stained and grief-stricken Lexi. When I called out to her to try to stop her, the only response was a hiccupping sob. A frown formed on my lips as she took off in a full sprint towards the neighborhood gazebo.

With a shrug, I turned back to the house and gave a short knock before entering. The second I walked in, I knew something was wrong. At the time, I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but the reaction from Lexi and the blanched, guilty looks on Sierra's parents’ faces caused my heart to skip a beat—and not in a good way.

Sierra was sitting on the edge of the couch, biting her lip. She wasn't looking at me. In fact, no one was. It was as if I'd interrupted some sort of family meeting.

"Who died?" I asked jovially, trying to make light of whatever I'd just walked into.

Only, this time, no one laughed. Hell, I didn't even get a smile. Not one crack. Instead, Sierra's lower lip trembled and a wave of unease washed over me.

Fuck. Had someone actually died?

My eyes raced from my girlfriend to her parents, hoping for some sort of tell. I got nothing. They still weren’t looking at me.

"Okay, Sullivans. You're freaking me out a little bit. What's going on?" I asked.

Sierra sighed deeply and swallowed hard before rising to her feet. Her eyes flicked to her parents and then back to me. She had the same tear stains on her face.

"We're moving."

Talk about ripping the Band-Aid off.

I blinked.

I swallowed.

I blinked again.

All the while my heart was racing and my blood pressure was rising.

Sierra bit her cheek as she watched me, waiting for my response.

Well. Hell.

This was certainly unexpected.

"We are?" I finally asked, not missing the way both of her parents’ heads snapped in my direction. They obviously hadn’t been expecting that response.

Her eyebrows furrowed, but she didn't answer me.

"Where to?" I inquired.

Sierra's jaw fell open as if she were in shock. Why, I wasn't sure. I stared back, locking eyes with her. We were in some sort of weird, silent standoff, neither of us saying a word.

A throat cleared, and I broke my gaze from Sierra to see her father watching us, a stern, albeit apologetic look on his face.

"We'll let you two talk," he said before leading her mom out of the living room.

When my eyes fell back on Sierra, she had tears running down her cheeks. I crossed the room in two quick strides and stopped directly in front of her. Lifting my hands, I cupped her soft cheeks and used my thumbs to wipe the moisture away.

"Baby, why are you crying?"

She started blubbering and shaking her head, speaking rapidly. It was hard to make out, but I got the gist of it. Still, I wanted to be sure.

"Your dad's company is transferring him?"

She nodded.

"Your grandma's health has taken a turn for the worse?"

Another nod.

"And you don't want to leave me, but you don't want to leave your family, either?"

This time, a sigh accompanied her small nod. She tore her eyes away from me, seemingly ashamed. "This should be an easy decision, Jeremy. A no-freaking brainer. But the truth is I'm torn," she said, sounding defeated.

I didn’t really know why. It wasn’t like I was going to let her go alone. I could’ve been freaking out, running around, making plans and changes for my future, but the truth was, as long as she was in that future, I would take whatever came my way. I just needed to make that clear.

I lifted her chin and leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. When I pulled back, her lashes fluttered until she was looking up at me.

"Hey," I whispered. "Who says you have to choose?"

Her eyes widened as she shook her head. "You have plans, Jeremy. You've already been accepted to Alabama. Long distance would've sucked, but it was different when we were only going to be a few hours apart. Now, if I decide to go with them, we’ll be twelve hours away and we’ll never see each other!” She sobbed into my shirt.

It dawned on me that I still hadn’t told her about my plans to switch to UWF. Sex had apparently fucked with my memory.

I shrugged. "I didn't have plans, Sierra. We did. And plans change. You adapt. Hell, look at McAllister. He was set to play baseball for the Tide, but then he decided he’d rather spend his life serving his country. It happens all the time. I’ll adapt.”

Her face fell. "God, don't even bring up Jace around Lexi. She had a freaking fit as soon as she heard the news."

I winced, knowing how big of a crush she had on the guy. "Yeah, I saw her take off down towards the gazebo looking pretty upset. From having to leave Jace?”

She nodded and let out a heavy sigh. "I should probably go see if she's okay." She rose up on her tiptoes, and her lips brushed mine. "We'll talk about this later, okay?"

"Okay."

As she started to walk away, I grabbed her hand and yanked her hard, causing her to crush into my chest.

"Sierra, you have me. You always have. You always will. I don't care if we're in Florida, Georgia, or freaking Norway. Where you go, I go, and that will never change."

"Jeremy—" she began, but I held a finger to her lips, silencing her.

"I love you, Sierra. We'll figure it out. Together."

She smiled softly and nodded. "I love, you, too. I don’t know what I’d do without you."

The grin on my face couldn’t have been wider if I’d stretched my skin. I was that sure about what I was doing.

“Then it’s a good thing you’ll never have to find out.” I gave her a reassuring smile as she slipped out the front door. Instead of following her, however, I didn't move from my spot in the living room. After a few minutes of going over my game plan, I knew what I had to do.

I had plans to make. And my first stop? Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan. As I made my way towards the kitchen, I prayed like hell that they'd agree.

If they didn’t, I’d figure something else out.

[image: ]

[image: ]

When my parents sat Lexi and me down and told us that we were moving, I barely had time to react before she let out a sob and ran from the room. To say I was shell-shocked would've been an understatement. To be honest, I wasn't sure what I was feeling until Jeremy walked in, and in true Jeremy fashion, he made a joke, trying to elicit even the faintest smile.

Only, this time, he couldn't. And, as soon as I saw his face, I knew how I felt.

Heartbroken.

It's not that I wasn't ready to be an independent eighteen-year-old college freshman. I was. At the same time, I understood why Dad had accepted the job transfer. Grandma Nancy had recently suffered a stroke, and he wanted to be near her, especially with not knowing how much longer she had. I was torn. I wanted to be with my family. I wasn't financially ready to strike out on my own, and I couldn't imagine paying living expenses while trying to pass my college classes. I also couldn’t expect my parents to pay for me to live in the dorms when I could easily live with them.

But how could I leave Jeremy? He was my best friend. He was the love of my life. He was my other half, my whole heart, my everything. How could I walk away from the greatest man I'd ever known?

Most people would scoff, saying that we’re too young, too inexperienced, too naïve to be so in love, but I knew my heart. It’s been Jeremy’s for longer than I can remember.

They say when you know, you know. I don’t exactly know who they are, but they’re right. And I knew. I just didn’t know what I was going to do about my future.

I felt like I was being pulled in two completely different directions, and I had no idea which side would win out.

At least, I didn't until Jeremy made me realize I didn't have to choose—just another reason to love him even more. It still made me wonder, however. Could I really have both? His reassuring kiss made me believe it, and even though we had a lot of talking to do, his kiss put me at ease. We'd figure it out. I wouldn't lose him. I never would, and with my whole heart, I believed it.

But my sister was a different story, even if she was tight-lipped about her feelings. Ever since Jace had surprised us all by shipping off for the Army right after graduation, she'd been in a funk. Jeremy suspected that something had gone down between them before he’d left, but if it had, she hadn't said a word.

I walked down to the gazebo, where Jeremy had said he'd seen her go. Sure enough, she was there when I approached. She was hunched over, her face buried in her hands. Her shoulders were shaking as sobs racked through her. My heart shattered for her.

I knew she'd had a thing for Jace for all of high school, but he'd put her in the friend zone and never let her out. She’d watched from the sidelines for far too long as he’d dated Mallory, who’d hated the close friendship Jace and Lexi shared. She’d pined for him much in the way I had for Jeremy before we’d gotten together. But, unlike my boyfriend, Jace hadn’t seen Lexi that way. Or, at least, that's what he'd claimed.

Pretty much everyone at Navarre High School knew they had a thing for each other except for those two. It didn’t make any sense, and I’d always thought they’d get together, but graduation had come and gone, just like Jace. And now that we were moving, Lexi didn’t know when she’d ever see him again. If she ever would. I couldn’t imagine being in her shoes, so I wanted to do whatever I could to comfort my baby sister.

Lexi's head lifted slightly as she heard my approaching footsteps. I sat next to her on the bench and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in close. She laid her head in the crook of my arm, her soft sniffles echoing in the gazebo around us.

"Hey, you know Ohio isn't the end of the world, right? I mean, sure, it's not the beach, but think of all the Reds games we can go to now."

Her shoulders shook as she gave a small laugh at the mention of our dad's—and our—baseball team. "Senior year, Sierra. It's my senior year!" Her voice was a cross between a wail and a cry, and my heart hurt for her.

I sighed as I ran soothing circles on her arm. "I know. It sucks, and it seems unfair that, after spending nearly your whole life in Navarre, you're going to have to graduate in a new place. But don't you think, if Dad had any other choice, he'd have found a way to stay?"

She nodded. "I know. And I understand, but like you said, it just seems so unfair. Not that I’d ever ask Dad to stay… Not with Grandma’s condition. It’s just…" Her voice cracked as another wave of tears streamed down her cheeks. "We can't leave. Not now. Now that he's finally—" She stopped abruptly as her face reddened to the color of the ripest tomato.

I raised an eyebrow. Okay, maybe Jeremy was right.

"Now that what, Lexi?" I asked, trying—and failing—not to sound too interested.

She sighed and shook her head. "Nothing. It doesn't matter. None of it matters. In three weeks, we'll be in Ohio and Jace will be… God knows where."

I gave her a reassuring squeeze. "Hey, it's called phones. E-mail. Technology is a pretty cool thing," I said. "You guys are best friends and have been for years. A little bit of distance isn't going to change that."

Lexi sniffled and shrugged. "Do you think so?"

"Even if he won't admit it out loud, Jace cares about you," I told her. "One way or another, he'll find you."

She wiped her eyes, looking hopeful for the first time since my parents had told us the big news. "God, I hope you're right, Sierra. I just… I can't imagine my life without him, you know?" she asked.

It was rhetorical, but I nodded anyway. If she felt even a fraction for Jace what I felt for Jeremy, then yeah. I definitely got it.

And that was when a fierce wave of determination crashed over me. Even if it meant saying goodbye to my family and working three jobs to pay my bills, I was not leaving Jeremy. Not if I could help it.

She must've seen the look on my face, because she sat up and wiped her nose. "God, Sierra, I'm sorry. I was only thinking of myself. What about you? What are you going to do?" Her eyes widened. "Oh, God. You're going to stay here and I'll be all alone. I know that sounds selfish, but I can't help it. I feel like everything is falling apart. What will I do without you there? Hell, I’ll even miss that big lug Jeremy. I’ve gotten a little used to him being around for the last…oh, ten or so years," she said, giving me a smile and a shoulder bump. 

I laughed and pulled her in for a quick side hug. I was lucky to have such a close relationship with my sister, and I couldn't fathom being so far apart. "Jeremy knows. He walked in right after you took off. Don't worry about us. We'll figure it out. We always do."

She sniffled and gave me a watery smile. "I need to find me a Jeremy," she quipped.

As we walked back to the house, silence descended on us. I was pretty sure we were both thinking the same thing, but we didn't voice it.

She'd already found her Jeremy, and he was now gone.

The question was…

Would she ever find him again?

I made a silent prayer right then and there that Lexi would one day find a man who made her as happy as I was. Whether it ended up being Jace McAllister or someone else, I didn’t care. I just wanted her happy, loved, and in love.

What every woman deserves.
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The house was strangely silent when we returned from our talk at the gazebo. I wondered where Jeremy had gone, but knowing him, he was already making plans for the future—our future. Even though I didn’t know what was on his mind, I trusted that, whatever it was, it would work out for us. Anything else wasn’t an option. I wanted to go find him. After all, we only had a few short weeks before the big moving day. Dad had to be there by the end of June, and it was already early into the month. Plus, if I wanted to get into college in the fall, I had to make up my mind as soon as possible as to whether I was staying or going.

Lexi entered the kitchen, and I followed. Our parents’ heads were together, and they both looked up from the kitchen table when they heard us come in. Mom was on her feet and quickly crossed the room, drawing Lexi into her arms.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart. I know this is a shock," she said, and the pain was evident in her voice. She didn't like that her daughter was hurting, yet at the same time, she knew that it was important for her husband to be close with his mother for however much time she had left.

Dad rose and joined them. "If there was any other way…" he said, his voice trailing off.

Lexi pulled back and nodded. "I know. I don't like it, but I understand. It's what you have to do." She sighed and swiped at the tears running down her cheeks. “We better get season tickets to the Reds for this.”

Dad laughed and kissed the top of Lexi’s head. “You got it, Lexi,” he promised, a glimmer in his eye that told me he was already on it.

As I looked at the three of them, my heart ached. I love my family. We’d always been close, and I couldn’t imagine being far away from them. I also couldn’t imagine being far away from Jeremy or his family.

As if she could read my thoughts, Mom looked over at me. "Are you okay, Sierra?"

I blinked back fresh tears. "Yeah, I think so. I mean, I have a lot of thinking to do. And I need to talk to Jeremy. Did he say anything to you guys before he left? I kinda ran out on him to make sure Lexi was okay."

My parents exchanged a glance that made me curious.

"Umm," Mom stammered. "We did speak. He said to tell you he'd pick you up in a few hours."

I gave her a brief nod then sighed. “Mom, what do I do?” I asked.

Her smile was soft. “Don’t worry about that right now, honey. Wait until you talk to Jeremy. Just know, whatever you choose to do, your father and I love and support you.”

She gave me a kiss on the forehead, and I closed my eyes. Without even talking to Jeremy, I knew what I was going to do.

I’d miss my family like hell, but at least I wouldn’t be missing him.
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There was a confidence on Jeremy's face I couldn't quite understand. He’d called the house, asking for me to meet him down at the beach. After practically sprinting there, I found him staring out at the ocean. He must’ve sensed my presence, because he turned as soon as I was near. His smile was soft, causing my heart to flutter as I wondered what he was going to say.

"The one thing I'm really going to miss is this gazebo. It's where I first saw you. Where we first spoke. It's where I fell in love with you, and it's where I first told you. But it's just a place. It's just a structure. It's not my home, Sierra. And, if you're not here, then this gazebo means nothing."

"What…what are you saying?" I asked, breathless. I had a feeling I knew where this was going, but I needed to hear the words. Was Jeremy really not forcing me to choose?

He grasped my hands and pulled me to him until our chests were pressed together. Then he dropped our hands and wove his arms around my waist, holding me close. The moonlight illuminated his handsome face as he gazed down at me.

"What I'm saying, Sierra, is that you're not moving." He said it so matter-of-factly.

I opened my mouth to protest, but he dipped his head and captured my lips, effectively shutting me up.

"We—we're moving. I'm coming with you. I discussed with your parents—and with mine. And, when they realized I was coming with or without their blessings, they gave them to me. In fact, your dad—after threatening me within an inch of my life—offered to let me stay with you guys until I can find a job and get on my feet since out-of-state tuition will be a bitch."

My eyes widened as my heart nearly leapt into my throat. That's what he'd talked to my parents about? And they'd agreed? I wanted to jump in his arms, both thrilled and excited at the prospect, but I hesitated. It all seemed so perfect, but was he sure? Was that really what he wanted?

"I can't ask you to do that, Jeremy. Just pack up and leave your whole life behind? What about school? Football? Your family?” I protested even though I didn’t want to. I had to give him that: the chance to back out so he didn’t have to uproot his entire life for me.

"Don't you get it, Sierra? You are my whole life. You are my family. Without you, I'm nothing. If you tell me to stay here, then you're packing up and taking my whole life with you. I'd be just a shell, and a pretty damn miserable one. So please. Take me with you. Or stay here with me. Just don't…just don't leave me. You promised you wouldn’t."

"Are you sure?" Even though I didn't want to, I gave him one last out, as halfhearted as it was.

"Sierra, the only reason I'm not on one knee right now is because we just graduated high school and your dad might rescind his offer if I did so. But rest assured. As soon as I'm on my feet and I think we're ready, there will be a ring on that finger. I'm never letting you go."

His impassioned plea was my undoing. It might have been selfish, but I wasn't going to argue with him. I was going to take what he was offering and not look back.

"Ever?" I asked, my heart soaring at the idea of being Mrs. Jeremy Banks.

Sure, I might have barely been out of high school and I had my whole life ahead of me, but I couldn't imagine Jeremy not being a part of said life. We'd been the only two peas in our pod for so long that I no longer knew where he ended and I began. I didn't want to find out.

He leaned forward and pressed a sweet kiss to the tip of my nose. "Not in this lifetime, or any other. You're it for me. You're not Tod or Joey or anything else. You're my Sierra, and you always will be."

I slid my arms up his chest and wrapped them around his neck. Lifting up on my tip toes, I placed my lips on his. "Because, after all…where you go…”

"I go."

And, as we entered the next chapter of our lives, we were doing it together. Just like we’d done everything else.
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Once it was all said and done, I did what any respectable man who was being threatened with the loss of the love of his life would do. I packed my room up, loaded my car, and declined my scholarship, and as soon as the Sullivans hit the road, so did I.

Was it crazy? Maybe. Sure, we were only eighteen and the odds were against us. But Sierra’d been my best friend for ten years, my girl for three, and she was the love of my life. Age didn’t change the fact that Sierra was my soulmate.

So, where she went, I went, and that sentiment would never, ever change.
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"I CAN'T BELIEVE I'M about to do this. Holy shit. Holy shit." I paced the back deck of the Sullivan home, the engagement ring burning a hole in my pocket.

A rumble of laughter from Lexi's boyfriend, Ty, answered me. I shot a glare to where he was messing with the grill.

"You're just glad I'm buttering him up for you. I know you’re not that far behind me, Tate."

He blanched a bit before his face turned red. His sheepish smile told me I wasn’t wrong. As protective as I was over Lexi, I knew Tate was good people. The way he had taken her out of her post-Jace funk had everyone relieved, and he’d always take care of her.

"Dude, how'd you know?"

A coy smile crossed my lips. God, I loved being right. "I see the way you look at her. It's the same way I look at Sierra. The way I’ve always looked at Sierra. Like a man in love. That's how I know."

He nodded and released a deep sigh as he ran a large hand through his sandy-brown hair. "I know it seems soon. But I love her, Banks. I love her so goddamn much, and I want to spend my whole life with her. And I want that life to start as soon as possible. Why wait?"

As I studied him, I remembered how overprotective of Lexi I’d felt when we’d moved to Ohio. Sierra and I weren’t sure what had happened, but she had obviously been nursing some sort of broken heart from Jace’s enlisting in the Army. Her entire senior year, she moped around. It wasn’t until she started college that she came out of her shell and began dating.

I won't lie. It was kind of a struggle when Lexi first brought Ty home. She was so infatuated though, and for the first time in so long, her smiles were genuine. Bright. And she finally looked happy, thanks to Tyler Tate. How could I have begrudged the man for that?

The answer was: I couldn't. And the more time we spent with the guy, the more I was convinced he was exactly what she needed. Not that I didn't want to track down Jace and get him to throw his hat in the ring, but even I knew that it was too late for them. Hell, at the time, I wasn’t even sure the guy was in the country, so I dropped any hope of a reunion between the two of them and embraced Ty as her new guy.

As long as Lexi was happy, I was happy for her. But Ty was aware of the standing promise should he ever hurt her. My fist would meet his face.

But back to me. It'd been a little over three years since we’d made the move to Ohio, and I hadn't regretted a single second of it. The Sullivans, true to their word, allowed me to crash in their basement while I got on my feet. Three years later and I was just now moving out. It's not that I’d mooched off them or anything. They’d just never asked me to leave. And the one time I’d told them I was going apartment shopping, they’d told me not to even consider doing such a thing. Focus on school, they'd insisted. So I had.

It paid off in dividends. I overloaded myself with courses and graduated a year early with my real estate degree. When we’d moved to Cincinnati, I’d gone crazy helping the Sullivans find a home. It’d almost been an obsession, finding what was perfect, in the best location, for the best price. Like Dad had told me, I’d found something I was good at and enjoyed, so it was a no-brainer when it came to declaring a major.

I'd already tested and earned my license, and I was starting my new job at a large Cincinnati real estate agency in a few days. If it hadn’t been for the Sullivans, this wouldn't have been happening, and for that, I would be eternally grateful. Still, as grateful as I was, I was also ready to move on to the next chapter of my life. On to the next chapter with Sierra. Like my dad had told me on my graduation day, I’d had to work for a future with Sierra, and I’d busted my ass. And, now, I wanted that future to begin as soon as freaking possible.

The back door opened and Nick walked out with a tray full of brats and burgers. He handed them to Ty and then grabbed a beer, tossing me one as he walked over.

That was one awesome thing about Cincinnati. They had great fucking beer.

"Congratulations, Jeremy," he told me, slapping me on the shoulder. "Vicky and I are so proud of you. I know your parents are, too. I know a lot of parents—my mom included—thought I was crazy for allowing Sierra’s boyfriend to move into our home, but I want you to know I consider you a son. I always have. I wouldn’t have let just any man stay under my roof," he joked, giving me another slap on the back.

My nose burned, but it wasn’t from the tears that weren’t currently welling in my eyes. Nope. No way. I cleared my throat. I was Jeremy Banks. Ultimate male and all of that macho crap. I didn’t cry. I wouldn’t cry.

"Thanks, Nick," I choked out, coughing to mask it but failing.

He wrinkled his eyebrows.

"Hey, listen. Speaking of that—can we talk?"

He stopped mid-swig and set his beer down. Folding his arms across his chest, he studied me but didn't say a word. I glanced over at Ty, who was watching us intently. I had half a mind to flip him off, because I was making this easier on him. I’d go through the hard part, and then he’d swoop in and beg for Lexi’s hand. So, yeah, my middle finger was primed and ready, but somehow, I resisted.

Just as I was about to open up my mouth, the back door opened yet again, my dad coming through this time.

“Hey, Jay, you’re just in time. Jeremy has something he wants to talk to me about,” Nick said to my dad. It was apparent he knew what I was going to do. Not that it made it any easier.

Dad’s eyes widened as he looked from Nick to me and then back to Nick. He held his beer out as a gesture for me to continue. “Well, by all means, don’t let me interrupt.”

Suddenly, I was the center of everyone’s attention. Instead of just Nick, I had three pairs of eyes about to witness one of the most important moments of my life.

Freaking awesome.

“Well, you see… There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for Sierra. I love her. I’d go to the ends of the Earth for that girl. Hell, Ohio’s just about as close.” I chuckled nervously, but not a peep was heard from those three. Some peanut gallery they were. I cleared my throat. “You see…now that I’m done with school and getting my own place and all… I just… I think… I mean…”

God, I was stammering like an idiot. Sierra and I’d been inseparable for thirteen years. This shouldn’t have been that hard.

"Spit it out, Jeremy. I’ve got burgers to flip," Nick finally said, his voice cool.

I couldn’t read him. Oh fuck. We might have been outside, but it was like all the air had been sucked out of the vicinity. What if he said no?

Oh fuck. He wouldn’t, would he?

I inhaled a deep breath then released it more slowly. It was now or never. And never was unacceptable.

"Sir…with your blessing, I'd like to marry your daughter. No—scratch that. I'd love to marry her. I want to marry her. I have to marry her.” I took a deep breath before pulling out the dramatics. “If I don't marry that girl within the next year, my life would be over. So…what do you say?" I asked, breathless and hopeful. “Ready for me to be your son? Like you’ve always seen me?” I wasn’t sure if throwing his own words back in his face was a good idea, but I figured it was worth a try.

The back deck was silent for a moment, and as the seconds ticked away, they felt like the longest of my life. Ty and my dad both watched Nick carefully, as did I. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him.

Finally, he slapped me on the shoulder and gave me a wide smile. "Seriously? Do you even have to ask? As if I could even stop you if I tried."

Waves of relief surged and crashed down on me. I could finally release the breath I’d been holding. As much as I wanted to break out into the Carlton in celebration, I maintained my composure. Barely.

"Still. I’d like your blessing. You and your wife have done so much for me, and it would mean a lot to me."

"I appreciate that, Jeremy. Of course you have your blessing. We couldn't ask for a better man to marry our daughter."

A throat cleared from across the back deck. "Umm…about that, sir…"

Ty had set the grilling spatula down and taken a step forward. With a ring box in his hand, he gave Nick a bashful grin.

"Seriously, man? This is my parade. Take your rain elsewhere," I told Ty, laughing so he'd know I was kidding.

Nick raked his hand through his hair and groaned. "You too? A double whammy? Did you two plan this ambush?"

I held my hands up. “No. No way. This was supposed to be my night, my time to shine. He’s just horning in on it now that I’ve softened you up.”

My dad let out a curse, which Nick echoed.

Ty nodded. "I know it seems fast and I'm edging into Jeremy's time, but I love Lexi with everything in me, and I want to spend the rest of my life with her."

Nick eyed him. "You love her?"

"With all of my heart."

"You'll be good to her?"

"For as long as I live."

“Yeah, or I’ll kick his ass,” I chimed in, causing Nick’s lips to twitch.

“And I’d let him,” Ty confirmed.

Nick eyed him warily then brought out the big guns. "Do you solemnly swear to never wear a Steelers jersey in my home or in my presence?"

Without hesitation, Ty raised a fist and hollered the Bengals war cry. "Who Dey!"

Damn, the guy must’ve been in love to go that far. He was a hard-core Steelers fan. Watching him and Lexi fight during games was one of the best parts of football season.

“I can’t believe I just did that.”

Nick laughed and shook his head. "Then you have my blessing as well. Now, someone get me a drink. My two little girls are getting married."

Ty and I high-fived, but then Nick brought the rain.

"Then again, they both still have to say yes."

With that last parting shot, he walked back inside. Dad grinned at me and gave me a thumbs-up.

I pointed my finger at Ty and warned him. "I get to propose first. Got it?"

Ty gave me a challenging grin.

Game on.
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"I can't believe he's moving out." Mom was getting all weepy as she stirred the baked beans. Her other hand was dabbing a tissue at the corner of her eye.

Stifling my laughter, I patted her on the shoulder then gave her a quick squeeze. "Mom, he's only moving a few streets over. It's hardly the end of the world. You’ll still see him all the time. Probably more than you want to. Like he’ll be able to stay away from your home cooking."

Even though I was trying to be reassuring, part of me totally got what she was saying—not that I'd admit it out loud. Jeremy'd been living in my parents’ basement for the past three years, and now that he had a good job, he'd rented his own home. My parents had insisted he could stay until he’d built up his savings, but he’d declined, spouting off something about how he was a man and he needed to be independent.

Personally, I thought there was more to it, and I’d had to stop myself from checking his sock drawers for a ring box. Not that we’d talked about marriage or anything any time soon, but I was kind of hoping it was around the corner, sooner rather than later.

Before she could respond, however, the back door slid open and I looked up to see my dad stalking inside, an unreadable expression on his face. He went straight to the liquor cabinet and poured a healthy amount of scotch into a glass, tossing it back and quickly refilling it. I’d seen that happen before. It usually wasn’t good news.

“Nick, what’s gotten into you?” Mom asked, frowning at the glass in his hand.

"Somethin’ in the water," he said cryptically as he gave himself another couple of fingers. This time, however, he only sipped, so whatever it was couldn’t have been that bad.

We exchanged a confused look before he muttered something about not being ready for this and disappearing.

Weird.

It wasn’t much longer before I realized what Dad’s sudden drinking spree was all about. Halfway through dinner, Jeremy scooted his chair back and rose to his feet. Everyone stopped talking when he cleared his throat. Suddenly, my hands were clammy, and my heart’s tempo increased until it was practically racing.

"Umm," he started off, coughing then picking his wine glass up to take a sip.

I did the same as my mind ran a hundred miles a minute, wondering what was about to happen.

"I just wanted to say I appreciate you all being here for my graduation. Mom, Dad, Jenna, Chris for traveling to be with me to celebrate. Nick and Vicky for graciously opening your home to me. Lexi, for all of those nights you helped me study. I wouldn’t be standing here, a college graduate and the new agent at Keller-Williams Realty if it weren’t for all of you sitting here today."

My heart warmed as he went around the room, thanking each and every one at the table, even Ty, my sister’s boyfriend, who had quickly ingrained himself with my family. But, when Jeremy turned to me and took my hand, pulling me up out of my chair, I forgot that anyone else was in the room. He leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek before dropping on the ground to one knee. Gasps echoed all around us, but suddenly, I had tunnel vision. All I could see was his face. All I could hear was his voice. At that moment in time, the only thing existing was us.

"Sierra, I love you. I’ve loved you since I was eight years old, and somehow, even way back then, I knew you were it for me. At eight years old, I knew you were going to be my wife and, one day, I'd be the luckiest man on the planet because I'd get to spend the rest of my life with you. And that's what I want. You, me, forever."

Heat rose on the back of my neck, and my eyes widened. My heart was beating faster than ever before. My lungs refused to take breath as Jeremy continued.

"We may be young, Sierra, but none of that matters. I want forever with you, and I always will. So, can't it start right now? Will you? Marry me."

The last part wasn't a question, yet it was still perfect. He knew my answer—and that he didn’t even have to ask. I could never say no to this man. I would never say no to this man. I looked up to see the faces of my most loved ones watching us, waiting for my response, even though they all knew what it would be. Mom and Lexi both had tears in their eyes while Dad appeared proud.

I smiled down at the face of the only man I'd ever loved. The only one I would ever love.

"Forever started a long time ago with us, Jeremy. Nineteen ninety-two to be exact. "

He nodded, unmoving from his kneeling position. "You've been with me every step of the way, and now, I'm headed out into the real world. None of it means anything if you're not by my side. I knew when I was eight years old that I was going to marry you. I still know that now. So, how about it Sierra? Will you make my lifelong dream come true? Will you be my Mrs. Michelangelo?"

He waited with bated breath as I gazed down at him. I knew exactly how to give him the perfect answer. My hand rose to my mouth and I spit directly into my palm. As realization gleamed in his eyes, the corners of his lips turned up in a slow grin, transforming his face from the cute boy-next-door to the gorgeous man I was ready to pledge my love to.

“The ultimate spit pact?” I asked, giving him a teasing smile. “What do you say, Banks?”

He grinned back at me, causing my heart to melt at the deep dimples in his cheeks. “Well, I thought a ring would seal the deal, but you’re right.” As he stood, he spit in his own hand and placed it in mine. It was wet, slimy, and oh so unbelievably perfect.

My heart flip-flopped as he repeated his question.

“Will you marry me, Sierra?”

“Yes!” I shouted.

He wrapped his arms around my waist and twirled me around. I cupped his cheeks, gazing down into the gorgeous eyes of my future husband.

“A better ending than Copper and Tod. Much, much better than Dawson and Joey.”

“That’s because a new it couple has taken over. From now on, it’s Jeremy and Sierra.”

“That’s the way it’s always been.”

“And always will be.”

“Always?”

“Forever.”
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WHEN I WAS A teenager, I once told Jeremy I didn’t need fancy. I just needed him. Even though we were now in our twenties and could afford fancy, the thought still rang true. So that’s why, just four short weeks later, I was back to where it had all begun and more than ready to say, “I do.”

After Jeremy had proposed, we’d finished dinner, celebrated with our families, and then snuck away for a celebration of our own. We were lying in his bed, breathless and sated from commemorating our engagement in the most intimate way. I held my hand out, admiring the solitaire square-cut diamond he’d given me. Knowing it’d been his grandmother’s meant the world to me, and I’d wear it proudly for the rest of my life. His fingers came to mine and he kissed my hand. I rested my chin on his naked chest and grinned up at him.

“So, now that we’re engaged, you don’t mind having sex in my parents’ basement?” I teased.

He growled at me, flipping me onto my back and sinking slowly back into me, filling me to the hilt. I nearly forgot what I’d said as he held himself inside me. His eyes were glazed with lust, and he held my hands just above my head.

“Marry me,” he whispered.

“I believe I already said yes,” I panted, breathless as he resumed making love to me.

His movements were slow, methodical, and with how close we were, he was creating a delicious friction on my clit that had me writhing beneath him, wanting…needing more.

He leaned down and peppered kisses along my jaw. “Marry me, baby,” he said, his lips finding my ear.

“Mmm,” was all he got in response.

And that’s when he stopped—and when I whimpered. I lifted my hips, rolling them, but he pushed down, holding me in place on the bed.

“Marry me.”

As my orgasm began to recede, I frowned. “Yes, Jeremy. I’ll always says yes,” I whispered.

He lifted up and gazed down into my eyes. “As soon as possible. I want that ring on your finger. My last name on your license. You livin’ in my house, where I can make you scream my name and you won’t have to hold it in so your parents won’t hear.”

I nodded, and he entered me with a driving thrust that stole my breath. I was nearing the precipice of my climax and he was fully aware. With three more deliberate thrusts, I was seized by a rush of sensation so intense I swore I saw stars.

“As soon as possible,” he said against my lips as he pulled out and spilled his release on my belly.

That’s when I realized I wanted soon, too.

Those four weeks dragged, and they also flew. They were frantic at times, but knowing I was going to marry the love of my life in less than a month made every ounce of the stress I experienced worth it.

It was simple. It was relatively easy. It was just like us, and it was beautiful.

We were getting married in the place where we’d met. The place where we’d first loved. The place where I’d set my hand in his and gave him my forever. The place where he had done the same.

Since we were back in Navarre, we could’ve invited all of our old friends. Had a huge party. Celebrated all night long. But, at the end of the day, we decided to keep it low-key. We just wanted each other and our families. That would be enough.

As I stood in front of the walkway, part of me wanted to run, sprint, even fly, because I knew what was awaiting me. Jeremy. Forever. My husband. The other part, however, wanted to glide slowly, soaking up every single detail along the way.

It couldn’t have been a more perfect day. Even though it was late June, the temperatures were unusually cool that evening. The sun was setting. The breeze was blowing. And the waves were chipping in, creating their own beautiful soundtrack to highlight this day and where we were.

The beach.

Our beach.

This place had always been home for me, ever since I’d met my best friend, the love of my life. At least, it had been until we’d moved to Ohio and I’d realized Jeremy was my home. My head against his chest, our fingertips laced and held on his stomach as we stole moments of intimacy. The way he reverently paused for a split second every time he sank into my depths and whispered my name, a sound so perfect coming from his lips. As if he really did believe that it was his love sanctuary and he was offering his reverence. Jeremy’s arms, Jeremy’s embrace, Jeremy’s heart. That’s where I was home. That was my home. It always would be.

“It’s time.” Mom’s soft whisper interrupted my thoughts. “Are you ready, sweetheart?”

I smiled and answered straight from the heart. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for thirteen years. Yeah, I’m ready,” I said.

She smiled. “I love you, Sierra.”

“Love you, too, Mom,” I replied, keeping it simple, already overwhelmed with all the emotion bubbling up inside me.

Dad approached, and Mom gave my hand a squeeze then laughed when Dad kissed her cheek. She ventured down the walkway to the gazebo, where my groom was waiting. I wanted to follow quickly, but then Dad cleared his throat and I turned to look at him. The shimmering tears in his eyes startled me, causing my own to form.

“My baby girl,” he whispered, placing a thumb and forefinger underneath my chin. “This day came a hell of a lot sooner than I expected.” He chuckled. “This day came a hell of a lot later than I expected, knowing that boy. He would’ve proposed when he was twelve years old if he could have.”

It was my turn to laugh. “I think we did it right,” I told him, unashamed of how unabashedly proud I was of the path Jeremy and I had taken.

Sure, we could’ve gotten married and started our forever at eighteen, but instead, we had taken our parents’ guidance and assistance, and now, he was a twenty-one-year-old college graduate with a steady job, and I was nearly done with my nursing degree. Neither of us had any student debt, and we’d be comfortable as we began our lives as a couple. Like I said, relatively easy. Completely comfortable. Pretty much perfect.

“You did,” Dad said, interrupting my thoughts. “And I couldn’t be prouder. That kid, as much as I hated to admit it, was always going to be the one who’d put a ring on your finger. You couldn’t have picked a better man to love you, Sierra. As much as it pains me that I’m giving you away today, I know it’s to a good man, which lessens the pain a little.”

Tears pricked my eyes. “You can’t make me cry, Dad,” I laughed. “It’ll ruin my makeup.”

He leaned in close and placed a kiss on my forehead. “The guy at the altar? He wouldn’t care.”

“Just another reason to love him.”

He smiled and took a deep breath. Then he slowly exhaled and held his arm up, and I set my hand in the crook of it.

“Remember what comes after marriage, Sierra,” he said in a teasing tone. “I’m not too young to be a grandpa.”

I laughed even though my belly tightened at the prospect of being a mom. “One thing at a time, Dad.”

His eyes gleamed. “We’ll see.”

“How about you marry me off first? Then we’ll talk babies. In a couple of years,” I informed him.

He sighed. “I guess I can live with that.”
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“Didn’t I tell you she couldn’t get married until thirty? I mean, I know you only passed calculus because of Sierra, but I thought you could at least do simple math. You’re a bit early.”

Nick was teasing—I was killer at calculus. And a cocky grin formed on my face even though I was nervous as hell on the inside.

Not that I had any idea why. Sierra and I’d been together for two-thirds of my life. Hell, I barely remembered the time when she hadn’t been there. This was just another normal day at the beach.

Except that it wasn’t. This day was monumental. It signified the beginning of everything I’d ever wanted. And, for some reason, it was…daunting as hell.

But probably not for the reasons you might think. I wasn’t worried about having a ball and chain or anything like that. No, I was fucking terrified out of my mind that, after thirteen years, Sierra was finally going to wise up and realize she could have any man in the world. Why would she want me?

Just as quickly as that stupid thought had come, a plethora of memories hit me like a tidal wave, drenching me with a flood of emotion. In my mind, I saw Sierra, eight years old, standing at the top of the steps, the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. I could hear her teasing me about Michelangelo. Then it was the image of Sierra in her homecoming dress, stopping my heart and tightening my pants from the sight of her all dressed up for me. Sierra launching herself into my arms and telling me that she loved me for the very first time. A million I-love-yous followed, and I heard each and every one loud and clear. And then I saw Sierra, sweet and sensuous, writhing beneath me as I made love to her, right there at that very spot. The sound of her panted breaths as she whispered my name played on repeat in my mind, and if it hadn’t been for Nick placing a hand on my shoulder and shaking me out of my reverie, I might have gotten hard all over again.

I laughed, all the fear draining from my body. Sierra was mine. She always had been. Always would be. Just like I was hers—for now, forever, and whatever eternity awaited us on the other side.

Where she went, I’d follow.

Always.

But enough with the mushy stuff.

“And I’m pretty sure I told you no way,” I finally answered, lifting my chin and setting it in defiance at my soon-to-be father-in-law.

Nick laughed, clapped me on the shoulder, and squeezed. His smile softened, as did his eyes. “You’re the only one I’d ever allow be the exception to that rule, Jeremy. I hope you know that.”

I returned his smile. “I appreciate that, sir.”

For as long as I can remember, he’d been Nick to me. Not Mr. Sullivan or sir, but in that moment, it’d felt right.

He nodded his appreciation. “I always wanted a son, and God changed my mind when he blessed me with two beautiful daughters who grew up to be two beautiful women. But, today, I’m gaining a son, and I couldn’t be happier. Because that’s what I consider you, Jeremy. A son,” he told me.

“Does that mean I can finally call you Pops?” I asked, grinning at the memory of the first—and only—time I’d tried calling him that.

“Absolutely not,” he responded with his own smile.

I ran a hand through my hair. “Look, Nick…I have to thank you.”

He started to hold a hand up, but I continued.

“You’ve changed my life. Not only did you create the beautiful girl I’m about to marry, but you took me in when you didn’t have to. I wouldn’t be standing here, about to marry the love of my life, if it weren’t for you and Vicky. And I know I don’t say it as often as I should, so thank you. Truly,” I said.

“Thanks aren’t needed, Jeremy. Just be good to my girl.”

“There’s no other option,” I replied.

“Then what’d you say we have a wedding?” Nick said, glancing at his watch. “You ready?”

“I’ve been ready for longer than you want to know.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Probably a good thing,” he responded. Then he walked through the gazebo and down the walkway to where he was about to lead his daughter to me.

To her future.

Our future.
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As cocky as I’d been, I wasn’t prepared for the moment Sierra came into view. I was nearly knocked off my feet, ass in the sand, as soon as I saw her. I don’t know what it was. Every single day, I’d looked at Sierra and marveled at how beautiful she was, but this was different. She was dressed in a flowing, white gown that perfectly molded to her curves. Her smile was radiant as she approached. The white hibiscus flower in her soft, flowing hair gave her the appearance of an angel. My heart leapt into my throat, and I couldn’t believe it. This was my bride.

I was undone.

When Nick gave her a kiss on the cheek then stepped to the side to join our families, I barely registered he was even there. My eyes were locked in on hers, and I’m not ashamed to admit that they might have been swimming with the manliest of tears.

“Beautiful,” I whispered then leaned down and captured her perfect, pink lips with mine. I just couldn’t help myself.

A throat cleared, and I pulled back. She was smiling up at me, her own eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“I think the kiss is supposed to wait until after the ceremony,” she teased.

I grinned. “Do I look like I care?” Then I turned to Chris, who’d gone online and gotten ordained for this. “Make it quick, man.”

And quick is what he made it. I was dying to kiss Sierra again by the time we got to the vows. When Sierra had insisted we write our own vows, I wasn’t sure what the hell I was going to say. I sat for hours trying to form the perfect poetic words, and frankly, I sucked at it. So after too many hours wasted and sheets of papers balled up, I decided I’d wing it.

“Banks, you’re up first,” Chris said in his usual laid-back style.

Taking Sierra’s hand in mine, I peered down at her, waiting for the nerves to come. This was it. I was finally saying my vows, and in just a few short moments, she would be my wife. But the nerves never came. All I felt was love. Excitement. Joy. And impatience. As much as I loved Sierra in that dress, I wanted to see her out of it. To slowly slide the zipper down as I kissed her bare shoulder…

I was getting ahead of myself—and getting hard in the process. Which Sierra noticed. Her eyes grew wide as she bit her lip. I leaned forward and placed my mouth just above her ear.

“Not helping, baby. You know what that lip bite does to me.”

Her sharp intake of breath was the perfect opening for my vows.

“First,” I said, taking a moment to glance from Chris to Sierra, “I promise to never grow a mullet again without your permission.”

Chuckles sounded all around us, and Sierra’s shoulders shook with laughter.

“Hey!” Chris exclaimed.

I shrugged. “Sorry, man. Wife trumps best friend every single time. No more dares without Sierra’s approval.”

“I think I like where this is going,” Sierra quipped.

Wanting to get to the good stuff, I squeezed her hands and sobered up a bit. “God, I can’t believe we’re finally here. On this day. On this beach. In the very spot we met. It’s so surreal, and if I could spend hours explaining why and how I love you, I would. The truth is…it’s actually pretty simple. I love you, Sierra Sullivan, with every fiber of my being, and I always will.”

Her eyes shimmered again, and as one tear spilled out onto her cheek, I brushed it away with my thumb.

“I promise I will spend the rest of my life loving you. Every single day, I will make you laugh, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that beautiful smile on your beautiful face. I live to make you smile, and even on our hardest of days, that goal will never change. After all, the sun rises and sets on your smile, and even though I should be, I’m still not used to those dang Ohio winters. But, with you there by my side, that’s all I need to keep me warm. I’d brave polar bears and subzero temperatures if that’s what you wanted. Because, I may be a broken record, baby, but where you go, I go, and that will never, ever change. I love you, Sierra, and I will for all of my days.”

It wasn’t the most eloquent or emotional of vows, but by the beaming, watery smile on Sierra’s face, I knew that it was perfect because it was all me. She sniffled, and when I saw Lexi dabbing her eyes out of the corner of mine, I knew I’d done good.

“Wow. Well, where to start,” Sierra said, laughing. “I guess I should thank you for not growing a mullet for our wedding day—no matter how much you wanted to recreate senior prom. There was no way I was wearing that dress again, and as much as I like John Stamos, I couldn’t be happier to be marrying Jeremy Jordan Banks, here, today, in this spot, in front of the people who mean the most to me.”

“MacGyver?” I questioned, and she rolled her eyes before softening them.

“I’d say that I can’t believe I’m standing here in front of everyone as I become Mrs. Jeremy Banks, but that would be a lie. Since I was eight years old, I’ve loved you and known you were the one for me. I sat down with you on this beach and never wanted to leave your side. So I never did. And I never will. After this, you’re stuck with me. This is your last chance to make a run for it.” She leaned in and placed her hand on my arm, gripping tightly. “But I’m warning you. I give good chase. Because it’s true for me, too, Jeremy. Where you go, I go. For the rest of my life, I want to be with you. Living. Laughing. Loving. You’re it for me, and you always will be.”

I placed my hand on top of hers and pulled her in close, moving my other hand to the small of her back. “Not going anywhere, babe,” I responded before leaning down and kissing her on her lips.

“Good,” she responded. “You’re my best friend, Jeremy. You’re my family. You are the greatest love of my life. I promise to cherish you, adore you, and laugh at all your jokes, and every once in a while, if you really want, you can get your mullet on.”

I smiled. “MacGyver,” I whispered.

She returned my smile. “I love you, Jeremy Jordan Copper MacGyver John Stamos Banks, and I always will. Now, will you finally put a ring on it so I can call you mine?”

So I did as she’d asked. I put a ring on it, Chris declared us husband and wife, and when I pressed my lips to hers, I sealed it with a kiss.

Sierra Banks was my wife.

Nothing could have made me happier.




[image: ]

2007

[image: ]

IT WAS AN ORDINARY night. I’d been on rotation, and it was my last night shift of the week. After four grueling years, I’d become a nurse, and now, I worked in the ICU at Good Samaritan Hospital. We’d lost a patient that night, and after I’d tried for hours to hold back tears, exhaustion seeped from my pores. All I wanted was to strip my scrubs off, take a hot shower, crawl into bed, and wrap my arms around my husband, stealing his warmth until he had to get up in the morning. Then I’d whine until he hit snooze for fifteen minutes. And then we’d have a proper good morning. The thought alone was enough to perk me up—at least a little bit.

I was thinking about what color teddy I’d put on when I was pulling into the drive. My hand hit the garage door opener, and I frowned when the light didn’t turn on. Strange, I thought. Jeremy was usually on it with the upkeep, and like a lot of ’90s kids, I was afraid of the dark. With silent trepidation, I parked in the garage, took a deep breath, and exited the car.

Ten and a half steps until I made it inside. No big deal, right? Except I was twenty-three, afraid of the dark, and not ashamed to admit it.

As soon as I stepped out of my car, I saw it.

It was lying there, shining, teasing, mocking me. On top of Jeremy’s car was the sixty-watt bulb that would usually be twisted into the ceiling light. Instead, someone had unscrewed it and put it on top of his car.

Someone had unscrewed the light bulb, waiting for me to come home into the darkness.

Oh. My. God.

Movement flickered in the corner of my eye. Even as I glanced over, my chest ballooned. In the far corner of the garage, a figure cloaked in black loomed ominously. As my eyes scanned up his body, a scream bubbled up in my throat. The face was covered in a mask, an exact replica of the one from the movie Scream. That Ghostface guy. The perpetrator raised his arm, and that was all I needed to turn on my heel and run.

Down the driveway.

Across the sidewalk.

Just as I was about to race up the neighbor’s lawn, strong arms wrapped around my waist, hauling me back.

I screamed bloody freaking murder.

Oh. My. God.

I was about to be stabbed to death like the usual stupid blonde in all of those horror films. I was going to be the Drew Barrymore, except I hadn’t even gotten the foreplay of a phone call.

Then a hand clamped over my mouth.

“Shh,” my assailant said. “It’s me.”

My body instantly relaxed, yet my heart was still beating wildly. I was in a daze as “Me” led me back to the house, and even when we got inside, I couldn’t look at him. I was too freaked out. Too pissed. Too worried I’d laugh if I saw his stupid grin.

Instead, when he twirled me around and gave me a cocky grin, my hand struck its mark, slapping hard, the sound echoing around us.

“WHAT THE FUCK?” he shouted.

“WHAT THE FUCK?” I echoed, tightening one hand into a fist that I shook at him. The other was on my racing heart, trying to catch the breath I’d lost with my screams. “What the hell was that, Jeremy?! You scared the shit out of me. How could you do that?!”

“I thought it was funny,” he said, struggling not to laugh.

“Funny?! I almost pissed my pants! I almost had a heart attack! I almost woke our neighbors up in the middle of the night because I thought a psycho was trying to kill me! How the hell is that funny?!”

His eyes softened at my rant, but his damn shoulders were still trembling from his silent laughter. What. An. Ass.

“I didn’t expect you to freak out like that. I figured it’d be a small scare, but you’d know it was me.”

“You figured wrong. You owe me at least a bottle of wine tonight, mister!”

I was still shaking as he led me to the kitchen. I was still shaking when he poured me an oversized glass of wine. I was still shaking after I’d downed two of them. I was still shaking when he pulled me into his arms, whispered he was sorry, promised emphatically he would never do it again, and then carried me into our bathroom, where he proceeded to set me down in the shower.

He slowly washed my hair, caressing my scalp, giving me the most amazing massage that finally, finally, helped calm my nerves.

And all the anger faded away when he dried me with a towel, rubbed me up with lotion, and led me to bed. I should’ve shut him out. But I couldn’t. Not when he started at the balls of my feet, massaging every inch of my body until I was a puddle of goo. His hushed whispers of love as he spread my legs apart and slowly sank into me were all I needed to forget what he’d just done.

Our lovemaking that night was slow and sweet, and it set off a chain of events that would change my life forever.

I would never forget the night Jeremy scared the life out of me. Because he also gave me something that night that I would hold dear for the rest of my days.
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Weeks had passed since the night I scared Sierra, and surprisingly, I wasn’t stuck in the doghouse. God, I was a lucky man. We’d been married for two years—two blissful, amazing years. Sure, we had our arguments, but for the most part, life was good. I was considered a rising star at the real estate agency, and Sierra was loving her job. We spent our days working hard and our nights living, loving, and laughing. And, of course, making love—which, of course, was on my mind that Friday night as I headed home from work. I’d just gotten a raise, and I was ready to celebrate. Sierra could put on that little, sexy, black dress, we’d go for dinner and drinks, and then I’d get to take her out of it.

A great Friday night to me.

“Jeremy!” Sierra’s shriek echoed through the house as soon as I entered through the garage.

I loosened my tie and smiled. I knew what she was doing. She’d been doing it for weeks. She was trying to get back at me for the prank I’d pulled even though we both knew I would always reign supreme on that one.

I mean, seriously? She had run screaming through the neighborhood. It. Was. Awesome. Not that I’d ever tell her that.

Ty couldn’t believe I still had balls, and Lexi had threatened to take his if he ever thought of doing anything similar, but I’d smiled at the memory of how well I’d helped Sierra relax afterwards. Who knew scaring the shit out of her would have been such good foreplay?

“Jeremy!”

This one was more frantic than before, and just as I was about to play along, she came sliding into the kitchen wearing nothing but socks and a T-shirt. She threw something at me, and before I could duck, it hit me straight on the forehead then clattered to the floor. I frowned.

“What in the world?” I muttered, and then she started gesturing wildly.

I watched in rapt fascination as she pointed at herself and then at me. Then she moved her finger back and forth between the two of us.

“You and me?” I asked, and she nodded enthusiastically.

Then she took her thumb and forefinger and made an O, sticking her other forefinger through it. You know. The juvenile symbol for sex. This piqued my interested, and I started unbuttoning my pants. She shook her head and huffed. Then she pointed at her belly, circling her finger.

That’s when it dawned on me.

“Seriously?”

She nodded.

“Seriously?”

She nodded.

“Are you fucking serious?”

Once again, Sierra nodded.

“Sierra! Fucking words!”

“We’re having a baby!” she squealed in such a quick rush I almost missed it.

“We’re having a baby,” I repeated, and she nodded again, beaming.

She launched herself into my arms, and I stumbled slightly as she wrapped her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. I gazed up into her eyes, completely in awe.

“We’re having a baby,” I whispered.

She leaned down to kiss me. “Are you happy?” she asked, and I wasted no time carrying her down the hall and plopping her down on the bed.

“Happy? No, baby, I’m fucking ecstatic.” My hand cupped her cheek. “You just made the happiest man in the world.”

It was true. I’d always known I wanted to be a dad, and there was no question that Sierra and I would eventually start a family. But I never expected the sudden rush of joy that filled my heart as soon as I heard I was going to be a dad. I was like a kid waiting for his birthday, wanting the time to pass quickly, unable to stand the wait.

And I had a lot of waiting to do. But I didn’t fucking care. I was going to be a dad.

A dad.

Holy shit.

“So much so you’ll forget I just threw my pregnancy test at your head?” she asked sheepishly, snapping me out of my stunned trance.

“Is that what that was?” I asked as I peppered her jaw with kisses.

“Mmm hmm,” she murmured then moaned as I thrust two fingers deep inside her without preamble.

“Don’t fucking care. You’re having my baby. Throw as many of those at my head as you want as long as they’re all positive.”

“Jeremy,” she panted.

I stopped kissing her to look up. “Yeah, baby?”

“Shut up and fuck me.”

Well, hell. Who was I to say no to that?

So I shut up and fucked my wife.

My gorgeous, incredible, pregnant wife.

Then we celebrated, and then we fucked some more.

In a little less than nine months, Ava Victoria Banks would be born and our lives would never be the same.
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For almost a week, I’d been avoiding the pregnancy test underneath my bathroom sink. On Monday, I’d realized I was three days late. My boobs were tender to the touch, but I hadn’t had any other pregnancy symptoms, so I didn’t want to get all excited for it to turn out that my cycle was just changing.

Jeremy and I had talked about starting a family, but we weren’t actively trying or anything. It was more of a “let nature take its course and if it happens, it happens” kinda thing. But now that I was a week late, I had to know. And I had to know before Jeremy came home.

So I unwrapped the plastic, peed on a stick, and then paced my bathroom for two minutes, not allowing myself to even peek. When the timer on my phone dinged, the garage door opened. It was now or never.

With trembling hands, I picked the stick up and took a deep breath.

Those two pink lines were the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

We were having a baby.

I couldn’t wait to tell Jeremy, and when I did, his reaction was pretty much what I’d expected.

I wish I could say that that was all she wrote, but I’d be lying. The next nine months were a whirlwind, and by the time Jeremy insisted on calling our baby girl Jeremina, I was more than ready to cut him off from baby naming. Until he suggested Ava, and I fell in love. It was from one of his favorite movies—The Night of the Iguana—and he had an unhealthy obsession with Ava Gardner, but I didn’t care. If we’d been told that it was a boy, I’d have been really hard-pressed not to name it after Taylor Kitsch.

We had her name and her room ready, and we were both impatiently awaiting the arrival of our daughter. She couldn’t have gotten there soon enough.




[image: ]

2008

[image: ]

“IT’S TIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIME!” JEREMY’S VOICE woke me from a dreamless sleep, and I wanted to knock him out.

I squinted with one eye and groaned. “You and Ty are no longer allowed to watch UFC at our house. I told you, no more Bruce Buffer, Jeremy, and I meant it. No more.”

Jeremy grinned and held his arms out. Groaning again, I blinked twice, wiping my eyes as I sat up in bed. I frowned when I saw that he was already dressed and my suitcase was at his feet.

“You love my Bruce Buffer. Especially in bed.” He wagged his eyebrows while giving me a playful smile.

It was my turn to grin—from the memory of the first time he “Buffered” me. “I should probably send that guy a thank-you note. Now, I never have to wonder when you’re about to get off in my mouth.”

Yes, on occasion—usually UFC fight nights—Jeremy got quite into character, and just as he was about to come, he’d let me know with his best impersonation of UFC’s famed commentator. And then, on most nights, he’d pull out, allowing us to move on to the main event. And, on most nights, I never minded one bit.

But this? This was different.

He leaned forward on the bed, placing his fists down on either side of me. His lips whispered against mine. Then he pulled back, his eyes dancing with delight.

“It’s time, baby. You ready?” he asked.

Without even glancing at the clock, I knew that it was, indeed, time. Our little girl was already letting us know how stubborn she was going to be. Little Ava Victoria Banks was a week overdue, and today, like it or not, she was finally going to make her appearance in the world.

“I’m scared out of my mind,” I admitted.

His eyes softened. Then his hand cupped my face. “You wanna know something?” he asked.

I nodded, not taking my eyes off him.

“I’m scared, too.”

Those three words, which should have terrified me even further, were the remedy for my racing heart.

“I thought you weren’t scared of anything,” I teased.

“Just sharks, baby,” he said softly. “What do you say we face our fears and go in the water together?”

Hot tears filled my eyes, and I needed a moment to take it all in. The memory from all those years ago seeped back in. Even at eight years old, I had known I could depend on Jeremy, and all these years later, he was still comforting me, asking me to face my fears head on with him. My heart swelled with all the love I had for him. That’s when I knew there was no reason to be scared. Sure, we’d mess up and make mistakes. But with parents whose love was as strong and devoted as ours? Any kid would be lucky to be born into that.

“Where you go, I go,” I said with a smile.

It never got old. At least, not for me.

He smiled and leaned in, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I think it’s the opposite today, baby. You’re going to the hospital, and I’ll be right there with you the entire time.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The entire time?” I asked.

He inhaled sharply then stood and helped me up out of the bed. His hands slid to my waist, and he peered down at me. Or more like at my rounded belly pressed against his torso.

“Can we do it like the olden days? Your dad and I will smoke cigars and drink whiskey in the waiting room, and Lexi and your mom can be there for all the hard stuff?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Nope. No way. You’re my birth coach, Banks. You were there for the fun stuff. You’ll be there for this part, too,” I informed him. Then I got dressed for my hospital stay.

“Okay, okay. I had to try one last time. But I am not holding a leg!” His insistence was unnecessary, because I’d already informed my doctor that Jeremy was definitely not holding a leg. He called it a love sanctuary for a reason; he did not need to witness it as a birth canal.

Jeremy held my hand the entire way to the hospital, and the next time we walked into our house, our lives would never be the same.

I couldn’t wait.
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I hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep the night before Ava’s arrival. Sierra had zonked out on the bed next to me as if it were any other night and not the eve of what would drastically change our lives. Every time I’d closed my eyes, I couldn’t stop thinking about what was going to come.

I was having a daughter.

Not only that, but she was going to be Sierra’s daughter. Like, gorgeous, sexy, beautiful, make-’em-fall-in-love-with-you-at-first-sight Sierra.

I finally understood what Nick had meant all those years ago. Ava wasn’t even born yet and I was already making plans. That girl wasn’t leaving her room until she was thirty. Maybe thirty-five.

So, while Sierra slept, I freaked out. I reeled it in. I freaked out some more. Then I reeled in it again, knowing that Ava was going to have the best parents and the best childhood, and the only blemish on her life would be her dirty Steelers-loving uncle.

Hey, it never got old giving Ty crap. Who fucking dey.

When the alarm was about to blare, I switched it off and got out of bed, but not before I gave a still-dead-to-the-world sleeping Sierra a kiss on the forehead. I got ready for the day as if it were any other one. By the time I was done, however, I could no longer contain my excitement. I was like a kid on Christmas morning, and I wanted my gift now.

Right fucking now.

So I Bruce-Buffered Sierra, and even though she might have glared, I knew she loved it.

The hospital trip was a breeze. With Sierra being induced, they were waiting for us with a room ready. Hell, she was only in labor for three hours before she was fully dilated.

That’s when the nerves crept in, and I had half a mind to join our families in the waiting room, but I pushed them aside because Sierra needed me—even if I was freaking out on the inside.

Sierra was panting and grunting, and her face was redder than I’d ever seen it. I tried keeping up with the breathing exercises we’d learned in Lamaze, but the energy coming from her made me think she didn’t want me around. I’d heard those stories, the laughing jokes about the crazy, witchy woman who replaced your wife in the delivery room. The one who threatens your dick, swears she’s never having sex again, and so on. I was fully prepared for that, even had a few jokes lined up for it.

But I never got the chance. That crazy, witchy woman wasn’t Sierra. Instead, she wasn’t saying a word. She wasn’t looking at me. She was so focused on what she was doing that it was like I wasn’t even there.

I wanted to be, so when the latest contraction ripped through her and she was hunched up, I let her torture my hand as I rubbed her lower back.

“Push, baby,” I coached—like a champ, I might add. I wasn’t obnoxious. I was supportive.

Or so I thought.

Her head turned so slowly and deliberately that I had a vision of it twisting all the way around Exorcist style.

Oh shit.

She was aware of my presence. Finally. Her teeth were clenched as she glared at me. I had a feeling I was about to meet crazy, witchy Sierra.

“That’s easy for you to say. You get your ass on this bed, climb into my uterus, and push her out for me,” she seethed.

Then I made a grave mistake.

I laughed.

Now, her blue eyes were wide and bulging, her mouth hanging open. This time, she reminded of Chucky, and I shuddered at the thought. That’s the one thing I couldn’t do. Creepy dolls. Nope, not for me, ever. Especially creepy ginger dolls. No soul and all that jazz.

I probably should have stopped comparing my wife to horror movie creatures in my head, but I couldn’t help it.

“Stop it, baby. You’re going to give me nightmares,” I teased.

Another grave mistake.

I needed to shut up, or I was never going to worship in Sierra’s love temple again.

Fortunately, Sierra began pushing again, and the doctor announced that she could see a head. My curiosity got the best of me, and I stretched my body so I could get a look.

I mean, it’s not every day your wife has a head coming out of her vagina, and my interest was piqued.

My final mistake.

One second, Sierra was squeezing my hand so hard I thought it was going to pop off, and the next second, I was flat on my back, blinking slowly and wondering how I’d gotten there. A nurse was grinning down at me, and I shook my head, trying to regain my sense. That’s when I heard it.

The most beautiful sound in the world.

At least, in my world at that split second.

A baby was crying.

Sure, that sound might eventually become the bane of my existence, but in that moment, it was music to my fucking ears.

I jumped to my feet and wiped my hands off on my pants, smiling brightly. “I’m good!” I said, frantically looking around the room. I probably looked ridiculous, but I’d just passed out, and now, I was experiencing some crazy kind of adrenaline rush from knowing that my kid was finally out in the world.

My kid.

That stopped me right in my tracks.

My. Kid.

My eyes raced to Sierra’s. She was grinning at me, shaking her head—clearly not experiencing quite the same rush that had rendered me speechless.

“I told you not to take a peek,” she scolded while still maintaining her grin.

I ran a hand through my hair and went to her side. She’d never been more beautiful. Her hair was damp, matted on her forehead. The circles under her eyes were dark, but her cheeks were flushed, her smile was wide, and her eyes were shining with all the love she had for me. All the love she had for our daughter.

“Your legs were spread, baby. I couldn’t not take a peek,” I told her, because let’s face it. It was the truth. “So much for cutting the cord.”

She giggled, shaking her head and letting it fall back against the pillow. Her tired eyes sparkled, crinkling on the edges while her mouth was turned upward in a dreamy smile.

“You did good.”

An eyebrow quirked up. “How would you know? You were on the floor before Ava was even out,” she teased.

Just as I was about to protest and stick up for my manhood, a nurse approached us from the other side.

“Okay, Mom and Dad,” she singsonged, almost sounding like a young Mary Poppins. “Say hello to little miss Ava.”

Sierra’s breath caught, and my heart leapt into my throat. All I could see was a bundle in yellow, the nurse having wrapped Ava in the blanket Sierra had insisted on. Yellow, not pink. That was my girl. We watched in silence as the nurse got closer, and I’m pretty sure neither of us was breathing. Then the nurse smiled and placed Ava in Sierra’s waiting arms.

Her eyes were wide as she stared up at her mom. Her mom’s eyes were just as wide as she stared down.

Sierra Banks, my wife, was holding Ava Banks, my daughter, for the very first time.

My wife.

My daughter.

And that was all it took. It hit me so hard that I could’ve passed out again. But I did something else.

I cried.

I fucking cried.

Then I sat on the edge of the bed and placed my arm around Sierra’s shoulders, and when Ava’s eyes moved to me, I cried again.
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I’D NEVER FORGET HOW it felt when Ava was placed in my arms. You hear all those clichés. Your heart is now living outside your body, you finally found your purpose in life, or whatever else the greeting cards say. I always thought that’s what they were. Clichés. But then I experienced it and knew that it was all so true.

Gazing down at Ava’s pink little face, her innocent eyes watching me, I was in awe. As my eyes were transfixed on my little girl, the magnitude of the moment rendered me speechless. I couldn’t believe that this beautiful, tiny human being was a product of our love. When Jeremy sat on the bed next to me and looked at his daughter for the first time, bursts of pride exploded in my heart.

Two days old and Ava Banks was already the most loved kid in the world. Visits from Mom, Dad, Mr. and Mrs. Banks, Jenna, Chris, Ty, and Lexi had all overwhelmed and exhausted me, but in the best possible way. As tired as I was, I couldn’t help but beam from the incredible amount of love and support Jeremy and I had and, in turn, Ava would have.

But it was right at that specific moment that I knew Ava was one lucky little girl. I’d just gotten out of the bathroom, having freshened up for our impending release. Jeremy was sitting in the rocking chair, holding our tiny bundle of joy in his arms. His expression was a mixture of pure love and awe. While he was speaking in hushed whispers to our daughter, she was staring up at him with rapt attention. His forefinger stroked her soft baby skin, and when he leaned down to place a kiss on her tiny fingertips, I fell deeper in love with him. If I’d have had my phone, the picture I could’ve snapped would’ve been perfect for a greeting card.

“Who knew dads were so sexy?” I asked, breaking the silence.

His head lifted, his eyes meeting mine. “She’s so tiny,” he whispered.

I crossed the room, placed my hand on his shoulder, and peered down at them. “She looks good on you.”

“Just like her momma,” he teased, wiggling his eyebrows at me.

As if on cue, a nurse popped her head into the room. “Okay, Banks family. Ready to go home?”

After two days in the hospital, I was more than ready to get home and settled in as a new family of three. Jeremy and I’d spent weeks preparing the nursery. Not to mention two nights of not sleeping with Jeremy was two nights too many.

She went about her duties, giving us instructions and tips for the future. Jeremy listened intently, taking note of things here and there, and it was so damn cute how serious he looked.

Until we got to the sex part.

“Now, to be on the safe side, the doctor recommends at least six weeks until you engage in intercourse with penetration,” she said matter-of-factly.

I grinned and poked him in the side. “Hear that, Jeremy? Six. Long. Weeks,” I said, dragging out each word for emphasis.

“Six weeks?” he asked, incredulous.

“Doctor’s orders,” I replied.

Jeremy’s lips curved into a playful smile, and I could only imagine what he was thinking. His glance flicked between the nurse and me.

“Maybe,” he said with a shrug. “But what’d your dentist say?”
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I woke with a start.

Something wasn’t right.

My breasts were heavy and swollen, begging for relief—it was past feeding time. I groaned, wishing I could put my pillow over my head and go back to sleep. Ava, thank the heavens, was a relatively good baby. Okay, I’ll be honest and brag a little bit. Ava was the best baby. My pregnancy had been stellar—not a lick of morning sickness—and for the most part, she only woke through the night when she was hungry. But I was still exhausted beyond belief. Not getting more than three hours of sleep at a time thanks to my daughter’s appetite, I was starting to feel like the walking dead.

It was a small price to pay for the joy she brought to our lives though. A price I’d pay time and time again. Hell, even though she was only four months old, Jeremy was already talking about having another one.

Something I was getting pretty close to giving in on.

Just as I rose to feed Ava, I realized what was wrong. His side of the bed was empty, and he still had two hours before he had to be up for work. I smiled to myself. I was in charge of the night feedings, but sometimes, Jeremy still snuck in there.

We’d decided I’d stay home while Ava was a baby—at least, for now. Jeremy’s real estate business was more than enough to support the family, and we were comfortable. So I usually let him sleep at night because I could catch little naps here and there during the day. And even still, on nights like tonight, when I’d barely kept my eyes open through the latest episode of Criminal Minds, I knew exactly where Jeremy was.

When I padded down the hall and peeked into Ava’s nursery, my heart melted. I’d seen the sight in front of me a thousand times, but it never got old. Jeremy had always been sexy to me. But that right there? It was the most arousing thing I’d ever seen. There’s nothing like a hot, muscular man holding a tiny baby in his arms. Except for when the hot, muscular man holding a tiny baby in his arms was whisper-singing the most inappropriate song to her little ears.

An empty bottle sat on the bookshelf next to him, and thanks to the nightlight, I could see that Ava’s eyes were drifting closed. Jeremy’s voice softened, and he slowly rose. That’s when he saw me. I held a finger to my lips, and he nodded. Then he placed Ava in her crib and quietly shuffled to me. Before I knew what he was doing, he swept me into his arms and I had to hold in a squeal.

He took me down the hall to our bedroom and sat down. Then he lay back and rolled onto his side. The entire time, he kept me close to his body, and now, we were face-to-face.

“You know you don’t have to do that,” I told him, placing my hand on his jaw and enjoying his rough stubble. “I do appreciate it, but I also know you need your sleep.”

“Sierra,” he whispered, pulling me closer. “I could lie and say it’s for purely unselfish reasons, but it’s not. Sure, I think you need more sleep and I enjoy helping out, but it’s more than that.”

I gazed at him. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t really know to explain it,” he said. “It’s like…I spend all day running from one property to the next, and I’m always on the go. I come home to an amazing wife, a beautiful little daughter, and I spend my evenings with you both, playing with her, playing with you. And then we go to bed. Wash. Rinse. Repeat. In the best fucking way.” He smiled.

“Doesn’t sound so bad when you put it that way,” I whispered.

“It’s not. Not even close to bad. It’s amazing. I love it. I love our life, and I wouldn’t change a single thing about it. But there’s just something about sitting in that rocking chair at three in the morning, staring down at this tiny person you made. No sounds but her sucking from the bottle full of milk that comes from these,” he said, cupping a full breast.

I winced, but his sentiment was so beautiful I couldn’t interrupt him.

“Those are the moments when it really hits me. How beautiful my life is. Those quiet moments where I slow down and take it all in, counting every single one of my blessings.”

I knew exactly what he meant. That happiness in the stillness. In the quiet. It was everything. Sure, the hustle and bustle of life was exhilarating, but sometimes we forgot to slow down and smell the baby powder.

“Then take those moments, Jeremy, any time you need. They’re yours,” I whispered. “You deserve them.” 

His hand slid down and squeezed my hip before moving to the small of my back and settling there. “You gave that to me, baby.” He paused, and my breath caught as his eyes searched mine. “The day you said, ‘I do,’ I thought I was the luckiest man in the world. I thought I had the whole world. And I did. I still do. It’s just… It’s a little different now. You’re not just my world, baby. You’re my fucking sun. And Ava? She’s my moon. Without the two of you, I’d have no light in my life. I’d be incomplete. Hell, I wouldn’t even exist anymore. With the two of you, I have everything, and my world can keep on spinning.”

Tears were streaming down my cheeks by the time he was done. My big, goofy husband had his sweet moments. This one? This one trumped all the ones that had come before. To the point that I was rendered speechless. So, instead, I let my actions speak for me and set about giving Jeremy his sun.

And maybe…just maybe another moon.
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“THAT WAS AMAZING,” I gushed as I rested my head on the headrest in Jeremy’s truck. My brain was fuzzy from the margaritas, but I was drunker from the experience than from the tequila.

Jeremy snorted, and when I glanced over at him, he shook his head and scoffed.

“I get serious husband points for what I just sat through,” he told me.

I gave him a tipsy grin. Little did he know, he’d earned much more than husband points for this.

“You know you enjoyed it just as much as I did. Your legs were shaking, just itching for you to be able to jump up on stage and show those men how Jeremy Banks breaks it down,” I teased.

He shook his head again. Then he pinned me with a sexy grin and then let his eyes drift down to my V-neck T-shirt. They rested on my cleavage and then rose to meet my eyes again.

“Serious husband points,” he emphasized.

So, as he pulled onto the highway, I slid across the bench seat, palmed his erection with my hand, and proceeded to give him what he’d earned.

We’d just spent the night celebrating my twenty-sixth birthday in the best way possible. With the Backstreet Boys.

Yup. My dear husband had surprised me with tickets to my favorite ’90s boy band. Sure, it might have been 2010 and they were pushing—and possibly passing—forty, but those guys could still bring it. And the sold-out crowd proved it, too.

I was still reveling in the night when we walked into the house. Jeremy grabbed a beer, and I followed him into the living room, smiling at the sight before me.

Lexi was, naturally, sitting on the end of the couch with a book in her hand and her husband’s head in her lap. Ty was stretched out, with Ava lying on his torso, both of them fast asleep. She didn’t even notice us until I pulled my phone out and snapped a picture.

She gave us a smile. “How was the concert?

I beamed.

Jeremy groaned.

Then we spoke simultaneously.

“Amazing.”

“The worst three hours of my life.”

I shot him a look, and his frown turned into a grin. He looked back at Lexi.

“But it was so, so worth it,” he amended, and I beamed once again.

“How was Ava?” I asked as Jeremy lifted our daughter from her uncle’s chest.

“She found the Scarface DVD and cried until Ty finally put it on,” she said, shaking her head then raising an accusing eyebrow at Jeremy. “Then, she called me a filthy animal when I’d kissed her goodnight.”

“Hey! What are you looking at me like that for?” Jeremy asked, innocence on his face. His protest, however, was futile, because a second later, he busted out laughing. “It’s not my fault she has good taste in movies. Plus, she has ears like an eagle and remembers everything. She’s my little parrot, but she’s also a ninja. A parrot ninja. She hides and hears. She’s sneaky.”

“She’s going to be trouble,” Lexi warned with a smile, telling us something we were well aware of.

Jeremy was right. Ava wasn’t even quite two years old and I’d already been mortified when she’d pointed and called the mailman sexy.

Jeremy just laughed, ruffled my sister’s hair, and headed down the hallway to put Ava in her crib. Ty shifted in his sleep, and I glanced at my sister.

“He’s so good with her,” I said.

She simply nodded.

“You’ve been married nearly as long as Jeremy and I have. When are you going to give Ava a cousin?”

A shadow crossed her features, and something began to burn deep down in my belly. Before she could respond, Ty’s voice surprised me.

“What time is it?” he asked sleepily. Yawning, he blinked his eyes open. “Oh, hey, Sierra. How was the concert?”

I smiled even though I was troubled by whatever had just happened with my sister. “It was great.” It was my turn to yawn. “Thanks for watching Ava. I hope she wasn’t too much of a hellion tonight.”

He sat up and shook his head. “That kid… She’s something else,” he laughed, and I joined.

“She’s her father’s daughter,” I admitted.

“I’ll give you that.” He leaned over and kissed Lexi on her cheek. “Ready, babe?”

The look that had been on her face disappeared, and she turned to give her husband a knowing smile. “Of course. After all, as the song goes…”

His eyes lit up as they slid from his sister to me. “Who needs candles and cake…” he sang and stood, pulling Lexi up from the couch. His hand slid to her ass as he drew her into his side. Then his eyes danced with amusement as he sang the R&B song. “‘Birthday sex.’”

Jeremy walked into the room as Ty was finishing the song, and when he heard the words, he stopped in his tracks, his own eyes lighting up. “If I’d have known Ty was going to serenade us, I wouldn’t have gotten those tickets. Although this is kinda weird, you being my brother-in-law and all that. In fact, if you were any other man, I’d probably kick your ass for even thinking about sex while looking at my wife.”

“Banks, have you ever kicked anyone’s ass?”

Jeremy grinned, giving Ty his answer. “I’m a lover, man, not a fighter. Plus, this face is way too pretty to be punched.”

“Pretty?” Ty challenged.

“Fuckin’ beautiful,” Jeremy answered, and I silently echoed his sentiments.

“Okay, boys. As much as I’d love to stay and watch you verbally spar, I think we should probably get out of here and leave them to it…” Lexi trailed off.

“To do it,” Ty quipped.

Lexi groaned even though she smiled. “And, with that, we’re going. Have a good night, guys. Happy birthday, Sierra,” she said as she crossed the room and gave me a hug. “Love you.”

I returned the hug and maybe gave her an extra squeeze. “Love you, too.”

As soon as Jeremy closed the door behind them, he leaned back against it. “So…birthday sex, huh?” he asked, his gaze heated.

“Who needs candles and cake when I have that?” I said, waving my hand up and down.

“Fucking right,” he murmured.

My desire grew as he tugged his T-shirt over his head, revealing lean muscles. My mouth watered as he did a little striptease with his shorts then slowly slid his boxer briefs down his legs.

When he stood up straight, he held his arms out wide. “Happy birthday, baby,” he grinned. “I was saving the best show for last.”

A beautiful sight, that’s for sure. Jeremy, tan from hours working in the garden, his muscles lean and toned from helping Ty with his side job of flipping houses. He might have been the one selling the homes, but he was hell with a hammer.

In more ways than one.

And, now, I wanted him to hammer into me.

I was drunk on tequila and boy bands, and I wanted Jeremy in a fierce way. Much quicker than he had, I performed a striptease until I was completely naked in my living room. The lust in his gaze was all I needed. He stumbled back a step when I launched myself at him.

“Fuck me or lose me forever!” I announced as I wrapped my legs around his legs.

He was just as ready as I was. My hands gripped his shoulders as he pushed me against the wall and lined his cock up against my entrance. As much as I wanted to slam down onto him, I let him maintain control. I held my breath as he slid into me, inch by glorious inch, until he was buried deep inside.

Oh yeah, there was something to be said about birthday sex.

Hell, every time I had sex with Jeremy was the best.

He retreated and drove into me with a cadence that had me in a frenzy in seconds, and I came faster than I ever had before. I was sure Jeremy had just broken some sort of record. And I was just about to tell him this when he pressed a sweet kiss to my forehead.

My legs tightened around his waist, drawing him in deeper, riding him until he swelled inside me, ready for his own release. Then he gave it to me.

“Happy birthday,” he repeated.

I released a sigh of pleasure and smiled down at him. “You’ll never have to get me another gift again. As long as I have your cock, I have it all,” I informed him.

He grinned and cocked an eyebrow. “Well, that’s good to know. Considering your pussy is the goddess who owns me, you never have to worry about not having it. I’m at your beck and call, baby. You can have me twenty-four-seven.”

“Will you fan me and feed me grapes whenever I ask?”

“Yup.”

“Bathe me when I’m feeling lazy? Massage my skin? Wash my hair?”

He stood back, and his hands held my waist as he lowered me to the floor and gazed down on me. “Consider me your own personal servant.”

“Can I bother you for a massage?” I asked, hopeful.

“I think that can be arranged. Go lie down, baby. I’ll get the wine and the oil.”

As I walked down the hall, I couldn’t help the smile that played on my lips.

Backstreets boys, awesome sex, and a massage?

I was one lucky woman.

Not that I needed the reminder, but still.

Even though I should’ve been sated from our wall sex, I wasn’t. Round two was on the horizon—as soon as his hands caressed my skin with his sensual massage.

“Happy birthday, baby,” he whispered against my bare skin, the stubble on his cheeks sending pleasurable sensations down to the tips of my toes.

By the time he was done, I was practically quivering with need from the way he’d worked my body over. I whimpered when he rose from the bed, missing his warmth of his naked chest on top of my back. I rolled to the side and propped up on an elbow as he left the room. Then he returned with an oddly shaped box in his hand.

Sitting up, I frowned when he drew near. “What’s this?” I asked.

He handed it to me. Something wicked gleamed in his eyes, which caused my curiosity to grow.

“Happy birthday, Sierra,” he repeated.

“You already got me tickets to the concert, Jeremy.”

“Consider this a mutual gift, then,” he responded then gestured to the box.

I crossed my legs and tore at the paper, tilting my head to the side when I saw what it was. I’d read enough erotic novels to have an idea of what this was, but still. I had to ask.

“An orthopedic bed wedge?” I asked. “What are you trying to say?”

“I want to grow old with you, Sierra. This is a token of my promise that I will love you until we’re old and gray. When our bones are creaky and our skin is wrinkled, I’ll still wanna bang the fuck out of you. I hear those things work well in the bedroom,” he said, wagging his eyebrows.

I couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled up. “That’s one of the sweetest things you’ve ever said to me. When your balls are shriveled and you need Viagra, I’ll still ride your cock. As long as my hips can handle it, of course.”

“Baby, with you I’ll never need a little blue pill. And you better start drinking more milk. Your hips need to be strong.” His eyes gleamed with wicked delight as he leaned over and gave me a kiss. “I love you.”

My laughter died down. I smiled at him and pulled him on top of me so our naked bodies were aligned. I used my free hand to guide him to my core, and he sank into me without hesitation.

“I love you, too,” I whispered.

Sure, I’d already gotten my birthday sex, but I hadn’t nearly gotten my fill. Making love with Jeremy was one of my favorite pastimes. Every time, he met my needs. Hell, he exceeded them. And then he bought me an orthopedic bed wedge to use as a sex toy…

I couldn’t not be with him again tonight.

Unlike in the hall, Jeremy loved me slowly. Surely. Sweetly. So deliberately, his movements methodical while his thumb stroked my clit.

God, I loved him.

“I want it, Jeremy,” I said, breaking the silence as I wrapped my arms tighter around his back, drawing him in deeper.

“What do you want, baby?” he coaxed, stilling inside me. His body covered mine, and he braced himself on his elbows, bringing one hand up to push my bangs out of my face. His eyes were intense, swirling like the richest chocolate milk and gazing at me as if I held the answer to all of life’s greatest mysteries. “Tell me what you want.”

“The moon,” I whispered, my belly fluttering.

It’d been a while since we’d talked about trying, and even longer since I’d tracked my cycle. We’d tried for months right around Ava’s first birthday, and after months of disappointment, we were too stressed, too dejected after every month of my period coming, so we stopped. Not having sex, of course. But I stopped the tracking and the temperature taking, and the anxiety melted away. We’d try again when the time felt right, and that time felt like now.

“You want the moon, baby?” he asked.

“I…I do, Jeremy. I want the moon with you.”

He withdrew from me at a painstakingly slow pace that had me whimpering when he circled his hips, the friction electrifying my clit. He rose from the bed and grabbed the bed wedge before lifting my hips to place it underneath me.

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

Jeremy was silent as he took hold of my ankles, set them on his shoulders, and repositioned himself between my legs. The tip of his cock nudged against my entrance. As he pushed in slowly, he locked eyes with me, his expression a mixture of both lust and love.

“I’m giving my girl what she wants,” he said.

Six weeks later, we found out he’d succeeded. Jeremy had given me another moon.
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I WAS ON TOP of the world.

On top of the fucking world.

I’d just sold my first million-dollar home and gotten a killer bonus, and Sierra was ten weeks pregnant. We hadn’t told anyone yet. Just like with Ava, we planned on waiting until she was out of the first trimester. I was dying, though, keeping it from her family and mine. Keeping it from Ava. I’d already ordered a big sister T-shirt she could sport, and I couldn’t wait to put it on her and see how long it took our families to notice it.

Two more weeks. They were going to be the longest two weeks ever.

Turned out, two weeks didn’t matter.

I was on way home from work when my phone rang. Knowing that Ava was with the Sullivans for the night, I’d begun planning out our celebration dinner, so I hurriedly answered Sierra’s call, anxious to tell her the news.

“Hey, baby. Before you say a word, I’ve gotta tell you something.”

“Jeremy.” Her hushed, pained whisper sent ice through my veins. Something was wrong.

“Baby?” I asked.

The sound of her cries shot darts straight to my heart, and I hit the gas, now anxious to get home for a different reason.

“Something’s wrong, Jeremy,” she said, sounding weak. “I…”

Just as I was turning down our street, I heard a crash and then silence.

“Sierra?”

Nothing. Panic set in, and once I’d pulled into our driveway, I threw the truck in park, rushed out, not even bothering to shut the door, and ran into my house like a madman, shouting her name.

My heart threatened to stop beating as soon as I found her. She was lying on the kitchen floor, passed out cold. Her face was blanched, sallow, but the blood was what stopped me in my tracks. The red stain on her pale-pink yoga pants was growing by the second.

After calling the emergency squad, I held Sierra’s limp body in my arms for what seemed like hours. When the paramedics finally came, it took everything in me to release her. No one even questioned me when I hopped in the ambulance with her.

There she was, beautiful and ashen, lying on a stretcher, unconscious.

I was on the brink of losing it.

The words miscarriage and ectopic pregnancy were thrown out as the paramedics hooked her up to tubes and started checking her out. They asked me questions—routine, I guessed, and ones I wasn’t able to answer. I racked my brain and mentally chastised myself for not having paid more attention to Sierra before I’d left for work. I had been too focused on going over the contract for my client, and I couldn’t remember a thing.

Had she complained of cramps?

Had she experienced any spotting?

Were there any symptoms?

I didn’t even know what symptoms they were talking about. When it was clear I had no answers for them, they turned their attention back to my wife. All I could do was watch, worry, and pray.

As soon as we got to the hospital, she was whisked away from me. I was left in the waiting room, sitting there in a daze, unsure of what had just happened. I spent the next ten minutes numb and filling out paperwork. I had a quick thought of calling her parents, Lexi, or, hell, my own parents, but I didn’t want that. I didn’t think Sierra would want that, either, especially if it turned out that everything was okay. Her parents had Ava, and the last thing I wanted was for them to worry or freak my girl out. So, instead of calling anyone, I stared at the television screen, not actually seeing what was playing before me.

The only image in my mind was Sierra lying on the floor, the blood on her pants.

Miscarriage.

Ectopic pregnancy.

I knew what the first was, but I had no idea what the latter was, and there was no way in hell I was going to play Google Doctor and try to figure it out for myself.

Seconds turned to minutes, which turned into hours. At least, that’s how it felt. When my name was finally called, I took a glance at the clock. We’d only been there for an hour and twenty-seven minutes. That had to be a good sign, right?

As I approached the doctor, I felt like I was walking towards my doom, yet I wanted to sprint to him, order he take me to my wife, and run through the halls until I got to her.

“Mr. Banks?” he presumed, and I nodded.

My heart was beating at a frantic pace as I waited for him to give me the news. Any news.

“I’m Dr. Vaughn,” he said—as if I gave a shit who he was. “Your wife is awake, and she’s resting comfortably in her room.”

Relief rushed through me, and my shoulders sagged from the weight that’d been lifted. But that relief was ripped away by his next words.

“There’s no easy way to say this, Mr. Banks. Your wife… The bleeding.” He paused. “She was suffering from a miscarriage, and her body couldn’t handle it. Due to the amount of blood and the situation she was in, we felt it best to go ahead and perform an emergency dilation and curettage procedure.”

I stared at him as if he were speaking gibberish. “Dilation and curettage?” I asked.

“It’s often referred to as a D&C. In simple terms, we cut her cervix open and removed the contents of the uterus. The body can naturally expel them over the course of a few weeks, but we felt this was the best route to go.”

I couldn’t even process what he was telling me. I didn’t want to process it. All I wanted was my wife.

“Can I see her?” I asked.

He nodded, and I followed as he led the way to Sierra. He held the door to her room open, and I saw her lying in the bad, pale and so small. She was curled on her side, into a ball, and it took everything in me not to rush to her side, climb on the bed, and hold her close.

I glanced at the doctor. “A minute?”

He nodded again. “I’ll be back in a while to answer any questions you may have.”

When the door shut, it was just me and Sierra, and for the first time in eighteen years, I had no idea what to say.

I pulled a chair up to the edge of the bed and sat down. She was facing me, but her expression was blank, as if she were looking right through me. My hand reached out and took hers, and she finally moved her eyes to meet mine. And then she said two words that sent the tears in my eyes streaming down my cheeks.

“I’m sorry.”

My fingers clutched hers. I brought her hand to my lips and kissed it before placing my other hand on her cheek, cupping it gently. “Sierra,” I whispered, using my thumbs to wipe her falling tears away. “I…”

I had nothing to say, no words or platitudes to give her that would take her pain away. Instead, I rose and sat on the edge of the bed. She scooted back, giving me enough room to lie down with her. I laid my head on the edge of her pillow and took her hand again. I brought our entwined fingers up between us, and I held on as tight as I could. Our eyes were locked, and behind hers, I saw something I’d never seen before, something I never wanted to see: unadulterated pain laced with guilt and confusion. Tears streamed out of them, but she didn’t say a word.

She didn’t have to. Those eyes. They said everything.

I have no idea how long we laid there, barely clinging to each other, but when the doctor came to release Sierra, I reluctantly got off the bed and greeted him. He gave her orders to take it easy for a day or two and told me what to look for in case of complications.

“Doctor?” Sierra called just as he was leaving, surprising me. It was the first thing she’d said since her apology. “Was it… Did I cause…” She trailed off.

My heart squeezed—I hated that she was blaming herself.

“Mrs. Banks, no, of course not. It’s no one’s fault here. There’s no one to blame, I assure you.” He paused, and the solemn expression on his face made it apparent this wasn’t easy for him, either. “It’s unfortunate, and there’s often no reason. These things just happen sometimes.”

“These things just happen?” Sierra exploded. “How can you say that? How did it just happen?” she asked, a cry bursting from her. “What did I do wrong?”

The doctor gave me a sympathetic look as her shoulders shook with hysterical sobs, to the point that she was struggling to breathe. I pulled her onto my lap and rubbed her back, whispering to her, telling her everything was going to be okay.

What could I do? I wasn’t sure at the time, but holding her seemed like a good place to start. Everything after that? I’d figure it out.

At least, I hoped so.
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THE WEEKS FOLLOWING SIERRA’S hospital visit were some of the hardest weeks of my life. She wanted to keep what had happened between us, and I respected her wishes.

But I was drowning, and there was no one to throw me a lifeline.

When we’d returned home, Sierra had retreated to the bedroom and sobbed into her pillow for hours. I’d changed my clothes and climbed into bed behind her, but for the first time, she didn’t sink into my embrace. The comfort she needed, I couldn’t offer, and it damn near killed me.

The next day, she sent me to pick Ava up from her parents on my own. I thought Ava would help, but when I got home, Sierra was a zombie version of herself. She didn’t smile. She didn’t frown. Her face was a blank canvas, and no matter what I tried, nothing would spring her to life. It continued the next day, and the next, and weeks later, there hadn’t been so much as a spark.

She was grieving, I knew that, but so was I. We’d both lost something that day. I felt like I was losing more though. It hit me hard, but it was only in the dead of night, when I lay awake, that I allowed myself to even think about what we’d lost. All of my waking moments were spent trying to care for my wife and daughter any way I could. But those long, lonely nights, when she wasn’t clinging to me? Those were the worst. She wouldn’t reach out to me, which made everything so much more difficult to handle.

I knew it was different for Sierra. As short as it had been, she’d carried our baby inside her body. For four weeks, she’d knowingly placed her hands on her belly, excited at the prospect of another little moon. Instead, an asteroid had torn through our solar system, completely wreaking havoc on the blissful existence we’d had.

I wanted to mourn, and eventually, I would, but the last thing I was going to do was mourn the loss of my unborn child and my wife. Because that’s how I felt. With each passing day Sierra retreated into her shell, she was also slipping away from me.

As her husband, it broke my fucking heart. I was supposed to be her rock. I wanted to be her strength. I wanted to be her solace. I wanted her to find her peace in me, to lean on me in her time of need. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and form the cocoon she needed so she could hide until she was ready to emerge back into the land of the living. But that’s the funny—and shitty—thing about life. You don’t always get what you want.

I would though.

I had to.

There was no other option.
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Every day when I pulled into the driveway, I had no idea what to expect. I’d been working from home as much as I could, but I still had to do showings and paperwork needed to be signed. I tried to remain as present as possible at home for whenever Sierra decided she needed me though.

For a couple of weeks, I’d been able to run interference with her family. First, she was sick. Then Ava was. Then we had plans. But it was exhausting, and Lexi was getting suspicious. It was unlike Sierra to go days, let alone weeks, without seeing her family, and I was at the end of my ropes trying to hold them off. Part of me wanted to break down and tell someone, but the other part of me knew Sierra would be furious if I told anyone before she was ready.

Like I said.

I was drowning.

But what could I do? I didn’t have any answers, so I just kept on, letting the waves of grief crash down on me, hoping like hell I’d reach the eye of the storm soon.

The day my forecast changed? It’s one I will never forget.

When I left that morning, guilt consumed me. It was my first full day back at the office, and I hated that I was leaving Sierra home alone to wallow in her grief. Hated that Ava was missing her lively, loving mom. The same guilt crept back in as I pulled into the driveway, because I was terrified of what I was going to walk into. Terrified that Sierra couldn’t come back from this. That we wouldn’t come back from this. And I couldn’t take it anymore. Something had to change.

I was grieving, too. But Sierra couldn’t see that. As much as I needed her, she couldn’t see through her own haze of mourning, and it was killing me. That had been my unborn baby, too. My kid. And it hurt like fucking hell that I’d never meet him. Sierra was blaming herself for that, but why couldn’t she see that I didn’t blame her?

Didn’t she know that I wondered if I were to blame, too?

But none of that mattered anymore. Because, at the end of the day, we were still there. Ava was still there, and we owed it to her, and ourselves, to remember that.

I was Copper. She was Tod. And I’d never felt farther away from her than I did then.

I had no idea how to fix it. Or if I even could.

I’d never hated going home to Sierra, but that evening, when I parked in the garage, I had no idea what to expect. Dread filled me, and I hesitated when my hand twisted the knob on the door that led to the kitchen. Justified dread, because as soon as I stepped into the house, I heard her. Ava’s cries echoed down the hall.

I threw my keys on the kitchen counter as I followed the sound of her hiccupping sobs. My breath caught when I entered the living room and saw her standing in her playpen, her arms stretched out wide, reaching for her mommy. Her face was red, covered in tears, and Sierra had her back turned to her, her eyes fixated on the television. Her expression was glazed over, and I wasn’t sure she was even watching whatever show was on.

Rage welled up inside me. I wanted to smash that television in. I wanted to shake Sierra until she came out of her haze. I wanted to scream at her for what she was doing to us, and at the same time, I wanted to wrap her in my arms so we could cry together. Grieve together. Whatever we needed to do—as long as it was together.

But first things first. My daughter needed me.

I sighed and crossed the room to pick my baby girl up. She clutched me immediately, and I softly rubbed her back as I rocked her in my arms.

“Ava, baby, Daddy’s here,” I whispered. Then I started crooning “Blue Moon,” singing until she settled against my shoulder. She hiccupped once or twice then let out the sweetest sigh.

“Mommy’s sad,” she whispered, and my heart shattered.

All the while, Sierra paid us no attention. In that moment, I wanted to hate her.

But how can you hate the one you love more than your own life?

The answer?

You don’t.

You examine your heart. You identify with how badly she’s hurting. You don’t try to fix her. You don’t push. You simply be. And, moving forward, that’s what I did for Sierra.

I was.

I was there, and I always would be.

And, when she was ready, she’d reach her arms out and take hold of her family again.

At least, I hoped that’s what would happen.
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Somewhere off in the distance, I could hear a child crying.

It sounded like a baby’s cry. I squeezed my eyes shut. Why was there this constant cruel reminder of what I’d lost?

It wasn’t until Jeremy was cursing and scooping Ava up that I realized the cries were hers.

Oh, God.

What kind of mother was I?

Something in the recesses of my mind tried telling me to snap out of it. That we’d be okay. I’d be okay. But, like a foggy windowpane, nothing was clear. There was no end in sight to the pain that was stabbing my heart.

I missed my husband. I missed my baby girl. But, even so, I had no idea how I was supposed to come back to them in one piece. Or if I even could. Would I ever be whole again, or would I spend the rest of my life with missing pieces in my heart?

As if reading my mind, Jeremy crossed the room and brought his thumb to my chin, tilting it up so I was looking at him. I blinked, and through my haze, I finally saw him for the first time in weeks. Shame prickled when I recognized the anguish in his eyes. He was living with this pain just like I was, yet he was still doing that.

Living.

“Sierra, I love you, and I’ll do whatever it takes. Anything you need. But I can’t do this on my own. If you need someone to watch Ava while I’m at work, I can ask your mom. Whatever you want, whatever you need. But I refuse walking into another scene like this one again.”

My heart faltered. My initial reaction was to scream, “Yes!” and I hated myself for it. Guilt burned deep in my belly, and I was so tired of feeling that way. Jeremy was reaching out to me, and after weeks of pushing him away, I realized how tired I was. How much I missed him. And he was right. He couldn’t do this on his own. Neither could I.

So I blinked twice, shook my head, and watched as he exhaled a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

Jeremy’s expression softened, and he shifted a now-sleeping Ava to his other shoulder. “Baby, you don’t have to be sorry. For anything. Just be here. That’s all we need.”

I nodded and let his words sink in deep. It’d take some time and a whole lot of effort, but I promised myself that I would do as Jeremy had requested. I’d be there.

Then, for the first time in weeks, he placed Ava in my arms. She settled into my embrace, giving off a sweet sigh.

And, for the first time in weeks, I smiled. It wasn’t overwhelmingly big or bright, but it was enough.

Eventually, we’d be okay. I just needed to remember that.




[image: ]

[image: ]

AFTER MY EXCHANGE WITH Jeremy, I’d like to say things got easier, but they didn’t. I did, however, try harder to be present. Little did I know, our worlds were about to be rocked in an entirely different heartbreaking way.

I’ll never forget the day I got the phone call. Jeremy was getting ready for work, and Ava was unusually still fast asleep. I was making his coffee and preparing his lunch, trying to get myself back into a routine, hoping it’d put me back in a place of normalcy.

I had no idea that, when I picked up my phone, Mom would be hysterical and sobbing on the other line. Dad had to take the phone from her, and even he could barely choke the words out.

“Sierra… There’s been an accident. Oh, God.” He paused, and I could hear their sniffles. “Sweetheart, it’s Ty. He’s…he’s gone.”

My breath caught. “What?” I asked, hoping it was some kind of sick joke.

“Car accident. Lexi’s in a coma in Indiana,” he continued.

The phone slipped from my fingers, clattering to the counter as I braced myself against it. Jeremy must’ve seen the look of pure shock on my face, and instant panic set in on his. He rushed across the room and snatched the phone up. I barely heard his hushed whispers. I was in a daze, already going through the motions of getting my things together because we had to hit the road immediately.

They say terrible things come in threes, and I was terrified that the saying was going to come true for our family. First, it was my unborn baby. Now, it was Ty. And the third… It could be my baby sister.

Jeremy got off the phone and found me in the room, packing an overnight bag. He crossed the room and pulled me into his embrace before placing a kiss on the top of my head.

“Jeremy.” Tears overpowered my resolve and I clutched him tight, sobbing into his chest, giving myself a moment before I calmed myself as best I could. When I looked up at him, his own eyes were swimming with devastated tears.

He nodded, and his jaw tightened—he had no words. I didn’t, either. So, instead, we dropped Ava off with his parents, who’d moved to Ohio when Ava was born, and made our way to Indiana, unaware of what was going to greet us.

Lexi was battered and bruised, but she was alive. For three excruciatingly long days, I sat by her bedside. Not eating. Not sleeping. Not feeling a thing. Even when Jeremy tried to coax me to a hotel, I refused.

And then, finally, Lexi opened her eyes. It was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because my sister had lived. A curse because I saw the devastation in her eyes when she found out about Ty.

She wished she hadn’t.

She didn’t think I understood when I tried to calm her or soothe her pain. She’d come to say as much. But that was my own fault. She had no idea I’d been dealing with my own loss. And she had no idea how much hers would affect my future.
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Two weeks later, Lexi was settling in at home. I wanted her to stay with me and Jeremy, and Mom wanted her to stay at their house, but she insisted she go home and get back to normal, even though her normal would never be the same. I understood, which was why I didn’t push it. She wanted to be in the place where she had her memories. So, instead of disagreeing, I showed up every morning for coffee, even if she didn’t want me around.

Most of the time, she was curled up on the couch in Ty’s old robe. She wasn’t very mobile due to her injuries, and she claimed all she wanted to do was watch mind-numbing television. She didn’t talk about him. Ever. Not even after she’d found out that his mother had held a funeral before she’d even been awake. She didn’t say a word when I told her about Jeremy threatening to steal his damaged body until Lexi was able to say her proper goodbyes. When we’d told her about the funeral, she’d simply blinked back tears and nodded. The dazed expression she had when she’d woken up returned. She’d lost her husband and the chance to ever say a proper goodbye.

I’d never been more heartbroken in my life.

When she grabbed a bottle of wine from the pantry, I raised an eyebrow.

“Aren’t you still on pain medication?” I asked.

She scoffed. “Who cares? It’s all the same. It takes away the pain. Or, at least, it’s supposed to.” She poured herself a healthy glass then lifted it in the air as if to toast. “To twenty-six-year-old widows.”

“Lexi,” I whispered and watched as her face scrunched up.

“I’m twenty-six, Sierra! I’m not supposed to be a widow. Ty’s supposed to be here, growing old with me. We were supposed to have the rest of our lives together. Now, I have nothing! I have no one!” she wailed, her shoulders shaking as her sobs racked through her. “All I have left of Ty is a fucking cat I never wanted.”

Toby meowed then rubbed his legs against Lexi as if he hadn’t heard a word. I had to bite my lower lip to keep my own sob from bubbling up. The last thing she needed was my own sadness. When she looked up at me, the urge to cry was even stronger. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her face stained with tears.

“I love that fucking cat. He’s all I have left of Ty.” She sniffled. Then her eyes met mine. “Part of me is glad it happened instantaneously. That he didn’t suffer for a single second. But I never got to say goodbye. I’ll never…” She broke down, leaving her sentence unfinished.

The truth was I echoed her sentiment. As hard as it was, if it had been Ty’s time to go, I was glad he’d gone quickly.

“Sierra, do you… Do you think he knew how much I loved him?”

Her question startled me. I couldn’t believe she was finally talking about him.

“Of course—” I began, but she cut me off.

“No!” Her outburst took me aback. “You don’t understand. We’d been fighting that day. We were supposed to be leaving for a romantic weekend getaway, but instead, we were arguing in the car. What if he left this Earth with me mad at him? And him mad at me?”

My heart shattered. God, time was so precious, and life was so cruel.

I hurried to her and wrapped her in my arms. “Oh, honey. He knew. No matter how bad you fought, Ty always knew how much you loved him. And he loved you so much. So, so much.”

She clung to me, hanging on for dear life. If she needed me to be her lifeline, I’d gladly do it.

“He did,” she said with a hiccup. “He gave me what I always wanted, you know. I wanted what you and Jeremy had, and with Ty, he gave me that.”

“I know, honey. I know. It’s all going to be okay.” The words sounded hollow even in my ears, but it was all I could say.

She shook her head. “No, Sierra, you’re wrong. I’ll never be okay again.”

Lexi thought that was the truth. And, as she laid her head on my shoulder and settled in, the shards of my shattered heart cut deep.

The whole time, I couldn’t get my mind off my own family and how thankful I was to still have a loving husband and a beautiful daughter. I wanted to run home, hold Ava for hours, and never let her go. I’d spend my night thanking God for my beautiful family and promising to cherish them for the rest of my life.

I probably should’ve felt shame for finding my own sense of peace in the wake of Lexi’s chaos, but I didn’t. It’d be a long process for me, but it finally hit me. I had Jeremy. I had Ava. Though the loss of our unborn baby was devastating, I had to hold on to them.
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Lexi’s situation opened my eyes, took away all the haze, and allowed me to see clearly again. I couldn’t wallow in my grief and let life pass me by. The loss of Ty taught me that and so much more.

Love was constant. Love was also fleeting. In the blink of an eye, love could be taken away, ripped from a tight embrace, never to return. I needed to hold on to those I loved most. I needed to return to the land of the living, because I was now firmly aware that we had to live each moment as if it were our last. And my last moments weren’t going to be in a daze, holding my husband and my daughter at arm’s length.

Ever since we’d gotten home from the hospital, I’d clung to Jeremy. We’d witnessed the aftermath of a love lost, and at the end of the day, we held each other a little tighter. I might not have been over our loss, but Lexi’s had put mine into perspective. I still had my husband. I still had our beautiful baby girl. I knew part of me would always grieve, but I also knew I had to celebrate living with those who were still with me. It was going to be a long, difficult road, surely full of bumps we’d hit along the way, but I had the greatest support team. I just had to remember that.

I learned that, when life hands you lessons, you don’t turn your back on them. You heed the call; you learn. I was going to do that. Ty’s death was a wakeup call. I couldn’t help but wonder what if it had happened to me. To Jeremy. What if I’d lost him after I’d shut him out for far too long? I would’ve never forgiven myself, and I knew, no matter how much pain I was going through, I needed to reach out and take hold of my precious family, thankful they were still with me.

When I got home from Lexi’s, all was quiet. Light illuminated the living room, and I tiptoed in to see Jeremy and Ava curled up on the couch. Jaws—yes, Jaws—was on the television. Pain burned as a vivid memory of Ty and Ava curled upon that very couch flashed in my mind. I shook it out of my head and focused on the two in front of me. Jeremy was sound asleep; Ava was not. Her eyes lit up when she saw me and sleepily lifted her arms, giving me a grin that matched her father’s.

I smiled and sighed.

How could I ever not love my life?

She leapt into my arms, giggling as she snuggled into me. “Missed you, Mommy,” she whispered.

A silent tear slid down my cheek. Her words weren’t lost on me, even if she meant them simply. I’d missed me, too. I’d missed this.

So, when she insisted I read her a bedtime story, I took my time with Goodnight Moon and watched her for a while after she had fallen fast asleep. I would never take this for granted again.

Jeremy was still passed out on the couch when I finally left Ava’s room. I went to our own and prepared myself in the shower before slipping on my sexiest teddy. It had been far too long since I’d made love with my husband, and I was fixing that now.

Showered, shaved, plucked, and lotioned, I was primed and ready. My body ached as need hit me. Too many weeks had passed since the last time I’d given Jeremy any form of intimacy, and now my body wanted him in the worst way.

So, the moment I stepped out of the bathroom to wake him up, my nipples pebbled when I saw him standing in the bedroom, rubbing his eyes.

“Holy shit. Am I dreaming?” he asked sleepily before tossing me a grin and crossing to me. He turned me around to face the mirror beside the dresser, slipping his arms around my waist and placing his hands on my belly. “I’ve missed you, baby,” he whispered as he nuzzled against my neck.

We stood there in silence, facing the mirror. I was looking at our reflection; he was raptly staring at me.

I was the luckiest woman in the world, and I’d never forget it.

Turning around, I wove my arms around his neck and gazed up into his eyes. “You’re my sun, too, Jeremy. Without you, there’s no me. You’re the light in my life, and for too long, I’ve been in the dark. Bring me back into your orbit. Please,” I whispered. Then I bit my lip, hoping I hadn’t pushed him too far away.

When he grinned down at me, I knew I hadn’t.

When he swooped me up into his arms and carried me to the bed, my belly tightened with anticipation.

When he slowly sank into me and closed his eyes, savoring our connection, I knew I was home.

Back where I belonged. I would never leave again.

And, later on, when Jeremy held me tight, I realized how we had to grieve. Just like we did everything else—together.

Together, we’d begin to heal.

I only prayed that, one day, Lexi would be able to do the same.

We didn’t know what was in store for the future, but if Lexi’s time came again, I wouldn’t hesitate to give her a nudge.
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When I woke up and Ava wasn’t on the couch with me, I’d frantically searched for her. I found her sound asleep in her bed, her current favorite bedtime story on the nightstand next to her. Sierra must’ve come in without waking me, and next, I found myself going in search of my wife. Half expecting to find her in the same state as Ava, I was prepared to climb into bed beside her.

Since the accident, she’d finally turned to me. In my arms, she seemingly found comfort, even if she didn’t say the words. Still, it’d been so long since she’d let me love her that, when I walked into our bedroom and she walked out of the bathroom at the same time in her favorite teal lingerie, my heart nearly stopped beating. It was as if I were seeing her for the first time. My heart couldn’t handle such exquisite beauty.

Beauty that was mine.

No words were said, but I knew the truth. My wife was back, and I’d do everything in my power to make sure she never left again. That she never wanted to. Whatever I had to do to be the arms she turned to whenever she needed.

In the weeks following Ty’s death, I’d done a lot of reflection, wondering how and if I could ever endure what Lexi was currently dealing with. Love was eternal, sure. But eternal was relative, wasn’t it? At any given time, we could be taken from the Earth, so what mattered was that we lived our lives to fullest, loved the hardest, so that when our time was up, we’d go with no regrets. I wanted that with Sierra. I had that with Sierra. All I knew was our love would last a lifetime—however long that’d be for us-- and she’d never, not for a single second, doubt how I felt.

I spent the rest of the night showing her just how loved, cherished, worshipped, and adored she was and would forever be.

The best part?

She let me.

The whole time, however, there was a faint sadness in my heart. After all was said and done, Sierra was finally asleep in my arms. She’d reached out to me, finally, and I should’ve been relaxed, happy I had my wife back.

But all I could think about was Ty.

Don’t get me wrong. I was relieved as hell that Sierra was letting me back in.

But how fucking ironic was it that it took Lexi losing her husband for Sierra to return to me?

As she slept soundly in my arms for the first time in weeks, I promised myself and Ty that I’d look after our girls. There would be a lot of pain. A lot of grief. A hell of a lot of heartache. But they’d never be alone. We hadn’t been the closest of brothers-in-law, but he was family. My heart was torn into pieces by his loss. Our lives, our family, would never be the same, and I had no idea how to deal with it. Just that I had to. I’d endure all of it right along with Sierra and Lexi, giving them as much strength as they needed while taking whatever pain I could.

It wouldn’t be easy. Fuck, it’d be hard as hell, but I’d do it. I’d do whatever I had to.
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FOR THE FIRST TIME in weeks—hell, months—I woke from a dreamless, restful sleep. It was as if my body and my mind knew Jeremy had been holding me all through the night, and I was completely content.

I stretched out on the bed, frowning when my hand landed on the cool sheet where my husband should have been. Just as I was sitting up to survey the room, Jeremy walked in with a tray of food.

I burst into tears.

He frowned, set it down, then rushed to my side of the bed.

I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I whispered, but he didn’t look convinced.

“Mom picked up Ava a little bit ago. I thought we could spend the morning alone,” he said, and I was touched by his thoughtfulness. Then he bit his lip. “After last night…I thought, I don’t know. Maybe we could talk.” He ran a hand through his hair.

My heart squeezed. How could I have created this awkwardness between us? I hated it, and I had to get rid of it.

But he beat me to the punch. “I know things around here have been pretty awful. But…Ava needs you, Sierra. Lexi needs you.” Jeremy’s voice was strained. The depths of his sadness tore my heart apart.

“What about you, Jeremy? Do you need me, too?”

The question hung in the air between us, and I mentally kicked myself for even asking it.

He climbed onto the bed and drew me into his lap. The scent of his familiar body wash poured over me, enveloping me in a comforting cocoon. One I’d been hiding from. And I no longer knew the reason why. Because his touch? It was exactly what I needed, and he did need me. I’d been selfish and cruel to withdraw from him the way I had. He deserved so much more.

His hands cupped my cheeks as his eyes searched mine. Tears threatened as I wondered if our baby would’ve had those same copper ones.

“Sierra.” His voice was pained. Breathless.

My heart hammered as I awaited his response.

“I will always need you.”

A soft whimper escaped my lips. Relief overwhelmed me as a flood of emotion attacked my senses, tears spilling onto my cheeks. Jeremy wrapped his arms around me as I cried into his chest.

The crying, something I tried not to do often, surprisingly felt…good. No. It wasn’t just good. As Jeremy held me close, it was therapeutic, and I felt safe enough to let it all out. I cried for Ty. I cried for my sister. I cried for my unborn angel—for both Jeremy and myself. The entire time I cried, Jeremy kept me enveloped in his embrace, whispering soothing words of love.

When I was finally all cried out, I sniffled and lifted my head. His eyes were tight with concern as they studied mine.

“I’m so sorry, Jeremy. I’m so sorry,” I chanted. “I’m so sorry for shutting you out when I should’ve been in your arms all along. This didn’t just happen to me. It happened to us, and it wasn’t fair for me to act the way I did.”

He briefly closed his eyes, and when they reopened, he was holding back tears. It was nearly my undoing.

“It’s okay, baby,” he whispered.

I whimpered in protest. He brought a finger to my lips, silencing me, then brought his forehead to mine. Our lips were so close, but I was focused on his eyes. Eyes that, while full of grief, still shone with all the love in the world.

“As much as it hurt, you pulling away, I understood. The thing is, I’m hurting, too, Sierra. Can’t we do it together? Grieve together? We’ll be feeling this loss for the rest of our lives, but we can’t lose ourselves or each other in the process. This has been nearly unbearable, losing the baby then feeling like I’ve lost you, but we’re both still here. Ava is still here. We have to keep on living, as hard as that may feel at times. We’re still a family. We always will be. That doesn’t mean we have to forget. It means we keep going. We live. We love. And, baby, it’s okay if we still laugh.”

The reminder of our vows was the salve I needed to put the pieces of my heart back together. “I love you, Jeremy. And you’re right. There’s a hole in my heart, and it may always be there, but with you and Ava, my heart is still so incredibly full.”

He smiled. The first real smile I’d seen from him since that fateful date our baby had been taken from us. It was beautiful.

“Thank you. For sticking with me.”

“Always, baby. We’re a family. I’m not going anywhere unless you’re with me. Got that?”

“Got it.”

His expression softened, causing my heart to beat wildly. “And, now, we need to be there for Lexi. She’s going to need us.”

My heart threatened to shatter at the reminder of my sister’s loss. I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. “God, Jeremy. What do we do?” I asked.

His hand tightened on the back of my neck. “We love, Sierra. We live, we laugh, and we love. We surround her with it but also give her the space she needs. It’s not going to be easy, but she’s one of us. It’s going to take time for all of us to heal. We just have to make sure we do it together.”

When my eyes fluttered open, he was still intently watching me. “I’d be lost without you, Jeremy,” I said.

“Then it’s a good thing we made that spit pact all those years ago,” he responded with a small smile. “Where you go…”

“I go.”
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HELPING LEXI THROUGH HER grief actually allowed me to overcome my own. Still, it was a tough road to navigate. Every day spent with her, whether she was crying or staring numbly at the television, I felt guilty. It was a reminder that, while I still had my husband and my daughter, Lexi had just lost the love of her life. It made me hug them tighter every single night when I got home. Eventually, Lexi went back to work and told me that she needed space, something Jeremy insisted I give her.

Nearly two years later, I was finally healing. I could walk by a baby in the store and not have the sudden urge to cry. I didn’t hold on to Ava’s former favorite teddy bear and sit in the rocking chair, wishing I had a baby in my arms. I was even opening up to the idea of trying for another one. A small part of me would always mourn our loss, but instead of dwelling on the pain, I learned to cherish what I had.

And I wanted Lexi to have it again, too.

That’s why, when I opened the mail, I knew exactly what I had to do.

“Jeremy!” I yelled as soon as I read the words in front of me.

He walked into the kitchen, Ava riding on his shoulders. I reached up, took her, and set her down on the ground. Then I thrust the letter into his hands.

“Babe, look at this!”

“What is it?” he asked.

I grinned and pointed to the Navarre High School letterhead. “Our ten-year reunion. Oh my gosh,” I exclaimed, clutching my chest and holding a hand over my heart. “This. Is. Perfect.”

Taking Ava’s hands, I whirled her around and danced around the kitchen. Her four-year-old smile lit up, and she bounced around right along with me. When we stopped, Jeremy had a hand on his hip and one eyebrow lifted in my direction, unaware of the reason for the impromptu dance party. I was breathless and beaming.

“What’s perfect?” he asked. “What’s with the face? Should I be worried? Why are we getting mail from Navarre High School? Oh, dammit, did they finally find the time capsule I buried at the edge of the football field?” His face brightened, one corner of his mouth lifting into a coy smile. “I would like those panties back.”

I dropped Ava’s hands and walked over to him. Then I slid my hands up to link around his neck. Excitement was coursing through my veins, and I couldn’t help the dreamy smile that crossed my lips when I stared up at my gorgeous husband. His pupils were dilated, probably from the memory of how he’d gotten those panties for the time capsule. God, I loved him. I had half a mind to let him wrestle me out of the ones I was currently wearing, but first things first.

“Jace, Jeremy. Jace and Lexi,” I told him.

His eyes widened. “What?” he asked, clearly not catching on to just how perfect this was.

“Jace and Lexi! Back together again!” I squealed.

His furrowed brow ruined my happy mood. “You’re forgetting one thing, Sierra. Lexi’s here in Ohio. The reunion’s in Florida. Not sure how you’re gonna get them together.”

I gave him a wicked smile. “You leave that to me, babe.” I turned to Ava. “Ava, baby, want to go to the beach?”

“The beach?” she asked, her eyes widening and full of awe. She clapped her hands. “Can I swim with the fishes?!”

“Absolutely,” I said, to which she squealed with delight. When I spun back to Jeremy, he was chuckling and shaking his head. “Looks like we’re going to need a nanny for the reunion. Any ideas?”

He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Back to where it all began?

“I know it might be a long shot, but it just feels right. My gut instinct tells me that, if anyone can bring Lexi back out of her shell, it’s Jace. And according to Facebook—”

As one eyebrow row in piqued curiosity, he inclined his head, giving me a knowing look.

“Yes, I stalked. And, apparently, he’s single.”

He laughed. “You know what, baby? I think you’re right. Those two have unresolved issues, and if getting them back in the same place helps push them in the right direction, we’d be doing them a disservice if we didn’t invite Lexi along.”

“I love the way your mind works in complete sync with mine.” I leaned up on my toes, giving him a kiss. “Now, I have some work to do.”

“Work?” he asked, his brow furrowing.

“It was an official invite to be on the committee. I have calls to make, invitations to send, and a certain soldier to stalk… Not to mention a sitter to find. Think Lexi would be up for the job?”

He glanced over to Ava, who suddenly walked up to him and jabbed her finger into his stomach.

“Give me fruit snacks or you’ll be swimmin’ with the fishes, ya filthy animal!” she snarled.

So our four-year-old had a thing for both mob movies and Home Alone.

He grinned at me over the top of her head. “How could she say no to that?”

He had me there, and he fell to his knees, my eyes were fixated on the scene. Father and daughter, Sopranos wannabes. They were silly. At times, they were utterly ridiculous. And they were all mine. My life rocked.

“I like the plan, babe,” he said to me before Ava started attacking again.

“I do, too,” I called. “Let me reach out and make sure he’ll be there.”

And that’s how the Banks family took care of their own. Sure, maybe with a little manipulation and a lot of wishful thinking, but I just knew—watching Jace and Lexi lock eyes for the first time in ten years was going to be so freaking worth it.
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“Oh shit,” I muttered when I saw Lexi was calling me.

She’d agreed to come to the reunion, and just last week, I’d dropped the bomb on her, telling her that Jace was going to be there. And then I’d maybe done something a little more manipulative.

“Oh shit,” Ava parroted.

Jeremy grinned as I sighed.

“Oh shit what?” he asked.

“Really?”

“Hey, we just got her to stop calling the neighbor a dickhead. You’re the one who just said shit in front of her.”

“Shit!” Ava exclaimed, collapsing in a pile of giggles.

“I have to take this. You deal with her,” I told him.

When he rolled his eyes, I blew him a kiss. He caught it then crossed the room, scooping up Ava for another rendition of “Don’t Ever Repeat What Mommy and Daddy Say.”

As soon as they left the room, I swiped to answer my phone. Before I could even say hello, my sister’s screech had me taking the phone away from my ear.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”

Well, what a nice greeting. Not that I’d been expecting any less. She was fuming, which was a good sign.

"At the moment, I'm trying to make my four year old eat something other than mac and cheese. What the hell are you doing?" I responded, my voice sugary sweet and pure innocence. So I lied, but whatever. Maybe the mention of Ava would soften her up.

“I’m wondering how in the hell Jace McAllister got my number and why the hell I just got off the phone with him!”

I wanted to clap my hands with glee. Jace had played right into them. Freaking perfect.

"He called? What'd he say? How long did you guys talk? Is he coming to the reunion?" Sure, I knew the answer to that last question, but I wanted to gauge her reaction.

“Yes, he called, and I think we were both shocked as hell. He is coming to the reunion, but you already knew that. You told me yesterday! And he even said he’d already RSVP’ed, so he had no clue as to why he got another reminder. Seriously, Sierra, what do you think you’re doing?”

The urge to squeal was hard to resist. Still, I couldn't hide the smile in my voice. “Umm, yeah, I may have accidentally put your number on there. Oops. My bad."

She scoffed at my snicker, but there was something in her tone that told me she wasn't as pissed as she was pretending to be.

“It’s not funny. I was already reeling from the thought of having to see him, and then you go and do this? I thought I’d have months to prepare, but now, I feel like that stupid seventeen-year-old girl again, excited and breathless just by the sound of his voice.”

Bing-freaking-go. “Exactly. You can thank me any time now,” I said. God, my work here was practically done, and the reunion was still months away.

“Thank you? I’m freaking pissed. What were you thinking?”

Even though she couldn't see me, I rolled my eyes. “Did you not just hear yourself? Excited and breathless? You’d been void of any positive emotion for far too long. And, in one phone call, you felt something else. Sure, be pissed at me, but at the end of the day, you’re going to be happy about it,” I told her.

Silence hung in the air between us. I was right. More importantly, she knew I was right. I was feeling pretty brilliant right about then. Finally, she sighed, but it sounded more dreamy than exasperated. At least, that's what I told myself.

“Whatever. Stop meddling. I mean it. We haven’t spoken in almost ten years. One phone call is nothing. He’s probably forgotten all about little Alexa Sullivan,” she said, a hint of sadness in her voice.

This was perfect. I finally had my in and could tell her what I'd never told her before, because of Ty. “Oh, no, he hasn’t. When we went to visit before Ava was born, we met up with him. All he did was ask about you. He wanted to know everything—what you were doing, where you were working. He even asked about Ty, and he seemed genuinely interested in knowing if you were happy.”

Her breath caught audibly. “You never told me that. You didn’t even tell me that you saw him." Her voice was accusing. I loved it.

“I didn’t think you’d be interested. And I’m sure Ty would’ve just loved knowing your high school love was asking about you six years later.”

I winced, thinking about the night Jeremy had had a little too much whiskey and done a little too much reminiscing while telling embarrassing childhood stories. Of course, Jace's name came up, and Jeremy seemed in awe of him over his military career. Ty looked uncomfortable as Jeremy went on and on about Lexi's crush. He even went so far as to mention the similarities between Ty and Jace. That's when I cut Jeremy off and practically threatened his balls if he ever brought Jace up again.

“He was not my high school love. We never even dated! It was just a stupid crush." Her protest fell on deaf ears, and I was now even more convinced something had happened between them before Jace had left.

“Whatever you say, sis. All I know is you two were as close as two friends can be, and then he left town and you never talked to him again. I’ve always wondered why that was."

“You’ve never asked.”

“Would you have told me?”

“Umm…no, but bring over a bottle of wine for this week’s episode of The Vampire Diaries and maybe, just maybe, Elijah and you can convince me to spill,” she said.

“Yeah, right. You’ve waited ten years, so I have a feeling getting anything out of you will be damn near impossible. Guess I better bring two bottles to get those lips loose." I laughed, but I was secretly wondering how much wine it would take to get it out of her.

"You're on," she said, a smile in her voice.

I probably should’ve felt guilty for being so manipulative. I didn’t. The truth was I’d have done anything for Lexi to be happy again, even if it meant I had to push her in the right direction. When we hung up, I was more convinced than ever that I was doing the right thing. And I couldn’t freaking wait to see how it would pan out.
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I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten stuck with giving Ava another lesson about bad words, but I had. Sierra should’ve known better. That girl had me wrapped around her tiny fingers so tight.

Even still, when Sierra blew me a kiss and went to get her phone, I scooped my baby girl up off the floor, pulling her into my arms and tickling her as I carried her down the hallway to my room.

Once I’d set her down on the bed, I grabbed the chair from Sierra’s vanity and set it in front of her. Sitting down, I was eye level with Ava, giving her my stern dad face. Her lower lip was already trembling. Fuck me. She knew I was a sucker for her tears, but I was determined not to fall for it that time.

Good luck with that, right?

“I love you, Daddy.”

Damn, she was already breaking out the big guns.

I tried to mask my grin, but it was no use. Her big, blue eyes were staring at me so intently, so earnestly, that I couldn’t help it. I beamed at my precocious, conniving little girl.

“I love you, too, baby.”

“Is Mommy mad at me?” she asked, looking as forlorn as a four-year-old possibly could.

“No, of course not. Why would you ask that?”

She let out a deep sigh and studied her tiny hands. “I said a bad word.”

This girl.

I placed a finger under her chin and lifted it until her eyes were on mine. “Mommy’s not mad, Ava. She just doesn’t want you to say the bad words, okay?” I leaned in close as if to tell her a secret. “She’d be in trouble with Grandma if she heard you saying bad words.”

Ava’s eyes gleamed. “It’s gonna cost ya, buster!” she said, wiggling her eyebrows then holding her palm out. “Gimme a buck or I’m gonna rat you out.”

I groaned. Sierra’d been right. Letting her stay up and watch those mob shows with me had ended up biting me in the ass. Still, I was up for negotiations.

“I’ll make you a deal, Ava. Every time you hear me or Mommy saying a bad word and you don’t repeat it, you’ll get a buck. How does that sound.”

She tilted her head to the side as she mulled it over then nodded. “I’m in,” she replied.

“No repeating ever. Capisce?”

She stuck her tiny hand in mine, and we shook on it.

“Capisce!”

After pulling my wallet out and handing her dollar over, I gave her a kiss. She scrambled off the bed, and I followed as she ran down the hallway to where Sierra was just hanging up the phone.

“Mommy, look! Daddy gave me a dollar!” Ava held the bill up, waving it in front of Sierra’s face.

My wife’s eyebrows drew together as she gave me a curious look.

I sighed. “She hustled me, baby,” I said, placing my hands on her hips and pushing her back against the counter.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“When we fu—uh, mess up and she doesn’t repeat it, she gets a dollar.”

Sierra’s eyebrows rose.

I held my hands up. “She threatened to rat me out to Grandma. What could I do?”

“Jeremy, she’s four.”

“Yeah, and if you and I don’t start biting our tongues, she’s going to be the richest four-year-old on the block. That or your mom’s going to kick my ass.”

I felt a tug on my jeans before I even realized what I’d said. When I looked down, Ava was standing there with her hand out.

“You said the A-word, Daddy! Pay up!”

With a groan, I pulled my wallet out and paid up. She scampered off, squealing about putting her money in her piggy bank.

Sierra laughed, shaking her head. “You’ve created a monster, Jeremy.”

I gripped her hips and drew her to me. Then I wrapped my arms around her back. She placed her hands on my chest and slid them up to go around my neck.

I leaned down and nibbled on her ear. “Nah, baby. We created that little monster.”

She shivered as I trailed kisses down her neck. It amazed me that, after twenty fucking years, I still affected her this way.

After an impromptu make-out session in the kitchen, which was interrupted by our little monster, we made dinner—one of my favorite parts of the day. Regardless of how long my day at the office was or how much Ava wiped Sierra out, we always made dinner together. We’d been doing it since we’d lived in her parents’ house, and it hadn’t changed after seven years of marriage. On occasion, Ava would help out.

“So, what was that phone call?” I asked, remembering how the whole paying-Ava thing had begun.

A beaming smile formed on Sierra’s lips. She leaned her hip against the counter, watching as I cut up peppers. “I may have planted a seed a few days ago, and it may have sprouted today,” she said cryptically.

I set the knife down and gave her my full attention. “What’d you do?” I asked, unsure if I even wanted to know.

She grinned. “I may have sent Jace a second reunion invitation.”

“Why? He already RSVP’ed and said he was coming.”

“Because I may have put Lexi’s number on this one. He may have just called her,” she said, practically squealing the last bit.

I raised an eyebrow. “And let me guess. That was Lexi calling to rip you a new one?”

Sierra clapped her hands, her face animated and radiating her satisfaction. “Yes! And it was amazing,” she said, whirling around.

“Amazing, huh?” I wasn’t quite buying it.

“Jeremy, she was breathless. Sure, she sounded mad, but I could hear it in her voice.”

“Hear what?”

“Excitement. She was excited.”

It was my turn to smile. “Then I’d say well played, baby.”

As Sierra and I went back to making dinner, I couldn’t get my mind off my sister-in-law. I’d been a little skeptical of Sierra’s plan to bring Jace and Lexi back together. But maybe, just maybe, it was exactly what Lexi needed to move on with her life. And, if she needed a push or two from us, then she’d get them.

Because, at the end of the day, we were family, and we’d do anything to make Lexi smile again. No matter what it took.
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THE MONTHS LEADING UP to the reunion both dragged and flew by. They dragged because I was anxiously awaiting the moment Jace and Lexi would be together again. They flew by because, by the time we were boarding the airplane, I couldn’t believe we were finally on our way. Nerves twinged in my belly as I wondered if I’d made the right decision. When I glanced next to me and saw my sister, I knew I had.

Ever since the phone call with Jace, there’d been a lightness around her. As if some weight, even if the littlest amount, had been lifted from her shoulders. Maybe there was even some hope deep down in there somewhere. I was feeling hope by the bucketfuls. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what had changed in her, but something had definitely shifted. The old Lexi was starting to emerge, and I hoped that, after this weekend, she’d be back in full form.

“Guess what, Aunt Lexi?” Ava’s excited voice broke me from my thoughts. Sitting next to Jeremy, she leaned across the aisle to get closer to my sister.

“What’s that, Ava?” Lexi asked, looking around to make sure Ava wasn’t in anyone’s way.

“I get to spend the night with Gramma and Grampa!” she exclaimed.

Shit.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

I’d told Jeremy that we should’ve kept that to ourselves.

Lexi gave Ava a smile before turning to me. It faded as she raised an eyebrow. “Gramma and Grampa?” she repeated.

I wasn’t sure how to play this, so I just waved it off. “You know how the Banks clan can be. Jay and Lydia were really excited about it being Ava’s first time at the beach, so they decided to spend the week in Navarre playing golf and visiting old friends.”

Lexi’s mouth dropped open. “So you don’t need a nanny?” she asked.

“Not tonight, but I’m sure they’ll be busy the rest of the time.” I put my arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “That means you can come hang out and see all the old gang tonight!”

“Great,” she muttered. Then she shook her head and stuck her nose back in her book.

She pretended not to care, but her cheeks flushed pink, giving her interest away. Lexi was going to see Jace again. I couldn’t wait.
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Lexi’d been quiet ever since we’d landed at the airport. I had a feeling she was reeling from the change of plans, and a twinge of guilt crept in the back of my mind. But hey, why not rip the Band-Aid off, right? The sooner she and Jace broke the ice, the better. And I was sure it’d melt in two seconds flat.

By the time we made it to the condo, Ava was exhausted from the trip. I wanted to hit the beach; Jeremy wanted to see some old teammates. Lexi yawned and feigned sleepiness. Instead of trying to force her to go to the beach, I let her stay in while Ava napped.

The second my toes curled in the white sand, I released an appreciative sighed before closing my eyes and inhaling deeply, allowing the saltwater scent to invade my senses, reminding me of all the amazing memories I had here. A sense of peace washed over me. God, I loved this place.

When my eyes opened, I was greeted with a gorgeous sight. Just ten short feet away, there he was. Jace McAllister, in all of his glory, appeared to be napping on a beach towel, soaking up the sun's rays. Not that he needed them. When I approached, I nearly whistled at the tan, muscular, tattooed sight before me. If Lexi didn't hit that, she was crazy.

“Well, if it ain’t Jace freakin’ McAllister?!” I squealed as soon as I was standing over him. Probably a little too enthusiastically, but I couldn’t help myself.

I smiled at his groan. He used his arm to shield his eyes from the sun then sat up and came face-to-face with me. When he saw that it was me, he sprang to his feet.

"Hey, Sierra," he mumbled, looking past me, his eyes searching and seeking.

My heart dipped and I couldn't help but laugh, knowing exactly what he was doing. "“You haven’t changed a bit. She’s not down here, so you can stop the search party your eyes are currently on.” Before he could respond, I gave him a big hug. "It's so good to see you, Jace."

He returned my hug then pulled back. There was no masking the disappointment on his face. “Good to see you, too, Sierra. And, for your information, I was looking to see if Jeremy was with you."

Sure he was. “Whatever. You never could fool me, and you’re not going to start now. Jeremy went to see some of the guys from the football team. Lexi and Ava are up in the condo, taking a nap. The flight wore them out."

“That’s cool she could come so you guys can join in on all the events this weekend. Hopefully I get a chance to meet your daughter. I can’t imagine Jeremy as a dad." His grin was gorgeous. Seriously.

“Trust me, you’re not the only one, but he’s the best. Ava’s the ultimate definition of a daddy’s girl, and he’s just as hooked. Anyway, his parents decided to come to town, and they’ll be taking her for the night." I raised an eyebrow and smirked.

“Oh, I didn’t know they’d moved.”

I explained just as I had to Lexi. Then I took great pleasure in informing him that Lexi would be at the bar with us that night. The smile that formed on his lips was even more beautiful than before. He was excited to see her. That much was obvious.

“Ah, um, yeah. It’ll be good to see her, too. Hopefully we can catch up.”

“I think you’ll have plenty of time for that this weekend.”

“So, umm, a couple of months ago, I saw online about her husband. How is she?”

“Jace McAllister, were you Facebook stalking?” I teased.

He didn’t have to nod his confirmation. We both knew the truth.

“I didn’t even know you used it anymore. You hardly ever add anything on there. Anyways, she’s doing okay. For a while, she wasn’t eating and she’d barely leave the house, but over the past few months, she’s started coming out of her shell a little bit. She still has dark circles under her eyes, so I don’t think she’s sleeping well, but for the most part, I think she’ll be okay. It was just…a lot to take in. For all of us.”

He ran a hand through his hair and exhaled slowly. “Man, I hate that. It makes me even angrier at myself for letting our friendship go. I wish I could’ve been there for her.”

I placed a soothing hand on his arm. “Jace, you can’t worry about that. You didn’t know. How could you have? All you can do is be here for her now. I don’t know that she’ll open up to you about it, but be patient with her, okay? She’s been hurting for a long time. I think you may be exactly what she needs to heal.”

“You always knew, didn’t you?”

I rolled my eyes then gave him a warm smile. “Everyone knew. Except for the two of you. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen two people be so oblivious to the other’s affections.” Then I cocked my head. “I know something happened before you left, but Lexi wouldn’t ever tell me. Care to spill?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mrs. Banks." His lips quirked up in a smile even though he’d tried to keep a straight face.

I had known that it wouldn’t be that easy. “Right. You always had a shitty poker face. Fine. Don’t tell me. I’ll wait until tonight when you’re full of alcohol to get it out of you. I’m gonna head back in and rest up for tonight. I can’t drink like an eighteen-year-old anymore. See you tonight, Jace."

With one last hug, I walked away, a permagrin planted right on my face.
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I was still cheesing when I entered the condo. All was quiet, and Ava was sound asleep when I poked my head into her room. I did the same to Lexi's only to find it empty.

It didn't take me long to find her on the balcony. She was crouched down low on a lounge chair, pretending to be lost in a book. I knew in an instant that she'd spotted me with Jace.

"Why does it look like you're hiding?" I asked, trying to hide my grin and failing miserably.

She barely acknowledged me. "Just lounging and reading," she replied.

I laughed. "Right," I said, taking a seat next to her. "You look extremely uncomfortable. I'm guessing you saw who I was talking to?"

Lexi's shoulders shrugged. "I may have seen you talking to someone, but I couldn't tell who." She feigned indifference. I didn't buy it.

I decided to put her out of her misery—or at least out of that uncomfortable-looking position. “Well, don’t worry. He couldn’t see you, either. But he did ask about you. Said he was looking forward to seeing you.”

She sighed and lowered her Kindle. “Sierra, don’t push it. Please. I agreed to come out tonight, but please don’t make it uncomfortable for me.”

My eyebrows rose. “Since when has being around Jace made you uncomfortable?”

Her face reddened, and she sat up quickly. “Oh, I don’t know, since I offered my virginity to him and he walked away from me!”

Oh.

My.

God.

What had I done? I shook my head. Oh no. I had no idea… If I had, I never would've pushed. Oh my God. I was such an asshole.

Lexi gasped, and I couldn't help myself.

“You did what?!”

"Nothing. Forget I said anything."

She hastily stood and tried to go back inside, but I stopped her.

“Alexa Leigh, sit your ass down and tell me what happened. Now! You can’t say that and not elaborate.”

Fortunately, Lexi exhaled and plopped down beside me. “The night of the graduation party, Jace told me that he had feelings for me. He went down on me, I offered my virginity, and he stopped, said he couldn’t do it, and walked away. I literally threw myself at him until he agreed to be my first. And then he left the next day and I never heard from him again!” She spoke so fast that I nearly asked her to repeat herself.

Instead, I replayed her words in my head.

Lexi and Jace. Jace and Lexi. Graduation night. He had taken her virginity?

That's when it hit me. Oh. My. God. We'd been doing it at the same time!

I couldn't help myself. I burst into laughter.

She glared at me. “I’m so glad you find this amusing. Now you know why I never told you!”

My laughter died down, and I reached for her hand. “I’m sorry. I really am. I just can’t believe it. Everyone but you knew that he was insanely crazy about you and he chose to tell you on his last night here? Then he left you with blue lips but later came back and he took your virginity after you tackled him?!”

She groaned and placed a hand on her cheek. “Oh my God, you did not just say that. Blue lips? Is that even a thing?”

I should've stopped before she killed me, but I was on a roll. “Yeah, you know, like blue balls. Maybe blue clit would be better?” I squealed, falling into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.

“What the hell’s so funny?” Jeremy asked.

I glanced up in surprise. I hadn’t even heard him come in. He was watching us curiously, a sleepy Ava in his arms.

“Jace gave Lexi blue clitoris!” I exclaimed without thinking.

Lexi's eyes widened in horror as she smacked her forehead. I bit the inside of my cheeks to keep from laughing, shaking my head when Jeremy gave me a curious stare. Lexi'd endured enough. I'd fill him in later.

Instead, she did it for me.

“No, he didn’t," she explained. "He just tried to, but I wouldn’t let him walk away.”

The pity on Jeremy's face was both genuine and absolutely endearing. His next words? They had me rolling.

“No way! No wonder you didn’t talk to him for so long. The summer before sophomore year, Mandy Simpson went to give me a hand job but chickened out halfway through. She said it was taking too long or something. I spent the rest of the night with a hard-on and it fucking hurt! I never spoke to that tease again.”

I nearly choked on my spit. When I slapped him on the arm, he simply grinned and leaned down to kiss me on the nose.

“What? I’m just telling Lexi here I understand her pain. Jace will never live this down!”

Lexi jumped up, shaking her finger in his face. “Oh, no, no, no. You cannot say a word to him. Nothing. I mean it, or so help me, Jeremy, I’ll…kick you so hard you’ll wish you only had blue balls!”

Horror crossed Jeremy’s face as he twisted to shield himself from her. “That is not something to joke about, woman! Fine. I won’t say anything. I need to protect the Banks family jewels.”

She walked towards the door, and just as she was about to go inside, she stopped and glared at him. "Just remember that when we’re around Jace, got it?”

I was cackling when he stood up straight and gave her a mock salute.

“Yes, ma’am!” Then he looked back at me. "What exactly did I miss?" he asked and handed Ava to me.

I leaned in close. "Remember our first night on the beach?"

His eyes lit up and he squeezed my ass. "Remember it? Baby, it was one of the best nights of my life."

I grinned wickedly. "Well, apparently, we weren't the only ones with that idea," I informed him.

His eyes widened as he glanced back into the condo. "Seriously? This may be easier than we thought." He draped an arm around my shoulders.

When I peered up at him, he was smiling down at me.

"I think this may just be a home run," I said.

At least, I hoped like hell it would be. Only time would tell.
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“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” my sister hissed.

She was cowering behind Jeremy’s tall frame. We’d just pulled up to Helenback after having coaxed my sister out of her room at the condo. She’d tried hiding until we were gone, but Jeremy and I were having none of it. It was probably awful how secretly thrilled I was at her nerves.

“Blue clit,” I whispered in her ear, causing her to scowl at me.

She still hovered behind Jeremy. It was actually nice to see that she was so nervous. It made me believe Jace still affected her, and I was pretty sure she affected him, too.

I laughed as we entered the bar, stepping aside and anxiously awaiting the moment they’d see each other. Lexi was going to like what she saw.

Jace was even more handsome than he’d been in high school. As my eyes raked over him longer than they had on the beach, even I appreciated how he’d filled out. Lean, baseball-machine Jace McAllister had grown some muscles in the Army. Even with my eyes on him, however, he had no clue I was in the building. Nope, his eyes roamed over my baby sister, who stiffened the moment her gaze locked on him.

I elbowed Jeremy and leaned in close. “Holy sexual tension, Batman.”

He gripped my hips and pulled me in. Then he bent down and nibbled on my earlobe. “This was the best idea ever,” he whispered in my ear.

“Oh, yes,” I breathed.

Over the next few hours, we watched the former best friends reunite with rabid fascination, keeping my fingers crossed that Lexi’s night would be amazing.

By the looks of things when Jace and Lexi left the bar, I was pretty sure it was.

Just as I had known it’d be.

The rest? Time would only tell.
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MY EYES BLINKED OPEN just in time to see Jeremy walk into the room. I went up on one elbow and admired the sight before me. Jeremy had been in my life for over twenty years, and my mouth still watered at the sight of him.

He took a sip of coffee then let out a moan. “Nectar of the gods, baby. Nectar of the gods,” he said, handing the mug to me so I could get a taste.

“Is she here?” I asked, anxious to talk to my sister about her time with Jace but also secretly hoping she’d spent the night with him.

The grin on Jeremy’s face widened, and I knew the answer before he even said a word.

“Nope,” he said, popping the P for emphasis.

It wasn’t long before Lexi did her walk of shame into the condo.

It was glorious.

I kept my mouth shut as she trudged down the hall and to the coffee pot.

I kept my mouth shut when she sat down at the counter.

I kept my mouth shut when I saw the whisker burns on her neck.

But I sure as hell squealed on the inside.

“Aunt Lexi?” Ava’s curious voice had her lifting her head from her mug.

“Hey, sweet pea,” Lexi greeted her. “What’s up?”

“Daddy said you had a sleepover last night.”

Jeremy stilled behind me. Lexi’s eyes lifted from my daughter to my husband, shooting him daggers. He rested his palms flat on the counter and shrugged.

“She asked where you were when my parents dropped her off this morning.”

When Lexi’s glare didn’t lighten up, he gasped in horror.

“What did you expect, Lexi? That I’d lie? To my daughter? That’s just shameful!”

Lexi’s eyes softened a little. It didn’t last long, thanks to Ava chiming in.

“Daddy said you were sleeping with Jace.” She scrunched her cute, little nose. “Do I know that guy?”

My sister gaped at Jeremy. “You told her that?” she asked, incredulous.

Ava giggled, and I gave her a stern look.

“Were you eavesdropping on Daddy and me again?”

She huffed and rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I can’t help it when you’re so freakin’ loud,” she responded, completing the complaint with a hand on her jutted-out hip.

My eyes darted to Jeremy, who was laughing.

“She’s definitely your daughter,” he said. “That right there? The whole hip, attitude thing? That’s alllll you, babe.”

“You two are absolutely ridiculous. I don’t even know why I agreed to this,” Lexi said, rising from her stool, setting her coffee mug in the sink, and pushing past Jeremy to go down the hall towards her room.

“It’s not her time of the month, is it?” Jeremy asked in a hushed whisper.

I shot him a warning look. “Don’t you dare even think about asking her that.”
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“Mmm,” I murmured as Jeremy’s head lifted from between my thighs.

He crawled up the bed and settled in beside me, taking my hand and entwining our fingers. We were both post double orgasm, and I could’ve stayed in bed the rest of the day.

It was the last day of the reunion. Things seemed to be going well with Jace and Lexi, so Jeremy and I had decided to spend our final full morning making love to the sound of the waves. It was incredible.

“I love vacation sex,” I informed him, stretching and wishing we could stay here forever.

“You just love sex, Sierra,” he said, his cocky grin widening. “And you love my dick.”

I rolled my eyes, and he rolled on top of me, pressing his still-semi-hard erection in between my legs.

“Say it,” he beckoned.

“Mmm mmm,” I refused, shaking my head.

My hips arched of their own volition when the now rock hard length of him pushed into my core. I whimpered as soon as he withdrew, then plunged back inside.

“You don’t get it if you don’t say it,” he warned with a leisurely rhythm that was both calculated and electrifying.

Jeremy knew exactly what he was doing. He was bringing me to the brink, then retreating just enough for my orgasm to dissipate. Over and over again until I was writhing beneath him with pulsating need. 

“I love your dick,” I panted, rising up to meet his urgent thrust. “I fucking love your dick, Jeremy. Fuck.”

I couldn’t help it. He was right. I loved his dick, and when he rolled to his back, I rode it hard and fast until I was coming again.

“Okay, now that you’ve successfully quenched my thirst, let’s go get Ava so Jace can do the same for Lexi.”

He gave me a quick peck. “Love you, babe. Love your sister. But I don’t want to think about McAllister’s dick when mine’s inside you. Not a good mental image here.”

I laughed then gripped him. “I guess I better replace it.”
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A little while later, we took a break from our sex filled morning to join our family at the pool. As soon as Jeremy and I stepped onto the patio, I stopped in my tracks. I released a sigh, practically melting at the sight before me.

Jace, Lexi, and Ava were splashing around in the pool.

Correction. Lexi and Ava were ganging up on Jace, and he was taking the brunt of it in perfect stride.

“Huh,” Jeremy said beside me.

I looked up at him through my sunglasses. “Huh, indeed,” I replied. I gripped his arm and laid my head against his bicep. “I think we did good.”

He grinned down at me, his glasses falling just a bit so I could see his eyes. “From the looks of things, I’d say we did great.”

They didn’t even notice us. Ava was hooting and hollering. Lexi was laughing in a way I hadn’t seen her do in so long. And Jace? Jace was smiling wide. He looked like a man in love.

I was pretty sure that’s exactly what he was.

As Jeremy laid our towels out, I tore my cover up off and scampered across the pool, splashing the three of them with a cannonball.

Jeremy was laughing his ass off at the drenched trio. He held his hands up in Jace’s direction. “I’m glad they’ve found another man to torture. So much so that I think I’ll sit this one out.”

“Daddy, come in the water so we can play!”

“Sorry, baby, but Daddy’s staying out of the water this time,” he said, causing her to frown from Jeremy to Jace. “You’re no fun! I need you to come in here and play sharks with me. Jace tried to but he didn’t make a very good one. He was kind of slow.”

I couldn’t help my snicker. “Getting slow in your old age, eh, McAllister? I’ve heard you’ve been having issues with…your speed.”

Lexi, having heard me, shut me up with a splash of water to the face. Ava decided that it was time for another water war, so the three of us went at it. I barely noticed Jace make his escape because Lexi’s smile was so bright that I was nearly blinded. She was radiating happiness, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride that I’d helped put it there.
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I was still laughing when Jace joined me on the patio. The girls were up in arms, splashing each other incessantly. I couldn’t miss the happiness radiating from Lexi. Happiness I hadn’t seen in nearly two years.

“I don’t know how you do it, man. Those three are crazy,” he said.

I couldn’t really argue, so I nodded, all the while smiling widely. “Dude, they’re a handful, but I couldn’t imagine my life without them. It’d be so boring. They’re my girls and I love ’em.”

Jace continued to stare after them while we sat in silence, watching as the girls continued playing.

“So, how’s everything going, man? Sierra’s pretty excited you and Lexi have been hanging out so much.”

He tore his gaze from the pool and glanced at me, trying to figure out what to say. How much to say. “Things are going really well. It feels like nothing’s changed, like we weren’t just apart for so many years. We’ve been able to catch up on the last decade of our lives, and it’s just been great to be around her again.”

“That’s good to hear. We always wondered what the hell happened, but she’d never tell us. I know Sierra planned out this whole thing so you two would have to interact again. I have to admit I was nervous because I wasn’t sure if Lexi was ready. But I gotta tell you, man. I haven’t seen her this happy in a really long time.”

So I was embellishing a little. I hadn’t been nervous at all, but I wanted to gauge his reaction. Which was a huge smile—and it told me all I needed to know.

“It’s nice to hear you say that. She seems like she’s been happy, and that’s all I want for her.”

He returned his gaze to the pool, and I knew that that was all he was going to give me. So I switched tactics.

“Good. Now, Sierra told me you haven’t hit it yet. What gives?”

He choked on the water he’d just downed. “Seriously, Banks? That’s your sister-in-law.”

“Come on, man. She was married for seven years. I know she’s no virginal flower. Speaking of…” I couldn’t help myself. I gave him a bro-tap on the shoulder. “You freaking dog. We had no idea you took her virginity until the beginning of this trip. That. Is. Awesome.”

Jace’s mouth dropped open, so I quickly continued.

“I mean, everyone knew you two had a thing for each other. We had bets on how long it was going to be until you guys started making out at the lunch table. I didn’t think you’d make it past junior year with the way you followed her around like a lost puppy.”

He protested even though it fell on deaf ears. “We were best friends who hung out all the time. That’s natural.”

I laughed and slapped him on the back. “Whatever you say. All I know is that I’m glad you’ve reconnected. She needs a good man in her life again, and I know Ty would approve.”

I wasn’t lying. No man wants to think about his woman moving on after he’s gone, but I had known Ty. Lexi’s happiness had been everything to him, and he’d be thrilled if she found it again. Then I cursed under my breath. Had I spoken out of turn?

“Has she talked to you about that at all?” I asked hesitantly.

“Yeah, we’d actually just finished talking about it when you two came back last night,” he said.

The night before Jace and Lexi had spent the night in our condo, watching Ava while Sierra and I were at the bar. When we got back, I’d found them out on the balcony and it’d looked like they were in a pretty serious discussion. Apparently, that’d been about Ty.

“Damn,” I muttered, and Jace’s mouth quirked into a half-smile.

“She was really open with me about him. Look, I know you probably know that I’m going to try to pursue some kind of relationship with her. Whatever she’ll give me. But also know that I’ll never ask her forget all the years she spent with him. I’m not that kind of guy. I want her to have those memories and to cherish them. In a way, I’m thankful that he was there to love her and take care of her. She deserved that. She still does, and I’m going to try my damnedest to be that guy if she’ll let me.”

If Sierra had been there, she would’ve sighed, swooned, and possibly melted. As Lexi’s brother-in-law, I was ecstatic for her. As a dude, I wasn’t up for the tug of the emotional heartstrings.

“Okay, dude. Now, you’re just getting heavy with me, and I’m not the best person to talk to about this chick shit. Just be there for her like you’ve been and it’ll all work out. Oh, and one piece of advice. Don’t let her leave here without getting laid.”

He threw a water bottle at my head.

“What the hell, man? That’s good advice! You need to lay claim to that and, you know, actually come back this time.” I sobered up at the end, joking but still meaning every word.

That’s when Jace leaned in and told me his plans.

Lexi was well on her way to finding her sun. I just hoped she didn’t get burned.
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After my talk with Jace, I felt more confident than ever that Sierra had done the right thing. Watching the two of them together, after they’d gotten over their initial nervousness, was amazing. It was like nothing had changed, and for the first time in over two years, Lexi was finally smiling. Real, true, genuine smiles. It was obvious they both still harbored feelings for each other, and there was no way in hell I was allowing the two of them to go another day without admitting it.

“What was that about?” Sierra asked when I walked back to where she and Ava were playing.

“Just wanted to make sure they were on the same page,” I told her.

“And?” she prompted.

“They’re not only on the same page, but they’re in the same freaking sentence.”

Sierra’s grin grew wide, and we both watched in silence as Jace joined Lexi in the pool. Without hesitation, he grabbed her hips, pulled her in close, and laid a big one right on her lips.

I turned back to my wife. “See?”

“Well, I’d say our work here is done,” Sierra said, and I nodded.

We high-fived, and when Ava climbed up on my lap, the three of us snuggled together.

“Daddy?” Ava called just as I was on the verge of sleep.

“Yeah, baby?” I asked, squinting one eye open.

Her nose wrinkled and she chewed on her bottom lip for a moment. “Why does Jace keep kissing Lexi? Are they boyfriend and girlfriend now?”

Sierra laughed.

I perked right up. “That’s a great question, Ava. You should probably go ask.”

She slid off my lap. “Okay,” she said, scampering across the pool to where Jace and Lexi were.

“You’re awful,” Sierra told me.

“Hey, look what happened last time I told you we should stay out of it. They were apart for ten years. Plus, it’s Ava. She’s adorable and can get away with it.”

She snuggled up against my chest, both of us watching Ava approach them. Jace’s face lit up as soon as she asked her question, but when Lexi’s eyes widened, he simply shrugged, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and swam away, leaving her there to sputter on her own. He climbed from the pool and took Ava’s hand, and even though they were across the pool, I heard her squealing about seashells. Sierra gave him a thumbs-up.

The entire time, Lexi's eyes were unblinking, her lips set in a tight line, even though her cheeks had flushed pink from Ava's question. At first, I was worried Ava had gone too far, But when Jace was out of sight, a smile crept onto her face.

Yeah, Lexi was ready.
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Later that night, things had progressed nicely outside the reunion. Or regressed, considering we were back to our old shenanigans, making out at the high school. Jeremy had me pressed up against the side of the building, licking and sucking my skin.

“God, I’m as horny as I was ten years ago,” he whispered, nibbling on my neck.

The truth was, as much as we enjoyed all our old classmates, the only reason we’d come to the reunion was for Lexi and to use it as an excuse to go to the beach. After an hour in the stuffy gym, we had been ready to make our escape.

Just as we had, we’d spied Jace and Lexi heading towards the baseball field. I’d giggled and hoped they were about to grace the dugout like we’d done so many times all those years ago. And that’s when Jeremy had pressed me up against the side of the field house and kissed the hell out of me, effectively making forget anything or anyone else.

I had no idea how much time had passed when Jace’s voice interrupted our make-out session.

Jeremy’s lips formed a grin, and he pulled back from me. His heated eyes were dancing with amusement. “Did he just tell us to get a room?”

“That’s what I heard. I think it’s a pretty good plan, babe,” I told him.

His grin widened even further. Then he glanced at his watch and let out a low whistle. He leaned down, bringing his mouth to hover just above my ear.

“Twenty minutes. What’d you figure they weren’t just talking?”

“Considering the shit-eating grin on his face, I’d say you’re right.”

“More like pussy-eating,” Jeremy quipped.

I giggled and took his arm so we could approach them. “Behave,” I warned.

When we were near, Jeremy slipped an arm around my waist and tucked me in close. “This where it all started, so it wouldn’t be right if I didn’t reenact one of our infamous make-out sessions. Plus, this time, there are no teachers around to break it up. Win-win.”

It was true. Though Mr. Turoff liked us, we’d gotten our fair share of PDA warnings in our time at Navarre High School. Deservedly so, of course. I was just about to agree when something caught my eye. I smiled with wicked delight.

“At least we kept things PG, unlike some people around here.” I didn’t mention I’d been about two seconds away from shoving my hands down Jeremy’s pants.

Lexi’s cheeks flamed red, while Jace held up his hands, palms out flat, trying—and failing—to feign innocence.

“No idea what you’re talking about,” he said. “We were just checking out the baseball diamond for old time’s sake.”

Jeremy gave me a knowing look, biting his lip to hold his laughter in. He’d seen it, too. Turning back to Jace, I raised my eyebrows. His jaw tensed as he held my gaze, not saying a word.

Jeremy snorted then lifted his chin in a gesture. “Dude, you have underwear hanging out of your back pocket.” He motioned for a high five, but a pale-faced Jace ignored him.

Lexi’s cheeks turned even redder—if that were possible—and I burst into a fit of giggles as I glanced back and forth between their guilty-looking faces.

Mother. Freaking. Score.

I wanted to fist-pump. Shout out, “Hurray!” or “Hoorah!” or whatever those Army guys say. I wanted to toss a bunch of condoms in their direction, lock them in a bedroom, and hold them captive until every single one was used.

Weird, I know, but if you could’ve seen the happiness simmering in Lexi at that moment, you would’ve wanted the same.

Instead of playing captor, I decided to tease. “I wish you could see your faces right now. It’s like you got caught with your pants down. Or, well, your panties, Lexi.”

Jeremy snorted and gave Jace a shoulder bump. “Guess she can’t call you that blue master thing anymore, can she?”

That was my undoing. We’d run into Jace earlier that morning, and he’d asked about blue clit, informing us that a very drunken Lexi had called him a blue clit master. I doubled over and clutched my stomach, unable to contain my laughter. My sides hurt, and tears were streaming down my cheeks, but I couldn’t stop. Apparently, that was enough for Jace and Lexi, because he took her hand and pulled her away, leading her to his car.

What Jace said next squelched my laughter.“Trust me, Banks. After tonight, she’ll never call me that again.”

Jeremy grinned, giving him a thumbs-up. As they got into his car and took off, Jeremy slid his arm around my waist, hooking a thumb in my belt loop. His phone beeped from his back pocket, and his grin widened when he checked whatever text message he’d just received.

“Is Ava good?” I asked, wondering if his mom was checking in.

His parents had agreed to keep her since it was our last night in town. I was more than looking forward to a night alone with Jeremy, making love in our condo with the sounds of the waves providing the perfect background noise.

“Of course Ava’s good, baby,” he told me as he slipped his phone back in his pocket. He peered down at me, but there was something I couldn’t quite read in his expression. “Wanna get out of here?”

My lips twitched as I pretended to mull it over. He waited patiently, however, so I rose up onto my tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

In the car, Jeremey drove in the opposite direction of our condo. I was not surprised in the least when he pulled up to our special beach.

I was, however, surprised when he took my hand and led me down to the gazebo, where a beautiful sight was awaiting us.

Jeremy—with some help, I guessed—had recreated the night we’d first exchanged I-love-yous. White lights were strung up and a boom box was playing old-school R&B, and when I craned my neck, I smiled at the sight of a picnic basket and a blanket spread out on the beach.

“What’s all this?” I asked Jeremy, my heart fluttering the same way it had all those years ago. Hell, it hadn’t ever stopped.

He took my hand and twirled me around before pulling me into his chest and entwining our fingers. His other arm slid to the small of my back, and we swayed to the sounds of K-Ci and Jo Jo’s “All My Life.” That song had been playing the night he’d told me that he loved me. The perfect song for us, because all my life, I’d loved him. All my life, I would.

“This is twenty years of loving you, baby,” he whispered.

I reared my head back and stared up at him. “What?”

The grin on his face was absolutely breathtaking. “Twenty years ago today, the prettiest little girl came running through this gazebo, and my life has never been the same.”

“Wow,” I breathed.

“Wow,” he echoed. “Now, dance with me.”

I laid my head against his chest and did as he’d asked. His heart was pounding, and mine was, too. Twenty years. Twenty years and I was more in love with him than I’d ever been.

As he held me close, I squeezed my eyes shut and wished that everyone would find a love like mine. Hoping and praying that tonight, just like so many years ago, Lexi was on her way to falling in love again.

Because what I had with Jeremy?

It was every girl’s dream come true.
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Twenty fucking years. I could hardly believe it. Hell, I’d almost forgotten until Jenna had mentioned it. She’d been upset to miss the reunion, but she was nine months pregnant and living in Seattle with Chris. Unable to fly, she’d called to send her best wishes.

“Can you believe it?” she’d asked right as we were about to get off the phone. “You’re going to be in Navarre for your twenty-year anniversary.”

“Fuck,” I’d breathed out. 2012. Twenty fucking years.

Jenna had laughed over the line. “Time flies, baby bro.”

I scowled. She had two minutes on me and lived for reminding me. “Well, I was definitely having fun,” I said, innuendo in my voice.

“Yeah, so, hanging up now. Make sure to get her something pretty,” she advised before hanging up.

I’d already had something in mind for Sierra. In fact, it was hiding away in my desk at the office. I was waiting for the right time to give it to her. Suddenly, I’d known that back in Navarre was the perfect place.

And now that we were, yet again, back where it had all begun, I wondered where the time had gone out loud.

As soon as the song ended, Sierra’s fingers raked down my back. Her cheeks were flushed pink with the evidence of her arousal. My gaze fell to her beautifully swollen lips, and my cock twitched at the sight.

We’d had plenty of foreplay at the reunion. With the surprise at the gazebo, she was primed and ready for me. Fuck. I was always primed and ready for her.

“Remember the last time we were here?” she asked, her eyes gleaming.

Did I remember it?

Fuck yeah I did. It’d been three hours after we’d said, “I do,” right in this very spot. After the ceremony, we’d gone back to the hotel for a dinner-reception for the family. It was very informal and pretty damn perfect.

Once dinner was done, the cake was eaten—neither of us ending up with it smashed in our faces—we snuck away.

The first time I made love to Sierra was on this beach.

The first time I made love to Mrs. Sierra Banks was also on this beach.

When I looked at Sierra, I knew she remembered that night just as fondly as I was. The way she’d scratched my back and breathily whispered, “Husband,” over and over again is something I’ve replayed many, many times.

“What do you say we relive that night?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows at me.

“Wait. I…I got you something,” I said, stopping her. I was on edge when I pulled the box out of my back pocket. It’d been burning a hole there, and I was anxious for Sierra’s reaction.

She could be thrilled; she could be devastated. I had no idea.

She tsked. “Jeremy, it’s not even a real anniversary. You shouldn’t have,” she said.

I smiled. “Fuck, baby. Twenty years. I’d say it’s a real anniversary.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, scowling at me.

I grinned. “I know. Even so, we’re celebrating this momentous occasion, starting with a gift for you.”

She nibbled on her lower lip as her eyes wandered to my groin. “I know exactly how I’d like to celebrate. And exactly what gift I’d like, for that matter.”

My crotch tightened. I wanted to please her in the way she wanted, but there would be time for that.

I ran a hand through my hair before handing the sleek, black box to her. “I wish that, in the last twenty years, I’d gotten more eloquent or romantic or whatever the hell, but the truth is I’m still the same goofy kid who fell in love with the girl next door. I could wax poetic for hours, talking about how the color of your hair reminds me of the brightest sun or how your eyes are so freaking blue, it’s like I see the ocean in them every single day. I don’t write poems or love letters or sing beautiful songs.”

She laughed, and I was pretty sure we were both remembering the Valentine’s Day where karaoke had gone wrong.

“I love you, Sierra. Plain and simple. I love you, I love our family, and I love the life we have together. We’ve laughed, we’ve cried, we’ve loved. And we’ve done all of it the most important way—together. Just as we’ll do everything else.”

She struggled to blink away tears. Using my thumb to wipe one away, I smiled down at her then handed her the gift I’d brought.

“I love you, baby. Open it,” I prompted.

She did as I’d asked, and I held my breath. Her eyes widened when she saw the contents inside. We stood there in silence, nothing but the waves crashing behind me to fill the air as she studied it. Lying against a satin sheet was a white-gold necklace with a custom-made pendant of a moon with a star. The moon held Ava’s birthstone, while the star contained the one for the baby we’d lost.

Her hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes lifted to mine. “Jeremy, I…” she said, trailing off as her eyes darted between mine “What is this?” she asked in a whisper.

“This is ours,” I said simply.

Her brow wrinkled, so I placed my thumb and index finger under her chin to tilt her head.

“We may have lost a moon, baby, but we gained a star. One that was too far out of our reach, no matter how desperately we wanted to grasp it. Now, you can keep its memory close to your heart at all times.”

Her lower lip trembled as tears welled in her eyes. She held her hair up and turned around. Without hesitation, I unclasped the necklace and fastened it around her neck. When she turned back to me, her hands were up to her chest, fingering the chain. Her voice was shaky when she spoke.

“Thank you.” She swallowed, lifting her eyes to meet mine. “I will treasure it for the rest of my life.” She took a step forward then placed her arms around my neck. “Just as I will treasure you, Jeremy Banks, for the rest of my life and for whatever lies beyond.” Her eyes were still glistening when she let out a small laugh. “Twenty years, babe. Who’d have thought?”

That was the easiest question ever.

Without answering, I scooped her up in my arms and led her to the beach blanket, and for the third time in my life, I pledge my undying love to Sierra in the very same spot. And, just as I always had, the moment I slid into her depths, I paused.

Fucking perfect.

It always had been. From the very first time, when I could hardly believe she was giving herself to me, and every single beyond that, it was perfect. It was cliché, I know, but when I was inside her, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that this woman had been made for me.

I’d spend the rest of my life proving myself worthy of her.

Her hips arched, and her whimpers echoed around us. I held my position then covered her body with mine, using my elbows to brace myself as I took her head in my hands. Her eyes fluttered open and she watched me with a hooded, heated gaze.

“Who’d have thought?” she repeated.

“I didn’t just think, baby. I knew. From the very first day.”

And, with that one last answer, I covered her lips with mine, capturing them in a feverish kiss as I made love to my wife on the beach we’d always call home.
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Even though Sierra and I were using the reunion to push Jace and Lexi together, we were back in Navarre. It was the place where we’d met twenty freaking years earlier, and it wouldn’t have been right if we focused on them the entire time. Which was why we’d ended up at our beach. Which was why, after making love in our favorite spot, we both knew we’d have to shower to get the sand off. Not that I ever minded the excuse to shower sand off Sierra.

“I wish we never had to leave this place,” Sierra whispered.

Her fingers were lazily running up and down the skin of my back. I rose up, and my cock twitched inside her, apparently not ready to leave his place, either. I couldn’t blame him. Nestled inside Sierra after she’d just explosively come around me was pretty much heaven. And who wants to leave there?

I gazed down at my gorgeous wife. Her eyes were glossy, her smile crooked, her cheeks so beautifully flushed.

Sierra was drunk on the champagne I’d brought. I was drunk on her.

Would I ever not be?

I doubted it. Even after all these years, it was still there. The excitement. The electricity. The heat. Our chemistry hadn’t fizzled after seven years of marriage. If nothing else, the more we experienced together, the more combustible we were.

When people heard how long Sierra and I’d been together, I’d get asked how we’d kept it fresh. New. Exciting. Didn’t I get tired of the same snatch over and over again?

If they could only see Sierra now, laid out and flushed after toe-curling, spine-tingling ecstasy, they’d never ask again.

In case you’re wondering, the answer is no.

I’d never tire of Sierra’s glorious pussy, her incredible body, or her beautiful heart.

I know that it was most likely unusual for most guys my age, but in all of my life, I’d never touched another woman. I had Sierra Banks. Why would I need to?
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“Whoa!” I jerked the wheel to the side just as Sierra reached over and grasped my cock. The same champagne lust-filled gaze that had been in her eyes when she’d come about an hour earlier was still there.

After her statement of never wanting to leave, I’d agreed. Begrudgingly, and much to my dick’s displeasure, I’d slid out of her, cleaned her up, then tugged my T-shirt over her head before throwing my shorts on. She’d sat up, put her panties on, and then finished the bottle while we’d gazed out at the ocean and talked about anything and everything. That was Sierra and me. We’d have explosive sex then talk about our days.

That’s the thing a lot of people don’t seem to understand. You can be completely content with your relationship, comfortable as hell, and still ignite in the bedroom. In fact, I’d venture to guess that it’s better that way. Don’t you want to be comfortable with the one you love? It doesn’t mean it’s boring, especially when she leans over and touches your cock when you’re driving. Boring? Fuck no.

“I love your penis,” she stated matter-of-factly.

My face broke out into a prideful grin. “My penis loves you, too, baby,” I informed her.

“It’s such a pretty penis,” she continued. Her fingers slowly stroked me through my shorts, and a delighted smile crossed her face as he grew beneath her.

Like I said, my dick loves her, too.

She licked her lips, causing me to go incredibly hard. Material-straining hard. I had to tear my gaze from her face to focus on the road. My hands gripped the steering wheel even though all I wanted to do was pull off on the side of the road, yank her out of the car, bend her over the hood, and fuck her until the entire city heard her screaming my name.

Thank fuck we were nearing the condo.

“It ain’t no love sanctuary,” I said through clenched teeth.

She laughed a sexy, throaty laugh. Then her hand retreated. It was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because if she’d slipped her hand into my shorts and touched my bare skin, I’d probably have caused a crash. A curse because fuck, I wanted her fingers wrapped around me, stroking up and down until I was coming in her hand.

Then my beautiful wife decided to torture me, leaning across the car and nibbling on my earlobe as she whispered exactly what she wanted to do to me in the shower.

By the time we entered the parking lot, I was signed up and ready to become an exhibitionist. I didn’t care about the college kids who were playing beer pong in the driveway across the street. I didn’t care about the janitor emptying trash cans full of beer bottles and takeout. I only came out of my lustful haze when Sierra whispered Jace’s name.

She tapped my shoulder. “Jace,” she whispered again, her voice breathy, shaky, and a little panicked.

“What the fuck?” I growled.

Now, I wasn’t a jealous man by any means. Sierra was fucking hot. If a guy wanted to check her out, whatever—do it, dude. Take your fill, go home, and jack off later. I was the guy in her bed. The way I saw it, I was the fucking winner. It’s like staring at a Playboy. You get to admire the woman in the photo, beat off to her image, and then go about your day. But do you ever think about the guy who’s actually fucking her? The one who makes her come? The one whose name she cries as he pleasures her?

No, of course you don’t, because that’s just freaking weird. But it’s the truth. Behind every gorgeous woman is a man (or sometimes a woman) who’s fulfilling her needs. I was that guy for Sierra. So, no, I wasn’t jealous. I felt sorry that those fucks wouldn’t ever see her in the throes of ecstasy.

But Sierra’s whispering another man’s name while my cock was hard for her? No fucking way.

I reeled back, my eyes wild. “What the fuck?” I repeated.

She didn’t respond. She just took my hand and pulled me along as we sprinted to the elevators on the far side of the building. She pushed the up button three times. Then she glanced around, and as soon as the doors dinged open, she shoved me in, frantically hitting the doors closed button.

When the doors shut, she leaned back against the wall and let out a sigh of relief. Her eyes were wide as she watched me.

“I repeat, what the fuck?”

“What the fuck what?”

“You just said Jace’s name while my hand was in between your legs, Sierra.” It wasn’t really an accusation. More of like I’d asked. A what the fuck.

“Oh. That,” she said, and my blood pressure started to rise. “I saw him across the parking lot. I’m pretty sure he and Lexi had the same idea as us, so I figured we’d better get out of there.”

Relief washed over me. It was dumb, because I knew that Sierra didn’t want anyone else, but give a guy a break. My hands. Inside her. Jace’s name.

“Ah,” was all I gave in response.

She raised an eyebrow. “Jeremy Banks, were you jealous?”

“No.”

She placed a hand on her hip. “You were!” Her words were punctuated with a fit of giggles.

Ones I drowned out when I crossed the elevator, placed my hands on her hips, and crashed my mouth down on her. My tongue forced its way into her mouth, plunging in, colliding with hers as it wiped his name from it.

All too soon, we were on our floor. Not soon enough, I was sliding the keycard in the door, pushing Sierra inside. I gripped her hips and led her to the shower, where I all but tore her clothes off then did the same to myself.

I’d like to say that I took my time worshipping her beautiful body, but after the show in the car, I was eager for her.

As soon as I had her naked, I guided her under the spray of the shower, taking a perfect, pink nipple into my mouth. She let out a quiet moan as her head rested against the cool tile.

“Jeremy.”

My whispered name on her lips was like gasoline thrown on an already white-hot flame. I sank to my knees and gripped her slim hips as my lips made their sweet descent, not stopping until I was sucking her clit. Her hands flew to my hair, her fingers tangling and holding on for dear life. Or dear, sweet release.

God, she tasted so fucking good. If her sweet essence could’ve been bottled up and sold, I’d be the wealthiest man in the world. My lips plundered and ravaged her in a way that would have made the fiercest Viking proud. I took my fill then went back for more time and time again. One taste would never have been enough. A finger, then a second, joined in my crusade, searching for the holy grail that was Sierra’s sweet release.

Her cries and moans echoed in the shower as I brought her to the brink. A better man would’ve gotten her off with his fingers and his tongue, but I wasn’t a better man. Not when Sierra’s incredible pussy was in my mouth and my dick was swelling with each taste, each touch, begging for its own sampling.

Just as her walls clenched around my fingers, I retreated hastily. I tore my fingers from her, much to her chagrin. Her hooded eyes watched me as I rose to my feet.

“Jeremy,” she panted, practically begged.

God. Had my name ever sounded sweeter?

“Up, baby,” I ordered.

Her legs wrapped around my waist, and the second my dick came into contact with her drenched entrance, it nudged its way inside, the head slipping in with ease. I’d planned on going slow, but Sierra wasn’t having it. She lifted her hips then forced her body down, slamming onto me while I responded by surging upward, thrusting to meet her. The force of our union had her crying out, and I wanted to do the same. As her nails dug into the flesh on my back, sharp, pleasurable sensations of pain ran down my spine.

Colors exploded in my vision as soon as I was wholly enveloped in her hot sheath, the base of my dick nestled up against her. I pushed her back against the tile and kissed her, devouring her lips, swallowing her moans.

Her hips circled, trying to get me to move, but I couldn’t. I was buried so deep inside her, and moving meant retreat—something I wasn’t ready for. I wanted to revel in this moment, capture every detail in my memory.

She was so hot. So wet. So incredibly eager. And, after experiencing my fingers and my tongue, she was so fucking ready.

So was I.

With painstakingly reluctant ease, I withdrew. I savored the feel of her, hot and tight around me until just the tip remained inside. I lost all sense of control when she moaned against my mouth. As my tongue continued its plunder in her mouth, I drove back into her, hard and fast until I was buried again. When I pulled out, I slammed back in almost immediately, burying myself as deep as I could with each plunge of my cock.

As I found a perfect rhythm, she tore her lips from mine as if the sensations of my cock and my tongue were too much to handle in tandem. Her head tilted back against the tile as I rocked up into her.

With each thrust, I used my hands to force her hips down while she rocked them against me, delving deeper into her. I leaned forward and bent my head, nibbling on the skin at the crook of her neck. She moaned and tightened around me. Then I pulled out and used deliberate strokes, lessening my pace. She responded with urgent, breathless gasps.

"Fuck me, Jeremy," she panted. "Fuck me harder with your cock."

So I did. I thrust deeper, harder, faster. Anything I could do to make her feel good.

"Sierra." It was a half whisper, half groan.

All I got in response was another moan. I lifted my head to see that her eyes were closed.

"Eyes, baby. I want to watch you come."

Hers fluttered open, swirling with a mixture of lust, desire, and love as they searched mine. Filling her to the hilt, I paused, staring into her depths.

The moment her walls contracted around me, I increased my pace, frenzied, hurriedly, wanting us to come in unison. She convulsed around me with a soul-shattering intensity that sent me exploding within her.

Every single nerve ending in my body ignited, exploding from the immense pleasure. Her walls tightened, holding me inside her, her body’s signal that it loved this. Craved this. She clenched while I swelled. We were fused together as she held me in place.

Sierra and I were puzzle pieces, fitting together perfectly in every single way. Our rings were the proverbial glue that bound us, creating the most incredible image.

It was fucking beautiful.

It always was.

When her legs lowered from my waist, we continued our intimacy, taking turns cleansing each other slowly and thoroughly before falling into bed, exhaustion washing over both of us.

Just as I was drifting off to sleep, Sierra rolled into my side and snuggled close.

“Best reunion ever.”

I couldn’t disagree.
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“OH, LEXI!” I GUSHED as soon as she stepped into the room.

She was an absolute vision, and every ounce of pain she’d experienced had led her to this moment. Tears shimmered in her eyes, and the nerves were practically radiating off her.

“You’re beautiful. Jace is going to positively die when you walk down the beach to him.”

She blanched just as I realized what a poor choice of words that had been.

It’d been nearly a year and a half since Jace and Lexi had reunited at the beach. Their road hadn’t exactly been the easiest, as it had taken Lexi time to come to terms with the dangers of Jace’s career with the Army. But now that we were standing in the hotel room on the beach, waiting for her to become Mrs. Jace McAllister, I could hardly believe we were here. I was worried at the strange expression on her face, though.

Just as I was about to apologize, someone beat me to it.

Ava tugged on Lexi’s dress. “You’re not ’posed to be sad, Aunt Lexi,” she informed her dutifully. “Be happy. I love Uncle Jace. Don’t you?”

Lexi laughed through her tears, dabbing the corners of her eyes. She smiled down at Ava. “Of course I do. I love Uncle Jace very much.”

Ava beamed. “Good. Because he makes you smile the way Daddy says Uncle Ty did. And I miss Uncle Ty, but I’m glad Jace is here, too.”

Ava barely remembered Ty, but every time she’d see his picture, she’d claim she missed Uncle Ty, so I wondered if she had more memories of him than I’d realized. My heart both shattered and soared at her words.

Leave it to a five-year-old to put it all in perspective.

“Ava, go find Grandma and tell her we’re ready.”

Lexi needed a moment to compose herself.

When Ava bounded out of the room, I gave Lexi an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. You know Ava. No filter.”

Lexi waved me off. “She’s right, though.” She paused, her eyes boring into mine. “Is it unfair for me to be this happy twice in my life? I mean…I can’t imagine not being here and spending my life with Jace. The idea that, in twenty minutes, I’ll be Mrs. Jace McAllister? It’s incredible, and there’s nothing I want more in the world. But how can I even say that when two years ago I was happy as Mrs. Tyler Tate?”

“Oh, honey.” I crossed to her and set my hands on her shoulders. “You can’t think that way. You could dwell on the what-ifs, but they won’t change the facts. The reality is that Ty’s gone. Jace is here now. And I know for a fact Ty would want you to be happy. Jace is your present happiness. Jace is your life now. You deserve to be living and loving it.”

She sniffled and nodded. “I know. And you’re right. I’m deliriously happy with Jace in a way I never thought I’d be again. I wouldn’t be standing here, in this dress, about to marry my best friend, if it weren’t for you. I owe you, Sierra. I can finally admit I love you and your meddling ways.”

I grinned at her. “Just hurry up and give Ava some cousins.”

She laughed and gave me a wink. “We’ll start working on that right away.”

She hadn’t been kidding. Nine months later, Maya McAllister was ready to make her world debut.
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And now we’re back to where the story began.

Wasn’t it fucking awesome? Can you see how much I love my wife? My daughter? Hell, just my life in general. I told you I was a lucky man. Believe me now?

I’m kind of surprised we made it through the entire story before Maya was born. Unlike Sierra’s easy labor, Lexi spent twenty-seven hours in that hospital room. I don’t know how many times Jace paled when the nurses said she wasn’t dilated enough.

Unlike me, he hadn’t taken a peek. Smart man.

“I’m exhausted. Giving birth is hard work,” I say as I fall onto the bed. “Thank God Mom and Dad took Ava for the night. I’m wiped.”

Sierra chuckles and jumps on the bed, landing right next to me. “Just imagine if you were actually the one pushing a seven-pound, oddly-shaped human being out of your vagina.”

“Considering I don’t have a vagina, babe, I can’t really imagine that.”

She laughs and then goes silent. As exhaustion washes over me, I cover my eyes with my forearm.

I hear the way she sucks in a deep breath, though. It’s coming. She’s been keeping something from me for weeks, and she is about to finally spill the beans.

About fucking time.
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After having spent the day at the hospital, I’m beat, but as soon as Jeremy and I get home—without Ava—I am reenergized. It’s been a long day, and when Maya finally made her appearance in the world, there was a whirlwind of activity. When she was placed in Jace’s arms, I wasn’t sure he’d ever put her down. The love that emanated from him was spell-binding, and I had to send up a prayer, thanking the Lord for bringing him back into Lexi’s life.

“Jeremy,” I say.

He groans, keeping his arm across his eyes. Nerves twinge in my belly.

“Jeremy, look at me.”

He removes his arm, frowning. “What’s up?”

“I have something to tell you,” I say slowly, hoping he won’t be mad that I kept this from him.

He sits up quickly. “It’s not true, baby. No matter what anyone says, even if she is the cutest baby on the planet, Maya is not mine. There’s only one Sullivan woman for me.”

I raise an eyebrow. “There better only be one woman period for you.”

“That, too,” he says, grinning.

“Why would anyone think Maya is yours?” I ask, scrunching my nose.

“Because she’s the cutest baby ever after Ava? Naturally, they’d assume…”

I roll my eyes, but I’m thankful he gave me my in. “I don’t know how to say this,” I begin.

He takes my hand. “Just spit it out, Sierra,” he tells me. “That’s the easiest way to say anything. Just say it.”

He’s right.

So I do.

“I’m pregnant,” I blurt out. Then I brace myself for his response. It’s been four years since the loss of our unborn baby, and we’ve occasionally talked about trying again but haven’t pulled the trigger.

Except, four years later, we inadvertently did.

Jeremy watches me, and I continue.

“As of this morning, I’m thirteen weeks. I know I should’ve told you sooner, but I wanted to wait until we were past…” I trail off.

He leans across the bed and takes my hand, pulling me into his lap. Then he positions himself against the head of the bed and cradles me in his arms. His fingers brush the hair out of my face, and he gazes down at me.

“I know, Sierra,” he whispers softly, causing me to still.

“You know?”

“Yep. I’ve known since your first appointment,” he admits.

“How?” I ask.

“You’re thirteen weeks, baby. I think I know you pretty well. I know I know your body really well. And then the doctor called to remind you about the appointment. I didn’t know for sure, but still, I just knew. Does that make sense?”

“Wow. All this time, I was so nervous something would happen, and I was trying to keep you from being disappointed.”

“Sierra, how many times do I have to say it? We’re in this life together. Anything you go through, I’m going through it, too.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I just really wanted to give you everything.”

“Baby, you already have.”

If he only knew how true his words would be.
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Six months later, Ava finally learns that the world doesn’t revolve around her. There’s another moon in the Banks family orbit, and in the next five years, two more would follow. Boys this time.

Many people say love at first sight doesn’t last. Neither does young love. It’s true for many people. But ours has, and that’s all that matters.

Who’d have thought that a little girl in a high ponytail and a dirty boy in a Michelangelo T-shirt would’ve fallen in love and ended up spending a lifetime together?

Even though we had a rough patch, our lives have still been relatively easy. Our relationship isn’t full of angst, and after freshman year, the will they, won’t they was officially solved, because we dove head first into a relationship that ends up lasting the rest of our lives.

I could’ve had dark and stormy, swirling passionate romance that ran hot and cold, depending on the day. Many girls want that, and I get it. It’s fun, it’s adventurous, and it’s sexy, but that isn’t me. That isn’t us. Our love is a breezy summer day. Sure, there were showers in the afternoon and storms on the horizon, but they were always temporary. They’d come and go. But, on our love, the sun always shone.

As did our moons.

Our love, without a shadow of a doubt, was the best thing that has ever happened to me.

And most of all?

It was beautiful, it was ours, and it lasted a lifetime.

The End
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THEY SAY YOU NEVER forget the ones you’ve lost, and that sentiment definitely rings true. I found out the hard way. But, at the same time, I’ve learned you can’t dwell on that—not when you have ones here who need you, your time, your energy, and your love. Your heart can be heavy at times, but it can also be immensely full.

Sierra always had a pinpoint hole in her heart for our lost one. But so did I. Together, though, we weathered that storm, set our ship back on course, and ended up with a beautiful family, even if one was missing.

Sleepily, I walk outside to pick the paper up when I see a flash a green out of the corner of my eye.

“Hey, Mister B!”

“Hey, Tucker,” I call to the kid next door.

His sandy-brown hair hangs in his eyes, which are also brown, big, and puppy-eyed as he asks if Ava is home.

“She’s at her grandma’s for the weekend,” I tell him, yawning as I glance down at the paper.

“Darn,” he said.

I look up to see he’s genuinely down that she isn’t home. He shoves his hands in his pockets then surveys me with all the seriousness an eight-year-old could muster.

“I’m gonna marry that girl one day.”

I go stock-still. Can you glare at an eight-year-old, ban him from your property, and forbid him from ever seeing your daughter again? I don’t care. It’s about to happen.

Just as I go to take a menacing step towards him, slender arms encircle my waist. Sierra’s voice is soft and warm.

“Morning, Tucker.”

“Hi, Misses B!” he calls, his smile crooked as he looks at my wife. “You look pretty today.”

I tense again.

“Thank you, Tucker. We’ll tell Ava you stopped by.”

“’Kay! See ya later,” he says then bounds down the driveway as if he didn’t just try to step all over my turf.

Sierra laughs against my back. Not finding it amusing, I turn and glare down at her.

“Ava’s grounded until she’s thirty.”

Sierra’s face softens. “Why is that?” she asks, an eyebrow raised.

“He just said he was going to marry our daughter. They already spend too much time together. No more. She’s grounded.”

“Oh, come on. Tucker’s a good kid. He and Ava are thick as thieves.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Why? Because he reminds you of someone you know?” she asks, that damn eyebrow ticking.

“Fuck yes,” I growl. “That kid is me!”

She grins. “Ava could only be so lucky.”
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The Not So—Yet All Too Soon, According to Jeremy—Distant Future
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Have you ever wondered what it’s like to have parents whose love story is the thing fairytales are made of? How am I supposed to live up to that? The bar was set way too high, and I wonder if I’ll ever measure up.

As my parents finish telling their story for about the thousandth time, I roll my eyes. Don’t get me wrong. I love my parents, and I’m fortunate they’re still blissfully in love after all these years together. Grossly in love at times. The amount of PDA I’ve seen in my own household would put the kids in my high school to shame. I’d never have a love like theirs, though. I don’t think I want it.

Finding your soulmate in high school? That’s like waiting for lightning to strike in the same spot twice. In other words, it wasn’t going to happen for this girl, even if my life was paralleling theirs a little too close for comfort.

Tucker, my best friend and the boy next door since childhood, was always a little too close for comfort.

They say history is bound to repeat itself—I say no way. But, sometimes, you can’t fight nature. And the way he made—and still makes—me feel? It’s the most natural feeling in the world. It’s like home. Comfortable. Cozy. And I want to wrap myself up in it and bask in the warmth in my heart.

Yeah, I have a feeling I am doomed, but that doesn’t mean I won’t put up one hell of a fight.

And then his parting words seep back in.

“I’m not your dad, Ava. I’m not chasing you until you realize we’re meant to be together. If you choose to leave, you’re doing so knowing exactly what you’re giving up.”

And then I make the biggest mistake of my life.

I leave.

Tucker is not my dad.

He lets me.

 

Stay tuned for Ava’s story in Words I Couldn’t Say. Coming 2016

Go back and read Jace and Lexi’s story in Ignite

You can also meet the rest of the Explosive bunch in Incinerate, Inflame, and Intoxicate. All available now!

You can also catch up with Knox and the rest of the Explosive bunch in Incinerate, Inflame, and Intoxicate. All available now!

Incinerate

Inflame

Intoxicate

Intoxicate
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To everyone who helped make this book the incredible story that it is… Derek, Teri Beth Cameron, Polly Matthews, Bianca Smith, Michelle Tan, Mara de Guzman, Mickey Reed, Stacey Ryan Blake, Robin Harper, and Chris Matthews for challenging me to use mullets—I couldn’t have done this without all of you! If I forgot anyone, forgive me!

A special thanks to Mr. Ian Turoff—the best biology teacher EVER! I promise it’s not because of you that I went into writing instead of science. I wish every kid could be lucky enough to learn from a teacher as great as you.
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Long Slow Beautiful Dance- Rascal Flatts

Want To- Sugarland

The Best Day- George Strait

Never Wanted Nothing More- Kenny Chesney

She's My Kind of Rain- Tim McGraw

Everybody- Backstreet Boys

Watch The Wind Blow By- Tim McGraw

Shut Up and Dance- Walk the Moon

Strokin'-Clarence Carter

Truly Madly Deeply- Savage Garden

You Had Me From Hello- Kenny Chesney

Foxey Lady- Jimi Hendrix

I Was Made For Loving You- Tori Kelly, Ed Sheeran

Kiss Me- Sixpence None the Richer

Must Be Doin' Somethin' Right- Billy Currington

When I Look At You- Miley Cyrus

Gone Too Soon- Daughtry

Cake By the Ocean- DNCE

Just Say Yes- Snow Patrol

Loving You Easy- Zac Brown Band




[image: ]

Tessa Teevan is a twenty something book junkie who is also obsessed with sports. Bengals, Buckeyes, Reds are who she spends her time rooting for. She works for the government during the day, hangs out with Air National Guard on the weekends, and is married to a guy 15 inches taller than her, making them quite the pair! They currently reside just outside of Dayton, OH with two adorably grumpy cats.

If she’s not writing or scouring through tons of photos of hot men, all in the name of research, then you can probably find her curled up with her Kindle, ignoring the rest of the world. She loves her sports almost as much as she loves her books. Her other obsessions include red wine, hot men, country music, and all things Grace Potter.

She adores hearing from readers, so please feel free to contact via any social media site listed below.

Website: http://www.tessateevan.com/

Facebook | Twitter | Goodreads 

Email: tessateevanauthor@gmail.com
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