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CHAPTER ONE: REMY


 SIX YEARS AGO


  


There are a few three-word phrases that can shake a man to the core. “I love you,” obviously. “It’s


your baby”—that one has the potential to be nightmare fuel.


But the worst?


“Is it in?” Caroline asks me those three words and I swear I can see her bottom lip trembling


through the darkness of our hotel room.


I might throw up. I might be the first sixteen-year-old to die on the girl’s chest before he can


actually lose his virginity.


It is  not fucking  in. My head is maybe an inch inside, with a condom and roughly a winter coat’s thickness of KY Jelly on top of that. But it’s Caroline’s first time, and it’s my first time, and we’re both a little freaked. I can’t exactly blame her for hoping all the pressure from the first inch of foreign object pressing into her vagina will be all she’ll have to endure on the road to orgasm.


An orgasm she’ll definitely get… right? Please, God, let me make her come if she really just


asked me if  it was in. I have to redeem myself.


“Can you maybe spread your legs further?” I fumble in the darkness, my fingers running up a


smooth expanse of naked thigh.


“I think I might rip my prom dress,” she whispers. She clears her throat. “I got it a little small…”


“Maybe take a deep breath and then release it, like you’re about to shoot a gun?” I suggest. “It


could relax your body.”


She takes a breath so sharp I think the guests in the hotel room next door could hear it. I take a


chance, gritting my teeth as I push in another inch.


“Oh my  God.”


“Oh my God, like,  oh my God, I just came?” I ask, holding onto a desperate hope.


Come on, Remy. You’ve seen porn. You know better.


“As in,  oh my God,  I think you might have broken my vagina.”


There’s a swell of pride in my chest. “Woah. You’re welcome?”


Caroline swats at me. In the darkness, she misses my arm and hits my ear. “Please.”


I adjust, pulling back a bit. “We don’t have to do this. There’s no virginity test to get into college.


We can head back down to prom or use this suite to order room service on my parents’ card.”


I see a faint flash of white teeth through the dark. She’s smiling.


“You’re the guy. You can just bullshit your first lay and tell her you’ve had sex before. Girls…


we aren’t exactly afforded the same luxury.”


“I mean it,” I say, propping myself up. “We can even tell your friends we did it. Come on, I’ll tell


them you’re a vixen in the sack and you’ll add an inch to my length. We both win.”


I smirk and squint my eyes, trying to read Caroline’s face. I should have left a damn lamp on. She


had been down for that, but I’d been too freaked. When my brothers, Dom and Luca, found out I’d


asked the girl next door to prom  and  booked a hotel room for after, they’d started calling me “Blue Balls Bianchi” when Ma wasn’t around to hear. Trying to get in my head. Now I had an irrational fear


Caroline might get a good look in the light and land on that nickname herself. I can’t take hearing it at school, too.


Emphasis on the  irrational in irrational fear, I remind myself. If I’m being fair, a huge part of the reason I thought of her for this special little night was because she’s not the judging type.


There’s not much room for that in her life.


She shifts beneath me, and I can tell she’s biting her lip. “Maybe we’re going too slow. Maybe


you just need to kind of shove the other inch in and—”


“Other inch?” I balk. “Try other  inches. Christ. It’s not Blue Balls Bianchi I have to worry about, is it? You’ll tell everyone I’m Rotini-Sized Remy…”


“What?”


I shake my head. “Nothing. Look, if you just want to go for it, I’m game. But I’m not going to lie,


at this point, I’m a little worried I might injure you.”


“I’ll be fine,” she insists. I can’t tell if she’s trying to convince me or herself more. “I’m not


going to college a virgin. I’m already the fat friend. I won’t be the fat virgin friend, too.”


There’s a stab in my heart at that.


“Caroline,” I start. Christ, I wish I could see her face. She’s adorable, always has been, whether


or not she can see it. I  like the cute round cheeks and her plump chin. When Caroline smiles, the whole world lights up. “If you talk to yourself that way, I’m pulling out. No dick for you, ma’am.”


“What a gentleman,” she grumbles. I think I can hear her eyes rolling, even if I can’t see them.


“Just do me, Bianchi.”


“Sheesh. Romantic, Wells.”


“Get in position.”


“Bossy.” But I do as I’m told, shifting so that my head is positioned at her opening again.


God, all this ridiculous banter and I’m already perking back up again. I can’t help my excitement.


I’m a man, damn it.


“Let’s be quick,” Caroline reiterates. She’s panting.


“Sure.”


“Maybe do it like a Band-Aid? Like, one, two, three—”


I thrust, burying my dick as far in as it will go.


“Remy!” she shrieks.


Oh. My. God.


I can die now. Who cares if my corpse lands on top of Caroline and some traumatized hotel maid


has to pry me off—and out—of her? I’m happy. I’m in heaven.


I know I need to lay off. Caroline has stopped shrieking and her legs have spread the tiniest bit


for me. Her fingers dig into my back as they inch down onto my ass cheeks, urging me to keep going. I bite my lip as I pull back and push in once more, slowly, gently, cautiously. She breathes out a slow, deep sigh that makes me shiver.


 Shit.


“Are you—”


“Caroline, I’m sorry, I just—”


Her body goes slack as the cum overtakes me. I’m filling the condom damn near to bursting,


burying my dick as far in as she’ll let me go.


When it’s over, I pull out and roll over, staring up at the blank expanse of ceiling.


And that’s when the embarrassment hits.


I clear my throat. “So did you…?”


She turns to me. “Um. No.”


A rush of heat works its way up my neck and toward my cheeks. Okay,  now I’m grateful it’s dark.


A vague flash of memory dances across the back of my mind. I need to ditch the condom and


finish her off. It’s the gentlemanly thing to do, right? It’s the porn-y thing to do, at least, and it seems to guarantee at least some fun on the girl’s part.


I push up off the bed, bracing on my elbows as I turn to her. “Caroline, baby, why don’t you


spread those legs and I’ll slip beneath the covers—”


“You’ll what?  Shit! ”


Blinding pain shoots across my forehead. Caroline is sniffling, a moan of distinct pain rather than


pleasure filling the room as she gets up and fumbles for the lamp. All at once, a warm yellow light


fills the room. I rub at my forehead as I sit back up.


Caroline is sitting on the edge of the bed, bent over as her back is racked with sobs. The zipper


on her blue prom dress has torn open, and one thin strap has fallen from her shoulder.


“Are you okay?” I ask pathetically. I reach out a hand to squeeze her shoulder.


Caroline turns around. I stop short. Her face loses all color, and for a moment she looks a little


like Dracula with the pale white skin and dripping blood around her lips.


“My toof ith in your fathe!”


I raise one shaking hand to my forehead. Well, damn. Sure enough. Not one tooth, but  two teeth


are firmly planted near my hairline. A wave of dizziness washes over me.


“I think… the bathroom…” I manage.


I push up off the bed and stumble toward the bathroom. My pants are still off, condom-clad dick


still swinging. I’m gonna look a  sight when I finally see myself in the mirror.


I round the corner and flip on the light switch.


“Dang,” I squeak.


And then the world goes black.


***



The rest of the room is hazy as I blink up into the white light.


“Am I in—”


“A hospital. Your parents are on the way.”


I turn at the voice. Caroline is sitting in the corner of my little room, her face still devoid of color and her ripped prom dress hidden under a University of Georgia sweatshirt as she crosses over to


stand beside me.


“Don’t worry, I won’t tell them the part about how the ambulance picked you up with your dick


out. And I did you the courtesy of removing the condom  before the paramedics picked you up like a Disney princess. Which was sooo gross, by the way. Jizz is straight nasty.”


She snorts, exposing a mouth with two intact front teeth. My hand goes straight to my gauze-


wrapped head.


“Your teeth…”


“Yeah, I guess you took my virginity and my front teeth,” she says sheepishly. “At least the dentist


could give me back two of those three things. Hooray for re-implantation.”


I wince. “So, the sex was that bad?”


Caroline’s teasing face softens into something lighter. She shrugs and crosses her arms. “It was a


first time, Remy. It was never going to be great. But our story… our story is the stuff of an Adam


Sandler comedy.”


I laugh. The noise surprises me, and I wince again at the flare of pain in my forehead.


“You’re chill. I can’t decide if I like it or think you need to see a medical professional yourself.”


“I get that a lot.”


Really? Just this morning, I wouldn’t have guessed that “chill” was the word to describe her.


Introverted. Sweet. Hard-working, definitely. But chill is a surprise.


I’ve known Caroline Wells at least since kindergarten. Her family moved in down the street some


time before I was seven, and we’ve been playmates ever since. Carpool for years. The occasional


shared stolen beer during a neighborhood block party. But we ran with different crowds.


When I was coming up with this hare-brained idea ( very hare-brained—I make a mental note to


send her a fruit basket or some shit after this), our being acquaintances without being real friends had made her the perfect candidate. We’d give each other a helping hand and if things went sideways


(again, not  this sideways—better make that fruit basket a very expensive gift card. I owe her one.), we could both walk away and never speak a word of this again. I knew from mutual friends she was


tired of being the last girl in her circle without a boyfriend, and cocky, dumb Past Remy had thought I might be doing her a favor, too.


I’m deciding that Past Remy was a real piece of shit.


I’d asked her when I ran into her on our front driveways one night before sunset. She’d blinked


up at me with those big blue eyes and said nothing for a moment. I’d expected questions, and a lot of them. I’d even been prepared to pretend I was joking if she freaked.


But she’d just blinked a few times like that and shrugged. “Prom night,” she’d suggested. “You’re


in charge of the condoms.”


The forthrightness was surprising, but kind of… hot? I’d gone to bed afterward and stared up at


my ceiling for a long time, considering for the first time that losing my virginity to Caroline Wells might not just be a box to tick off. It might be kind of enjoyable.


I thought then that I was really seeing her for the first time. That the neighbor I’d grown up with


for more than a decade was finally being revealed to me.


But as I glance over at her now, still staring at me with that wry smile as she sips her coffee in


the corner of my hospital room, I realize I hadn’t understood a damn thing about her then. Her


forthright answer was just the tip of the iceberg. What kind of girl shakes off lost teeth and fainting as typical first time fallout? What kind of high-schooler has the self-control not to label this a traumatic life incident, guaranteed to make her flinch the next time a guy whips his junk out?


This. This is the first time I’ve  really seen her.


She’s right—we did something that will always connect us. And… and I’m glad it was with her,


even if it ended with a night in the hospital and emergency dental surgery. She’s funny and easy-going and I can’t imagine that her friends Becca Montgomery or Kat Cruz would have been as chill about


their botched first time as she’s been.


I picked her for the virginity thing because I was stupid and immature enough to think she’d be


low-hanging fruit. That maybe because she didn’t have the chiseled body like a Becca Montgomery or


the Visa-bought face of Kat Cruz that she’d take any experience I would give her and then talk me up


to the other girls at school like I was some god.


What an asshole Past Remy was.


Caroline isn’t desperate. And she’s sure as hell smart enough to have her own take on this


experience, and the added capacity to make jokes at my expense about it. I like her.


“Would it be nuts if I propose we start over?” I ask. “Maybe act like we never had sex in a


crappy Ramada Inn at all?”


She raises an eyebrow. “Oh, I’m keeping the loss of virginity, thank you very much. I meant what


I said abut not going to college a virgin.” She extends a hand, and I take it. “But yeah. Not just


neighbors—maybe we start over as friends. Something tells me that if you’re the kind of guy who can


laugh with me after the fuck from hell, we’ll probably get along just swell.”


We shake. It’s weird and formal. But it just feels kind of right with her.


“Alright, first test of friendship,” I say. “Tell me the absolute truth: am I going to scar?”


“It’s possible.” Caroline winces. “But lucky for you, if you do, it will be along your hairline.”


“Wanna make it up to me by telling your girlfriends I was hung like a horse?”


“Do you really wanna try to go tit for tat with me right now?” She scoffs and crosses her arms. “I


had emergency dental surgery.  After  you shoved that thing in me when I wasn’t prepared and made me bleed all over the sheets for the paramedics to see.”


I grin. “Fair enough.” I pause. “And thanks, Caroline. For everything.”


“I go by Cay,” she corrects me. “You’ve lived next door to me since the dawn of time and you


just had your junk inside of me. Should I be insulted that you don’t know my nickname or concerned


enough to call the doctor back in? Which is it?”


“I like Caroline better than Cay.” I shrug, enjoying the way her face goes flat with minor


annoyance. It’s fun to tease her. “It’s a cuter name.”


“But I like Cay better.”


“You’re going to argue with the guy who has two holes in his face, Caroline? Is that good for my


health?”


“You call me Caroline, then I’m going to have to call you Remington.”


I grimace. “What kind of parents have the cruel since of humor to name their son after a gun


brand? It’s so very redneck for a good old Italian family. No. You’ll call me Remy, little lady.”


I smile, enjoying bossing her around. To my pleasure, she rolls her eyes and smirks back.


“You’re lucky Remington is a mouthful.”


“Thank you… Caroline.”


She huffs, but a small smirk gives her away. I think I could get used to this.


CHAPTER TWO: CAROLINE


 NOW


  


“Red Vine me, woman.”


Remy opens his mouth and angles his chin at me as he continues to watch the Interstate ahead.


“You know good and well I only have Twizzlers packed. Don’t speak blasphemy to me.” I roll


my eyes, suppressing a smirk.


“You had one job: snacks. Did you at least bring the RC?”


The corner of his mouth twitches. These are the same “arguments” we’ve had since we were


seventeen. Or at least, this conversation has all the same beats. Remy likes to mess with me; get him in front of a sorority sister and he’s mother lovin’ AC Slater, but with me his affection translates as pointed jabs.


I love it.


“Sir, this is Coke territory. How do you call yourself a Southern gentleman and ask for  RC


 Cola??”


“We’re in my car. My snack rules.”


“You’re driving me to  my pageant. Do you want me to eat a poisoned piece of licorice and die


before I’m crowned Miss Peach State?”


“Red Vines have magical properties. I’d be doing you a favor.” He sticks his tongue out as he


glances at me.


It’s hard to argue with him when his hair is doing that cute little Clark Kent flop across his


forehead. It only ever does that when he goes too long between haircuts. I wish he’d forget to


schedule his next haircut every time.


Nevertheless, I persist. Snacks are on the line.


“You’d be giving me a breakout before the interview round tonight.”


“You have the skin of a China doll. No way. I don’t believe you.”


I huff as I turn to him, crossing my arms. “Flattery will get you… everywhere, Mr. Bianchi.” I


sigh.


His grin widens, and he flashes me those perfect pearly whites. It’s the lady killer smile. The one


that melts the girls’ panties right off their lady parts.


I’m not immune. There’s a tingle low and deep in my belly when he flashes that smile and the


Clark Kent curl bounces between his eyes.


But I’m not your average UGA college girl. Hell, I wasn’t even when I  was  a college girl two years ago. I’m smart enough to know that sex isn’t on the table between myself and Mr. Bianchi—


panties thoroughly melted or not. Besides, I’ve got the smoking gun.


“It’s my snack duty, my rules,” I say, the satisfied smirk pulling ever broader across my cheeks.


“I’m the one who made body positivity my platform at Miss Copper Springs. Would you dare be the


man who pries snacks from the fists of proud, fat women everywhere?”


He shrugs and sighs. “You’re incorrigible.”


“You love it.” I slide off my Keds and prop my feet on his dash as I dig through my  legitimate


collection of road snacks. I throw Remy something with chocolate and peanut butter, snickering when


it smacks his cheek. Chocolate and peanut butter are always the foundation of his good graces. “Are


we there yet?”


“Woman.” He smirks, still watching the road. “We have at least another twenty minutes, and


that’s hoping we don’t hit traffic by the suburbs.”


“But do you think we’ll make it with some time to grab lunch before I’m dropped off at pageant


orientation?”


His shoulders stiffen. “Um… you might. But I have my own plans in the city.”


I groan and slouch in my seat. “Oh, Remy. Remy, you didn’t. Not Ashley J.”


“Well, she’s better than Ashley C. or Ashley T., right?” He appeals to me with a wide smile.


“Come on, she’s been following your journey to Miss Peach State since you won the local pageant.


She knew I’d be driving you up here and she texted that we should grab food.”


“And  dessert?” I raise an eyebrow.


“Have pity, Caroline. Ashley J. has a tongue piercing. You know I’m a sucker for those.” He


sighs, adjusting his grip on the steering wheel. “I haven’t seen her since the Athens days, and besides, Coach gave all the staff two days off to recuperate before we start travel games.”


“So, I won’t be getting any calls from the Atlanta Police Department that you two have been


arrested for public indecency?” I know I’m the one making the joke, but my tummy flips at the memory


of having to bail out college-aged half-naked Remy and Ashley J. after they were caught in a public


park. Seeing him that way…


I shake it off. “I’ve got commitments this weekend.”


“I know it. And I’m proud of you, princess.” He leans over and kisses me on the cheek. “Trust


me, no man-whoring. Can you even remember the last date I went on? I’ve been a responsible adult.


Even your mother would be proud of me.”


I roll my eyes at that. “Bonnie wouldn’t be proud of my association with you unless it was


suddenly revealed that you’re a direct descendant of Jesus Christ. The bar is very high.”


“Whatever then.” Remy smiles and shrugs. “But really, this is one date. It’s not like I’m


committing to marriage.”


“At least double-wrap it,” I tease. “I refuse to be godmother to any toddlers raised on wine


coolers and  The Bachelor.”


Remy sticks out his tongue and reaches over to punch my shoulder.


Even though he works for his brother’s garage now, Remy went to college at UGA with me


instead of getting a technical degree. He studied Exercise and Sports Science while he played for the football team. He also studied the insides of the occasional sorority sister’s bedroom.


He’s not some typical gross jock, though, really. He’s always calling me before and after his


nights out, over-analyzing little details like what he should wear or how long he should wait to call her back. It’s endearing. It’s—


My breath catches in my throat. Well. I can forgive the occasional Red Vine for our late-night


calls.


He’s not a man-whore. He dates around more than he’ll admit in this conversation, sure, but he’s


long since aged out of the UGA frat bro mentality.


I don’t know why I insist on coming after his dates, on chastising him for living the normal single


life… Okay, I guess I do. A little bit. But if my own very sparse, very  dry dating history has proven anything, it’s that I’m an expert at ignoring the primal call of my lady bits.


“Double-wrap…” Remy is muttering. He glances over at me again.


“Have you ever actually had sex with two condoms?” He asks, raising an eyebrow. “You feel


like you’re doing a blow-up doll.”


I shift in my seat at that. “Um…” I fumble for a quick retort, something to keep up our usual


repartee. “I’m sure you know that feeling from intimate experience?”


I raise an eyebrow in return, smirking like I can imagine what he’s talking about.


“I’ll call you from the hotel after,” he promises with a mischievous grin. “Nothing will take you


down from the high of competition quite like hearing a breakdown of what it feels like to get sexy


with no sense of feeling from the balls forward.”


 Buzz. Buzz.


I jump at the sound of my phone rattling the cupholder.


 BONNIE WELLS CALLING.


Shit.


“We didn’t get the time wrong for orientation, right?” Remy asks. “I can gun it down the fast


lane…”


I shake my head. “This might be worse. It’s Bonnie.” I click on the call and put the phone to my


ear. “Hello, Mother.”


“Cay.”


God, just the way my mother says my name makes it sound tired. I know she doesn’t like the


nickname my schoolmates started using when I was in elementary school. Honestly, I never cared


much for it myself. Too masculine. Too clipped. It always sounded like an off-handed dismissal to


me, regardless of who uses it: like, “You wanna come hang out?” “Sure. Whatever.  ‘Kay.”


But of all the people to infuse my name with fatigue… she’s the winner.


“Cay, you forgot your Spanx. I found them sitting on your bed. I’ll have Mary-Ann run them out to


you when she’s in town for Cotillion lessons tomorrow.”


I grind my teeth. My jaw clicks; this habit is wearing down my dental work. “I didn’t forget my


Spanx, Mother. I chose not to wear them. Body positivity. Remember the platform?”


“I just think—”


“Marcy says my body positivity platform is easily what won me Miss Copper Springs,” I


interject. Bonnie has heard all this before, but it bears repeating to prevent phone calls like these.


“They ate it up. People want to see a real woman onstage, no more of those starved bitches with the


fake faces.”


There’s a beat of silence. We both know I just described both her and most of my sisters.


“I’m sorry,” I backtrack. “But don’t send Mary-Ann with the Spanx. I’ve got this covered.”


“Cay, when I was crowned Miss Peach State—”


“Things were different.”


I pause. There’s a sudden stab in my gut as I realize how sharp I sound. She’s trying to help.


She’s finally found a slice of common ground with her own disappointing daughter and this is her way


of stepping in and trying to connect. I shouldn’t chastise her. I draw a deep breath.


This could be the start of something new for us. If I win Miss Peach State, it’s on to Miss


Southeastern America a few weeks after that, and maybe even nationals. I could ride this thing for…


well, maybe for my whole life. We could finally connect.


Remy’s hand slips into mine, and he squeezes my fingers. I flash him a grateful smile.


“I’ve got it covered, Mother. Really.” I take another deep breath. “And worse comes to worse, if


I decide I want the Spanx, I can text Remy and ask him to buy me some at the Wal-Mart. He’s


spending the weekend with a friend in Atlanta.”


“Who’s that? Riley?”


Lord. She’s only seen Remy hanging around the house or chilling in his own backyard  next door


for all my life.


“Remy, Mother. Remy Bianchi.”


“Cay, I just think—”


“I’ve got to go now,” I say. “We’re coming up on the turnoff for the Civic Center.”


“Caroline—”


I hang up the phone and toss it like it’s hot into Remy’s lap. I cover my face with both hands,


letting loose a muffled yell. When I finally collect myself and glance back over at Remy, he’s


suppressing a smirk.


“… So did she call me Randolph this time, or Randall?”


“Riley.” I make a big show of sighing and snatch up my purse to dig around in my wallet. A


crumpled dollar is buried in a side pocket; I grab it and fork it over. “I don’t know what possessed


me to ever start betting with you about how well Bonnie remembers who you are after all these


years.”


He snorts.


There’s a beat of silence as he takes the exit toward the Civic Center. And then my body predicts


his movement before I ever feel it: he’s reaching over the center console again, squeezing my fingers once more.


It’s a familiar gesture. A comforting one. I might not have much to compare him to—only really


two boyfriends, somehow equally disappointing in different ways—but my gut still tells me that Remy


Bianchi is a good one.


“I know I make a lot of jokes about Bonnie, but seriously, I wish you’d get in on them with me,”


he says. “A little levity might make your relationship more bearable.”


“Keeping a regular flask handy might make our relationship more bearable,” I shoot back wryly. I


run my hands through my wavy red hair, scratching at my scalp with my freshly manicured nails. “I


just wish I didn’t still care about what she thinks. I wish that this pageant—the one really good thing that’s happened to me in a while—didn’t also mean so much to her. Then maybe I could enjoy it for


me, and not just for proving something to my mother.”


The car tilts as Remy swings it into a parking lot. He parks in a side space under a shady tree,


unbuckles his seat belt, and turns to me.


“Oh, Lord.” I groan and roll my eyes. “I didn’t mean to start a whole  thing.”


“Caroline Wells,” he starts, crossing his arms. “We’re taking back this pageant. Let’s do


something you like, huh? I’ll slam back a couple Twizzlers for you, maybe?”


“I  do enjoy seeing you suffer.”


He grins. “Hey, I know! Sing your song for the talent portion for me. You light up like friggin’


Whitney Houston when you do that piece. Sing it. Forget your mom. Forget Red Vines and RC Cola.


Forget… Ashley J.”


Remy winks. I just roll my eyes.


Still, he knows what gets me. He’s looking at me with those puppy dog chocolate eyes, and that


floppy strand of hair has fallen right to the middle of his forehead again.


Shit.


He takes my phone from the cupholder and enters the password he knows by heart.


“Do you have the track on Spotify?” He asks. “Or is it on some special app…?”


Remy’s eyes light up. He is fixed on my phone, totally locked in as a slow, wicked smile takes


over every inch of his face.


“What?” I ask, my stomach suddenly tumbling. I swing for my phone, but Remy pulls it away.


“Do Me Dirty, an Enemies to Lovers Romance?” His face snaps back up so he can look at me.


“Caroline Marie Wells. You secret minx.”


I might throw up. I might vomit and never be able to stand the taste of Twizzlers or Coke ever


again.


Remy and I talk about everything. Why wouldn’t we? The whole impetus of our best friendship


was when we lost our virginity to each other—and after that disasterpiece, nothing should be off the


table, right?


But my books? Those are  mine. As in, just for me. As in, I would rather die than let anyone know that Miss Copper Springs could break records for daily consumption of book porn.


“I’m playing it,” Remy announces. “Does the hero touch her in her moist folds? Does she caress


his velvet-wrapped steel?”


“I’m concerned by how much you already seem to know about smut books,” I grind out, arm


flailing uselessly through the air as I try to retrieve my phone. “Give it back!”


He snorts. “Caroline, must I remind you I’ve seen you half-naked? I held back your hair when


you got alcohol poisoning senior year. Hell, I drove you to your gynecologist appointment last week! I think I deserve this.”


“Damn it, Remy, give me the phone!”


He makes a big show of waggling his finger as he starts for the play button. My stomach hurtles


through my body, trying unsuccessfully to force its way out through my mouth. He can’t hear this. He


can’t know—


“Deeper.”


I freeze. All the feeling is gone from my body.


“Come on, baby girl,” the narrator’s deep, husky voice purrs. “Let me in. You can take it.”


I swear, Remy’s eyes have widened at least an inch in circumference. He’s glued to my phone,


eyes scanning like he could read along with the narration.


I’ve heard this scene before. It’s one of my favorite passages, and I had it queued up for when


I’m alone in my hotel room tonight and might need a little unwinding before competition week starts


tomorrow.


In all the times I’ve listened to it, I never once imagined how it might sound to someone else.


How it might sound to my best friend. To Remy.


“I knead the soft skin of her thick ass, the first inch of my cock still tucked snug inside of her. 


 Rebecca squirms beneath me, clearly unnerved by the sheer thickness of my dick. But good girl—


 she’s not pulling away. She’s focusing on taking deep breaths, on easing that ass higher up so I can get a more comfortable angle. I wrap my fist around my shaft and pull out, taking her by surprise. 


 I rub my weeping crown across her slick entrance and revel in the purr she makes for me. ”


Remy’s eyes flick up to mine at that. Fuck, fuck,  fuck—I can’t look away. Never in my life have I been this mortified, but I can’t fucking look away.


“I’m going to stretch you now, I tell her. I’m going to sink this cock all the way inside your


 virgin pussy and pump you full of my seed. Can you take that, baby girl? She nods, that delicious moan getting louder. I place my head back at her entrance and grip her curved hips with both


 hands. Poor little girl—she’s being so good for me, but she’s going to lose it when she takes a


 monster cock like this for her first time…”


I snatch the phone out of Remy’s lifeless hands. I clutch the device to my heaving chest, any


comment long gone from my numb brain.


Remy clears his throat. Those dark eyes are still locked on mine. Pinning me to my seat.


Paralyzing me.


“Is that what you like, Caroline? Is that what you want?”


CHAPTER THREE: REMY


The day’s over. I made it.


Working on cars was supposed to clear my brain. Physical labor means I can turn it all off, step


aside from anything clouding my mind.


It  usually means that.


Today, I kept seeing her face after I asked her about her audiobook. The vibrant purple-red of her


cheeks. The wideness of those innocent blue eyes.


“No,” Caroline had replied. “I mean, yes… kind of. Not that I’ve ever tried any of it. Not that


I’ve had too many opportunities. I’m not Ashley J…”


She’d chuckled at her lame attempt at a joke, but the sound was all hollow and weird. A lot like


how my chest had felt in the moment.


Then her cheeks had gotten even redder. “That was mean,” she backtracked. “I like Ashley J. I


really do.”


The right response couldn’t get to my brain fast enough. Hell, no words at all could come to my


brain.


And like a fucking idiot, I’d repeated the only stupid questions I’d managed to come up with.


“Are you into this stuff? I mean, date or no date. Because we’ve talked a lot about what I like, but


not about what you—”


She was breathing so fast, I thought she might have a panic attack. Her lower lip was quivering.


I’ve seen Caroline face an audience of thousands. I’ve seen her address the entire student body at


UGA as their class president. But I’ve never seen her look this unsure of herself.


What the hell compelled me to ask that of her? What the hell compelled me to push her past her


limits and take her damn phone in the first place??


And then, suddenly, she perked up and smiled. “This is silly, Remy. I mean, yes, I like the books


enough to listen to them… I mean, I think there’s something exciting in the novelty of it all, but…”


She straightened back up and clasped her hands. “It’s escapism. You’ve got football. I’ve got…”


“You’ve got…”


A virginity fantasy? Possibly a kink for dirty talk, I guess?


“Forget it happened,” she said, waving me off. “The Civic Center is so close. I’ll send you a link


to the audiobook and maybe you can play it for Ashley later. Spice things up a bit, huh?”


She winked at that, and it made my stomach turn.


Every beat of that conversation. Every syllable. I’ve got it memorized. It’s been replaying in my


mind all day. Pop a hood, hear a moan. Start an engine, see her crossing her legs and squirming.


It’s been a  lot.


I’m getting into my car to head over to my second job at the high school when Grant opens up my


passenger door and slides in. He’s waving a slip of paper around like it’s Willy Wonka’s golden


ticket.


“You are a god, Remington Bianchi,” he announces. “If your brother paid me any more, I swear I


would pay tithes to you.”


I blink, my mind still somewhere very far away. “Um, what?”


“Your hookup at the bike dealership!” He grins, and the memory finally settles in place in the


back of my brain. “I got a helluva deal, man. A  hell of a deal.”


“And this makes me a god?”


“Mario knew exactly who you were right away when I mentioned you coach his kid at the high


school.” Grant grins. “He hooked me up with a brand new bike that wasn’t being sold in its model


year. We exchanged services, too—his dealership will take my bike for free if I take on the classic


‘Vette he drives. Er, don’t tell your brother about the free labor part. And then the  best thing…”


Grant pauses for dramatic effect, his eyes straight-up sparkling. He tosses me the little piece of


paper he brought over. Ten digits, the name  Virginia swirled underneath.


“She works in their garage, man.” Grant coos. He bangs his fists on my dashboard. “Wore a


uniform that  hugged them curves. You got me a bike, free service, and a woman. You’ve officially dethroned Zeus on Mount Olympus.”


I roll my eyes but grin anyway. Grant puts on a good show as resident horndog of Bianchi and


Sons, but once he comes down off the usual bluster and show he makes for good company.


We’d hung out a week ago or so after work, and he’d talked me down after a rough day on the


football field. He’s a good listener and a loyal friend if you can get him to shut up about women for two seconds.


“Hey.” His eyes light up. “My mom picked up tickets to the Georgia game this Saturday through a


pool at her work. Let me pay you back. You grab a date and I’ll grab Biker Girl and we can all hit the game together.”


His face darkens.


“Shit, wait,” he curses. “I already forgot. I told Dom I’d pick up the weekend shift.”


“Extra cash for your grandma again?” I ask. “Is she feeling any better?”


He sighs and rubs the back of his neck. “I hope so. This treatment she’s getting is supposed to be


more miserable than the sickness. And it’s damn expensive, too.”


He chews at the inside of his cheek. He glances up at me. “Just take the tickets. Maybe Cay can


find someone and y’all can go together.”


“You know what? I think—” I’m pulling out my phone and scrolling through to the calendar “—


I’ll be free that afternoon. I’ll use the morning to say hi to Cay when she gets back, and then I can swing in and take the second half of your day. Enjoy Biker Girl. Just maybe don’t bring her home to


your grandmother. I’ve seen your taste in women, Grant Baker, so I’m sure any date of yours will


choose an outfit that might just kill your grandma.”


He holds my gaze for a minute, brow pressing in the middle as he weighs over my offer.


“… I already told you that you’ve become a god in my eyes, Bianchi. I said I’d pay you tithes and


fall to your feet and shit. If this is your tactic to getting a dick suck out of me…”


I chuckle at that. “Just go to the game, Baker. Take one weekend off from all the hard work to


Glenn Quagmire all over Athens, Georgia.”


He snorts at that and settles into my car, making himself at home.


“But you do know I have to get to practice now, right?” I remind him. “Special teams ain’t gonna


coach themselves. And this is a trial position. No being late—I’ve got to impress the guys at the top.”


Grant crosses his arms, sizing me up.


“You met up with Ashley this weekend, right?” He asks. “When you dropped Cay off at the big


pageant? How’d that go? Did ya get your own little weekend snack?”


“I, um…”


“Hey, does she still have that piercing?” His grin turns straight devilish, and all talk of the


motorcycle dealership babe has already flown out the window at the idea of a new girl for him to lust over. “You remember which one? Mmm, maybe Biker Girl has a piercing. Maybe there’s some god-orchestrated scenario in which I can meet up with both girls and have them  compare piercings…”


Grant is coming at me so fast with pestering hypotheticals, I don’t know how his mouth is


keeping up with his horny brain.


But I’m not hearing any of them. Hell, I’m not sure I’m really in the car at all anymore.


Because I’m thinking about the other part of what he said. The reminder of dropping Caroline off


at the Miss Peach State pageant.


It’s been a whole weekend. You’d think I’d be able to get that audiobook thing out of my mind.


I’ve literally been in the company of another woman since then. I’ve seen lady jewels, shiny bits that Grant is currently soliloquizing about in my passenger seat.


But as if I’m still sitting right next to her, I can hear that growling voice coming through


Caroline’s phone. I can see the pink flush creeping up her neck and over her chest. I can feel a stirring down low in my stomach, something waking up that I never knew was there at all…


Ever since prom night senior year, I’ve given no thought to Caroline as a sexual person. God, I


know she’s gorgeous. She was one of those rare cases where graduating high school and entering


adulthood actually made her even better looking, instead of some cry out for the glory days. She’s got this incredible mermaid hair that my mother and sister pine after. A thick, curvy body to fucking kill, and it’s one she knows how to dress in all the right ways thanks to her got-to-be-perfect Southern


mom and all that pageant training. And her eyes…


I shake my head, like that might somehow help to clear it.


I know Caroline is pretty. And she’s funny. And talented. And just generally awesome. But she’s


also my best friend. She’s the girl who once spent an entire evening ranking celebrity nose jobs with me. She would out-drink me when we went to frat parties together. I’ve seen her before her makeup


or morning coffee, soaking wet with her mascara running after a dip in a very questionable North


Georgia lake, un-showered and scratched up in the hospital after a car accident two years ago.


She’s supposed to be, like, an asexual being.


Right?


“—to Lucky Lucy’s before closing if we leave now,” Grant says.


I shake my head again. “Wait, what?”


“I said we can probably make it to Lucky Lucy’s before closing if we leave now,” he repeats. He


holds up one hand, anticipating my next objection. “I know, I know. Trial position with the football


team, good impression with the head coach, yada, yada, yada. But Jack is busy with Rasha and the


kids, Dom is knee-deep in wedding planning… I need a person to chill with, ya know?”


I raise an eyebrow. “What about Biker Girl?”


“Did you not pay me any attention the last two minutes while I described forming my perfect


harem with her and a pierced Ashley J? I can pick a bar girl to make us an even group of four.” Grant grins. “Come on. Take one night off.”


“I can’t. On Monday nights Caroline and I always—”


My voice drifts off. Well, damn. There it is again.  Caroline and I.


I haven’t heard from her since I dropped her off at the Civic Center. And before that, the rest of


the ride was painfully awkward. I asked her if that little audiobook clip was something she was


interested in and I think she must have taken it as a jab or something…


I sigh. Shoot. I should text her. I can’t believe I’ve gone this long without checking in, especially during this monumental week for her. She’s got to be drowning in texts from Bonnie.


A wave of feeling washes over me, pushing down against my chest and leaving me breathless.


God, I miss her. Is this the longest we’ve gone without talking in… ever?


I’ll suck it up and tell her I’m sorry. It was a dick move to take her phone, and even worse to ask


her that follow-up question.


Even if it wasn’t a jab.


Even if it was sincere curiosity.


 Is that what you like, Caroline? Is that what you want? 


I’d gone to my hotel after the car ride. I’d put off a message from Ashley J. and told her I’d meet


up a little later. For the longest time, I’d sat on the edge of my bed. The room didn’t look so different from that first room Caroline and I had shared. Where it all began.


I’d decided to take a shower. Clear my head. It would be a quick in and out, I’d let the room


steam up a bit, and I’d be in bed with Ashley before the afternoon got too late.


But then my mind had wandered back through all those years since the first hotel room. And


suddenly looking back on memories of Caroline without makeup felt like I was getting a private look


into those secret, vulnerable times, the ones she always hid from her mother and sisters. My chest had surged as I remembered how proud I’d been when Caroline out-drank me at UGA, how I was with a


girl who knew how to throw one back and hold her liquor. I thought back to seeing her in the hospital after that fender bender, and how I’d left this insane once-in-a-lifetime date with Sloane Handler


because it felt like my whole body had gone numb with fear.


And as I thought over everything, I realized my cock had grown in my hand. I’d run my fingertips


up the shaft, considering how long and swollen with need it was. And in the back of my mind, that


growling voice from the car played again, this time interspersed with Caroline’s soft, lilting Southern drawl.


I’ve never come that hard before. I fucking painted the wall of the shower, drenched it with


insane, hot ropes of my seed. And when I finally met up with Ashley later and we got in bed the way I knew we eventually would, my mind was still not in the present. It was still with  her, and my dick was throbbing with an aching, unfamiliar need.


I didn’t tell Grant the whole truth: I didn’t sleep with Ashley. I only saw the piercing. She got


tired of waiting for me as I put her off and changed into her bikini to go out and swim instead. But I never touched her. I spent the whole evening thinking of Caroline, and then I’d gone back to my hotel room when the night was over and gotten back in the shower and fucked my hand silly all over again


imagining if our first time had been more like the one in the audiobook.


“Bro.”


Goddamn. Grant is still here. He’s still looking at me. I shift uncomfortably in my seat, hoping he


won’t notice how I’ve hardened up.


“Lucky Lucy’s? Yay or nay?”


“Um, no.” I shake my head. “I’m really sorry. I’ve got to get to work.”


 I’ve got to get my mind on something other than women. I’ve got to surround myself with


 hairy, sweating man bodies, so I don’t think about Caroline anymore.


Grant groans, but concedes to push open the passenger door. “I hate you.”


“That’s fair.” I smirk.


I wave at him as he shuts the door and I throw my car into reverse. I shift again, and a quick


glance down at my lap reveals a small, circular wet spot where my precum has seeped through my


jeans.


Main Street. I turn onto the road, a horn behind me blaring as I cut someone off. I didn’t even see


the other car.


All I’m thinking about is the sex, right? It’s got to be only natural to crave your best friend after spending so much time together. Look at me, one measly smut book and I’m reduced to being the


blonde heroine in a rom-com.


Even as I hurtle down the road, my hand itches toward my cell in my pocket. Once I see Caroline


after the pageant, everything will feel right again. It’ll all be normal. I’ll text her at a red light and make plans for brunch. This is a good idea. Solid.


I pull out my phone as I roll up to an intersection.


And my heart stops.


There she is, beaming up at me from my phone screen. It was a stupid picture she took a few


weeks back, and she changed it to my wallpaper as a joke. She’s got her eyes crossed as she smiles,


and she’s flipping me the bird. I must have seen it a hundred times since she changed the screen.


But God, it makes me miss her now. It makes me miss her and crave her and feel like I’m having


a panic attack all at once.


A horn blares again. The light is green.


My hands are shaking as I pull off into the parking lot of a closed down pawn shop. I pull out my


phone again, staring down at the little screen and memorizing every pixel.


I can’t really be considering this, right? I can’t be thinking… It’d be crazy to contemplate…


I’ve always loved Caroline. She’s my best friend. My person.


… But how long have I loved her this way?


And more importantly, what the hell am I going to do about it now that I know I damn well can’t


live without making this girl mine?


CHAPTER FOUR: CAROLINE


I wince as my footsteps creak on the bottom stair.


“Good morning, Cay. Where are we off to this early?”


I sigh and straighten my back. All my energy is diverted to mental prep. I’ve been up all night.


Jeez, I’ve been up every night this  week, and it wasn’t just because of pageant jitters. If I stop and let my brain relax for even a moment, it returns to the car… to that petrifying moment when I locked eyes with Remy and… and…


You know what? Maybe sparring with my mother this early won’t be the worst distraction. Not


exactly welcome, but definitely all-consuming. Instead of making my beeline for the front door, I


swing around the banister and enter the sitting room.


Bonnie is already fully dressed for the day, of course. She’s perched on the edge of an armchair,


the morning paper spread neatly between her two manicured hands. Her hair is pulled back into an


impossibly tight bun, and her paisley dress is ironed stiff enough to cut someone. Even now, even at


six-thirty in the morning, she has the shades on the window flung wide open. Her sitting room is on


full display with every light turned on and every pillow and piece of furniture in place. Let the


neighbors see how Bonnie Wells runs her home.


“Remy texted me to meet him over at Sweet on Me for breakfast. I just thought—”


She looks over the tops of her thin glasses to size me up.


“The day after competition? Is that really good for your skin? What about your appointment with


your trainer?”


My body buzzes at the memory of last night. The flashing lights, the rush of energy, the din of


applause… and the comfortable weight of a shining crown on my head. I can’t help it. I smile like a


dope at the mere mention of last night’s monumental win.


Another worthwhile distraction from talking to Remy about the audiobook. If I can just lean into


the joy of taking home the crown, I might be able to make it through breakfast without throwing up.


“I think I might have a little cause to celebrate,” I say with a shrug in Bonnie’s direction. “My guy at Max Fitness texted me congratulations last night. He already knows I’m taking the morning off and


he even texted that a cinnamon roll or two won’t kill me—”


“Or  two?”


Bonnie’s eyes flick down and then back up my body.


It’s the cost of moving back home after college. I knew I wanted to save the money and prepare


for Miss Copper Springs and then hopefully Miss Peach State after that. Obviously the choice was


wise—the tightening I felt in my chest just a moment prior in response to my mother’s analysis gives


way for one brief, blissful moment as I relive taking my victory lap around the stage last night—but it comes with mornings like this one.


With painful, stilted, awkward conversations like this one.


Bonnie steeples her hands and cocks her head. “Perhaps one morning off won’t kill you, but is it


really wise to compromise your routine for some boy?”


I shake my head. “Look, Mom, you know it’s not like that with Remy. You know—”


“I hope it’s not like that with him,” she says. Her voice is careful. Measured. We’ve been over


this before, but it’s always the same when she starts in on Remy. She can’t remember his name, can


hardly remember that we ever even had a cute boy who lived next door to us, but she can remember to


warn me away from him. “You’re so close to achieving your goals, Cay. Don’t minimize yourself by


—”


“I’m not,” I interrupt her, pinching the soft spot between my brows. “I’m not minimizing myself.


I’ve got my eye on the prize. Remy is just a friend congratulating me, just like my sisters have and my personal trainer has and you—”


My voice falters at that. I don’t think Bonnie ever did congratulate me on the big win.


She nods, threading those steepled fingers together to clasp them tightly in her lap. “He came to


visit his mother last week.”


I raise an eyebrow. Bonnie Wells paid attention to someone else for once? To something going on


beyond her little staged window scene?


“There was a girl in the car with him. Young. Pretty.”


I’m ninety percent sure that would be Remy’s soon-to-be sister-in-law, Scarlett, waiting in the


car for him. She gave him a lift to work a few days this week while his car was being repaired. But


damn it: my stomach tightens up anyway. Jealousy, even if I’m so sure I understand the situation as it really was  and that I’ve written Remy off romantically ages ago anyway.


Sweat breaks out along my hairline. Awesome. I get to go talk to my insanely hot best friend


about the kinky book sex he got to listen in on before his *potentially* going on a date with another woman later in the week, all while I’m sweating like a whore in church.


“Mom,” I start toward the door again. “I really need to get going. I’m gonna be late. A lady is


never late, right?”


I’m already anticipating the next part of our conversation. There are familiar beats with Bonnie,


the same as there are familiar beats with Remy. But these are heavier. They leave me out of breath


and uneasy. I just want to get to the damn bakery. I just want to shovel down a mother lovin’ cinnamon roll.


“Don’t get caught up in this,” Bonnie lectures me, even as my hand finds the doorknob and I turn


it. “Don’t lose sight of your goals. Your future. Men are creatures of habit, Cay. He’ll continue to


choose the young, thin girls and if he were to ever pay any attention to you, it would just be because you’re a novelty. And now you’re a novelty with a  crown. If the boy has called you up intending to woo you, perhaps it’s worth noting the timing of all this. It’s worth noting that you just became Copper Springs’ shiniest object and—”


“I have to go now.”


I let myself through the door, not bothering so much as to wave goodbye.


For a long moment, I stand with my back against the screen. I’m out of breath. Dang it, Bonnie—


two minutes of my mother with the rest of my day stretched out before me, and somehow she’s still


managed to swoop in and taint the morning.


I shake my head and take the porch steps two at a time. Nope. I can’t let her ruin breakfast. I


won’t let her ruin my relationship with my best friend, either. After all, I might have accomplished


that all on my own with the audiobook debacle.


I stop in my tracks, wincing. Shit. This is really not my morning.


***



I glance down at my watch. 7:05. Exactly two minutes later than the last time I checked it. I don’t


know why I expect him to be on time, even if he is the one who texted me asking to meet for brunch.


My head is pounding, and I swear the small vein at the side of my forehead has latched onto the


rhythm of whatever obnoxious 90s song Sweet on Me has blasting over the bakery’s loud speakers.


I’m hungover. I know I am. But I’m also way too stressed about this.


I slip my hands in my pockets and keep my head down as I walk up to the counter. One quick


glance back at the door to see if Remy is walking in behind me, and then I turn back to the guy behind the counter.


“House specialty, please?” I order. “Make it a large this morning.”


His face lights up and he winks. “Anything… for Miss Peach State.”


I actually feel the blush wash over my cheeks. “Jeez, word travels fast in a small town.”


He grins. “We get the news, same as anyone else.”


He’s young. Cute, too. Probably goes to the local college, maybe just a few years younger than


me. Seems odd that anyone our age is watching local news on a weeknight.


“I wasn’t crowned until almost 10:30 last night!” I laugh. “And it’s early now. When did you


even have time to watch?”


“Roommate has a new girlfriend. They’re  loud. Can’t sleep.” He shrugs and smiles again. “I


might have watched the whole competition over the last five nights. And might I say, Miss Wells, your talent gave Celine Dion a run for her money.”


“You’re kind.”


“And I’m paying for your coffee.” He nods as he zeroes out my order. “Congratulations, princess.


You know if you’re ever in the mood for coffee again—”


“Yeah. Congratulations, princess.”


I spin around, heart catching somewhere in my throat. Remy is standing behind me, that shaggy


hair mussed and his favorite gray sweats on like he rolled out of bed to come here. He smiles at me


and grabs my hand, and a shiver of tingles shoots up my arm.


Well, shit.


I thought I’d put the car ride far enough behind me. I lost myself in competition week and didn’t


give myself a second of downtime to think about how awkward that was. Because God… it was  so


 awkward.


And now, as if no time has passed at all, I’m breaking into a sweat again.


I’ve walked in on Remy watching porn. Maybe three years ago, I spent the entire Christmas


season giving him shit after I opened his computer and a search for “student professor lesbian sex”


was pulled up on the first tab. And Lord knows he’s run enough of his Bumble messages past me for


me to know he’s getting laid on the reg.


But somehow knowing  he’s a normal sexual being and his knowing  I’m a normal sexual being feels… very, very wrong. Honestly, he might as well have walked in on me using my vibrator. It was


that bad.


Oh my God. Oh my God, no, I take that back. A sudden, petrifying image of Remy opening my


bedroom door and finding me spread-legged and moaning flashes before my eyes. My vision is


getting blurry. I’ll make that local news again when I die right here on the bakery floor.


“Large and black, please,” Remy says over my shoulder to the guy at the counter. He passes over


a few bucks. “Keep the change.”


He looks down at me, his hand leaving mine to wrap around my back.


He holds my gaze for a moment; there’s something in his eyes I can’t quite wrap my head around.


We’re quiet for just a moment too long, our usual quick-paced cadence lagging.


Is this what we’re here for, then? Is he uncomfortable and asked me to brunch this morning to


finally get the massive awkwardness between us out into the open?


Maybe that’ll be a relief. I don’t exactly  want to talk about my book porn with Remy, but now that it’s out there, I might as well come clean. Maybe we can make jokes about what I read, right?


Maybe I can tell him how last month I was on an alien kidnapper romance kick and he can finally give


me the details of what Grant Baker has long called “the Easter Samantha Macias incident.”


A vision plays out in the back of my mind of Remy slamming Samantha Macis against the chapel


doors at Sacred Heart Catholic Church, her good-girl crucifix she always wears swinging against his


chest. Nope. Nope. Nope. Not ready for that. I’m about to nope out of this brunch so hard.


Dear Heavenly Father, if you let me avoid this conversation with my best friend, I swear I’ll let


go of the book porn forever. Or at least, I’ll let go of the really effed up dark romance I read.


“Table or booth?” He asks me.


“Gee, I don’t care.”


 Gee, I don’t care?!  Somehow last night I gave an improvised onstage evening gown speech about the pros and cons of universal childcare, and the best I can come up with to respond to my best friend now is  Golly gee whittakers, Mister, I don’t rightly care where we sit! 


I plaster on my best pageant smile and let the pressure of his palm guide me to a table off to the


right.


As we pass the booths at the back of the bakery, two friends eating breakfast sandwiches and


sipping their own coffees glance up. One of them—the cuter one, blonde and tan and decked in one of


those adorable pastel button-downs all the unattainable good ole Southern boys in high school used to wear—catches my eye. He holds it for a moment too long, and my heart rate picks up again in


response. To my surprise, he stands, putting out a hand in Remy’s way.


“Cay Wells?” He asks.


“Uh, do I know you?”


He shakes his head. “No, it’s just—”


“Is that Cay? Cay Wells?”


We all turn to look somewhere behind me. This time, it’s an older woman. She doesn’t look too


different from my mother; she’s got the same picture-perfect paisley ensemble, precision-lined


makeup, and gleaming white teeth. Old Southern stock. The kind of woman who might have taught me


a Cotillion dance back in the day.


“Sheesh, did all of Copper Springs tune into the pageant last night?” I glance at Remy, my breath


hitching again when he glances back and pulls me the tiniest bit closer. It feels almost like he’s


drawing me in to protect me from the crowd. The sweat at my hairline drips.


The woman cocks her head.


“Pageant?” she repeats. “Oh no, honey, haven’t you seen a paper this morning? If I were your


mama, I’d already have an appointment to get that front page framed, and my next stop would be at the Historic Tate House to put a deposit down on a venue. You just know the offers are going to come in


like  that—” She snaps two long, French-manicured fingernails “—and all the smart girls secure a place before the engagement.”


I shake my head. “I’m sorry, what?”


Remy has withdrawn his hand from the small of my back, and he crosses his arms now. He looks


just as confused as I feel.


Out of nowhere, another Southern mama swings her Vera Bradley into our little group and then


shoves forward a stringy-haired boy who can’t be too far out of high school.


“Cay Wells?” She asks. “I would recognize you anywhere, darlin’! You look just like your mama.


Have you met my son, Gabe? He’s a real go-getter at the Apple Store…”


The first woman rolls her eyes. “Liddy O’Hara, the ink on today’s paper ain’t even dry. Are you


really prostituting your son before the girl has had breakfast?”


Remy puts out an arm, cutting off the weirdly tense exchange between the women—well, the


women plus Gabe, who just stands there, blinking, his watery eyes darting back and forth between my


face and my breasts.


“Excuse me,” Remy says, putting on that forceful voice I recognize from when I visit him at his


coaching job sometimes. “Can someone please tell us what the hell is going on?”


The first woman sighs, turns around, and plucks a paper out from under her coffee cup. She


passes it to Remy, who brings it back to show me.


My eyebrows shoot straight up to my hairline.


 Meet Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette.  And beneath that, neatly encircled by a moisture


ring from the coffee cup, is a subtitle.  Miss Peach State Cay Wells gets two titles in one day. 


The first woman is glancing over the edge of the paper with us, reading along even though she’s


already picked up what she deemed the most important parts.


“Well, fancy that. You did win the big pageant—didn’t notice that bit before. Congratulations.”


She glances up at me, making some quick, private assessment. Then she takes back the paper, folds it, and hands it over to me. “Here, bring this to your mother. I’m sure she’s happy about your pageant


title, but this will be her real pride and joy. Her baby girl is about to be the most sought-after woman in the entire Southeast.”


I glance over at Remy. It might just be in my head, but I swear his face has gone a little gray. All


this talk of men coming after me and Bonnie picking out a wedding venue for me… it must have


stirred up more thoughts about the intimate things he learned about me on our car ride. He’s probably picturing me now, looking absolutely ridiculous as I try to seduce some slick former frat boy into


marrying me and touching me the way those books described.


Dear God. I think I’m having a heart attack.


I take a step back, unable to look back up at him—at any of them—as I consider what just


unfolded.


 Buzz. Buzz.


I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone.  BONNIE WELLS CALLING. Looks like she finally


got the news.


Something clicks in the back of my brain.


Wait a sec.  Her baby girl is about to be the most sought-after woman in the Southeast. 


Maybe… maybe I’m turning a blind eye to something good. Remy might be weirded out now, but


surely we’ll get over this. We’re best friends. Getting past the weird stuff and back to the good stuff is what we do.


And maybe if I lean into this whole Most Eligible Bachelorette thing and break down all my


dates and all the offers with him—I mean,  assuming there’s an offer for marriage  eventually—maybe it will start to feel like it does when Remy talks about his dates with me. Maybe we’ll get past this weirdness by my showing him I’m allowed to be into sex, too, and it doesn’t have to feel like seeing a parent walk naked from the bathroom to the bedroom.


And Bonnie. Bonnie’s baby girl is about to be the most sought-after woman in the Southeast. Can


that really be true? I haven’t spent my life trying to please my mother. That would be ridiculous. And impossible. Still, I couldn’t help but think that Miss Peach State was going to finally bring us together and…


Well, she didn’t even talk to me about the competition on the drive home last night. My sister


drove the car and Bonnie just sat in the passenger seat, staring straight ahead with her hands folded in her lap like what I’d just done was something to be expected, not something extraordinary.


But if there’s one thing in this world my mother cares about, it’s how the rest of the community


sees us. And Bonnie’s baby girl is about to be  the most sought-after chick in the whole damn


 Southeast.


That’s pretty cool.


I straighten up, a strange burst of energy settling into my bones. I make myself glance up at Remy,


and I plaster on that smile again.


“Well,” I say. “Think you’ve got it in ya to be  my wingman after all these years?”


CHAPTER FIVE: REMY


“Heads up.”


I put up a hand, silencing my brother, Dom, as I take a long swig from my coffee and enter the


garage. It’s not enough caffeine. There’s not enough caffeine in the world to get me through this


morning.


What I really need is to be out on the football field. I hate that this job I have as Special Teams


coach for the fancy high school out in Ainsley’s Mill is only part-time. Trial basis. Sheesh. If I could push past “trial basis” by sheer force of will, I’d do it right now. I need to knock some heads together.


I need to make someone sweat who isn’t me.


Dom shakes his head, catching my sleeve as I try to walk past.


“Nope, no coffee refill in the kitchen right now,” he says. “Ma sent Giulia our way to fix up her


minivan. She’s pulling the car around now. Heads will roll if the car stays broken for too long and Ma can’t visit with her favorite grandbaby.”


“Her only grandbaby,” I correct.


“Have you seen how that woman dotes on Baby Tommaso? I think she’d divorce PA and marry


him if it were legal.” Dom grins. “I stand by what I said.  Favorite  grandchild. Even if there are no others to compare him to yet. Now go fix Giulia’s damn car.”


I sigh, scrubbing at my eyes with the palm of my free hand. I pinch the bridge of my nose as I


drain the rest of my coffee, then ditch the cup in the trash.


My sister’s minivan is swinging toward the garage. Dom is already waving her in, guiding her


over to my station. I spy Giulia in the passenger seat, waving like a madwoman and narrowly missing


a toolkit on the ground. I chuckle and wave back. She parks the car, kills the engine, and hops out.


Her finger is already stabbing in my direction as she strides over, making her look way too much


like my mother.


“You.”


“Um… me?”


Her eyes narrow, even as the smile curling up the corner of her mouth gives her away. “We’ve


been living in town for two weeks now, and you have yet to come to dinner.”


“Really?” I shoot her a look as I take her keys from her. “Okay, so two weeks ago you know I


was busy with extra practice and last week I—”


I was keeping as busy as possible to avoid thinking about how my best friend might like to get


fucked. I duck my reddening face and head around to pop her hood.


“What’s going on?” She asks me, crossing her arms and following me. “Tell me. Spill the beans.


Right now, pal: what’s up?”


A visceral memory plays through my mind of college-aged Giulia grilling me when she caught me


sneaking back into the house during Spring Break in high school. I’d admitted to going to a party to


scout out a rival for football captain, and her whole being had lit up with heavenly glory as she


outlined a plan for me to systematically discover his weaknesses and take him out.


Surely she already knows Caroline was named Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette. My mom


had freaked when she learned the news—I guess it’s kind of a huge deal to meddling Southern mamas


everywhere. And if Giulia learned that I’d been on the verge of confessing how badly I wanted


Caroline just before we read that paper…


She snaps her fingers, her face lighting up. “This is a girl thing, isn’t it?”


Motherfuck.


I bristle, slumping my shoulders to hide my face from her as I return to work under her hood.


“It’s not a girl thing,” I mumble. “God, Giulia, I see you for the first time in months and you’re


already prepared to outline my wedding rehearsal, aren’t you? Do you have a tabbed binder for that?”


Her face darkens. “I told you about the tabbed binder for my wedding  once, Remy.”


“Only because I had violated some unspoken expectation you had by wearing a pastel color to


your engagement party!”


Her eyes narrow, and suddenly I can tell I just made her more determined than ever to figure out


what’s different about me.


“You’re defensive,” she reasons out loud. “Which means you must care about this girl a lot.”


“Not about a girl,” I insist again, even as I feel my ears getting hotter and undoubtedly pinker.


“Please.” She waves me off. “I went to two semesters of law school before I met and married


Greg. I am a  master  of deduction.”


“Sweet Jesus.”


She leans into me. “Does Cay know about this? Maybe I’ll swing by her place. I wanted to ask


her about the Most Eligible Bachelorette thing, anyway. I keep wondering how long it will take Bodie


Brown to swoop over and come after her like he did me when I was living here. She’ll know just


what—”


Giulia stops. She cocks her head, and a strange smile plays across her ruby lips.


“Lord alive. It’s Cay, isn’t it?”


“Giulia,  quit while you’re ahead.”


Her eyes widen and she dances between her feet.


“Are you  doing her?”


I whip around, crossing my arms as I glare at her. “Having a baby has turned you into a bored


housewife, hasn’t it? Got nothing better to do than harass me?”


She nods eagerly. “Pretty much, yeah. And you, good sir: you aren’t doing Cay at all, are you?


That’s why you’re so peeved. That’s why you look like one of those people in the depression pill


commercials with the little clouds over their heads!”


I narrow my eyes. “Is this supposed to be you supporting me?”


She claps her hands. “Oh my God, you need one of my famous plans, don’t you? Giulia to the


rescue!”


I slam down the hood of her car. The sudden motion makes her take a step back.


“Listen, I don’t need a plan!” I insist. I’m panting, and sweat has picked up along the collar of my


uniform. I rub the back of my neck, wishing desperately I were in some loud, stinking locker room


right now. Anywhere else, if it meant I could  stop thinking about Caroline.


“Okay, so maybe I have a thing for her,” I admit. Giulia’s eyes widen, but to her credit, she holds


her tongue. “But you read the headline. Miss Peach State is named Georgia’s Most Eligible


Bachelorette. If I ever stood a chance, it’s over now. You should have seen her when we got the news


at Sweet on Me Bakery. I’m pretty sure there was even a group of closeted Southern lesbians drooling


over Caroline on her way out.”


“You’re her best friend.”


I sigh. “I’m a small-town mechanic. A part time football coach. And the loser who had his shot


with her once and relegated himself to the friend zone  by choice.”


“Eek!” Giulia hops between her feet again. “It’s  Made of Honor.”


“Me be Caroline’s maid of honor? Maybe your most half-baked idea yet, Gules.”


“No, you idiot.” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “Made of Honor. 2008 movie starring


Patrick Dempsey. Classic rom-com. Best friend realizes he wants the girl, but he’s too late. He’s got to prove his love!”


I blink.


“My Best Friend’s Wedding!”  Giulia squeals. “Just Friends. Friends with Benefits. Bro, I could go on and on. I watched a  lot of rom-coms those first few nights after I gave birth. And a lot of  Shark Tank, too. Call me if you ever come up with a billion-dollar idea and need a partner.”


“I don’t like where this is going. It feels like you’re about to suggest—”


“Okay, so I have time between Tommaso’s first and second naps to get together a tabbed binder


with a few ideas.” Giulia is already pacing the garage, hardly noticing as she bumps into Grant’s


workstation and a stack of used tires. “Oh my God, it’ll be so fun. I’ll re-watch all the best rom-coms and review and compile lessons for you! The ultimate organization project…”


“Look, Giulia.” I slam my hands down on her car, bordering on complete exasperation. “Caroline


is about a million leagues above me. Me? I peaked in high school when I captained the football team.


But she’s—”


My breath catches and my mouth opens and closes repeatedly as I search for the right words.


How are you supposed to describe someone you’ve been in love with for years but only just realized


it?


“Look, you’re not entirely wrong,” Giulia says as she leans up against the side of the minivan.


“There are going to be a million suitors coming after Cay  Gone with the Wind style. But if you’re savvy—and if you listen to your genius older sister—we can hack this system, baby. We can get you


the girl.”


There’s a stab in my side. I chew on the inside of my cheek.


“Giulia…” I start slowly, carefully, choosing each word that follows with incredible care. “If I


put myself out there and she says that I already got my shot…”


“The point is, you won’t know  unless you put yourself out there.”


Giulia reaches over and grabs my hand. For a second, I’m a little kid again and she’s my big


sister, teaching me all about where to sit at lunch and what decorations to have at my birthday party and which shoes will make the other kids think I’m cool. Maybe I’m crazy, but my gut is telling me to trust her. Tabbed binder or no tabbed binder.


I take a deep breath, roll my eyes for good measure, and nod my head.


Giulia gives another little hop, and I know she’s suppressing another squeal for my sake.


“We start with the Tate Trust Auction.”


My stomach sinks. “Lord, she’s in that?”


Giulia nods. “I’m pretty sure it’s standard for Miss Peach State to get auctioned off. I remember


Hayley Woods did it a few years ago when she won, and so did the girl from our old neighborhood


before that.”


“Am I supposed to stop her, then?” I huff. “Wait for a priest to ask for objections when someone


wins a date with Caroline, then run up sweating?”


“You bid on her, you big idiot,” Giulia explains. “You’ll win, of course. You’ll have to. That’s


rom-com rules 101. Then it will all fall into place from there.”


“And that’s it? That’s all I have to do to magically win her over?”


Giulia’s face lights up. And even though I just caved and asked for her help, I can’t help but feel


a little uneasy. When she takes over and the control queen comes out, there’s no stopping her from


Monica Geller-ing all over the place.


“It’s step one,” she says brightly. “This is going to be really, really fun.”


I’m not so sure about that.


CHAPTER SIX: CAROLINE


The notion of picturing audience members in their underwear is null and void when your audience is


filled to the max with Georgia’s most eligible and most rich bachelors.


Never in my life have I gathered this much attention. It’s not like I’ve spent my years being


ignored. I’m a big girl, but I never exactly hid my light under a bushel. I was proud of my body and


the world responded in kind most of the time. I wore a two piece at my pageant last weekend. My


evening gown made a side column in  People magazine for its “daring” neckline.


But the stares I’m getting as I approach the auction stage? Goodnight nurse. I feel downright


violated as I take the steps.


Which maybe I could ignore. If, again, the audience members weren’t all charming, rich, well-


dressed, and devilishly handsome Georgia bachelors. I tried picturing a bearded guy in the front row


in his Tighty-Wighties. In my mind, he ended up wearing a low-slung banana hammock and having the


perfect amount of dark chest hair. Why is my psyche doing me so dirty?


“Go Caroline!”


A cheer ripples out across the audience, and now all those ripped and suave men are clapping


and hooting and hollering for me. But I search over the seats, looking for the voice I know is out there.


Only Remy ever calls me Caroline. It’s Cay to everyone else, has been since high school. He’s


out there, watching for me.


I  think we’re moving past the awkward? When he gave me a lift home after brunch the other


morning, Bonnie accosted me in the driveway. She’d already set up two dates with guys whose


mothers she knew from bridge club. I went on one the next evening and called up Remy to talk about it directly afterward.


That was… an experience. I’ve never been on the other side of those phone calls before. It’s


always him, texting me pictures of a date night outfit or asking whether he should bring a girl to Italian or Mexican food. But to my pleasant surprise, Remy fell right into his role. He listened as I


complained about the guy’s complete lack of a personality. He validated my weirdness when I


relayed a story about how the guy had tried to force a nickname on me that first date.


So I think maybe this is working? Maybe we’re moving past the audiobook thing. Maybe we can


get back to Remy and Caroline, super normal friends acting super normal together and definitely not


imagining what the other might be doing when they listen to book porn at night.


There he is. Three rows back. He came to support me, just like he promised on the phone before


bed last night. Remy waves and smiles and all the nerves start to melt away.


His whole row is familiar to me. I recognize a few assistant coaches, one of the over-involved


dads from Remy’s booster club, and—shit—even the head coach a few seats down. We’d mulled


over the idea of his bringing some of the coaching staff to pack the numbers if this event turned out small.


… It did not turn out small. The Tate Trust Auction is nothing short of overwhelming. But Remy’s


smile and his wave help. I turn back to the stage and focus up, setting my jaw before I flash the


pageant smile at the boys in the audience.


“Cay Wells! It is a pleasure, a real pleasure.” A very tan man wearing an unhealthy amount of


bright purple offers me a hand up the stairs. He turns to the audience, raising his mic to his lips. “And the prize of the night everyone, Miss Peach State and Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette!”


The cheers grow into a full-on roar. I wave a little, fighting back the blush that begs to overtake


my cheeks.


“Alright, boys, get those paddles ready!” The tan man is still gripping my arm too tight as he


pushes me to the front of the stage. “Now not only is this pretty little lady quite the prize, but we’re only five hundred away from our goal. Y’all think Miss Wells can get us there tonight?”


The crowd goes wild. A raven-haired guy in the front row wolf whistles and stands on his chair,


ripping open the buttons on his jacket to reveal a shirt with a picture of my face on it.


“We love you, Cay!”


My eye catches Remy’s. He’s pantomiming aiming a dart gun at the back of the other guy’s head,


then blowing the poison. I bite down hard on my bottom lip, suppressing a giggle.


“That’s the fire!” The tan man chuckles, the sound ringing too loud and false over the echoey


sound system. He paces behind me. “Should we start the bidding at… one hundred?”


“One hundred!” The guy with the shirt is still standing on his chair, waving his paddle in the air


with one hand and high-fiving friends with the other. Lord.


The tan man smacks my back from behind me. I get the weird feeling that his first instinct would


have been to spank my behind if it weren’t for the drooling crowd of would-be suitors before us.


“One-fifty!” I blink through the stage lights. I think I might know that guy from college.


“Do I hear two?”


“Two!” Shirt Guy whoops and wolf-whistles.


“Two-fifty!” A young guy in the front. I remember him bidding (and winning) two other dates


before me. So special.


“Three? Do I hear three, anyone?”


There’s a rumble around Shirt Guy’s crowd of friends. It’s becoming increasingly apparent with


each quiet second that he might have had the money to spend on a novelty shirt, but he didn’t prepare the funds if his wannabe bride priced out over two hundred dollars.


“Three,” he concedes finally with a sigh.


“Three-fifty!”


The crowd collectively turns.


“Three-fifty for Caroline Wells.”


My gut clenches. And then I see him through the darkness. Remy is standing in front of his chair,


his own paddle (when the hell did he pick up  that?) waving as he winks at me.


My chest constricts. He’s sparing me. Keeping me from a date with the weirdo. Any idiot could


guess that I might not want to marry a man who put my face on a shirt before knowing me, but Remy


knows it better than anyone.


“Three-fifty.” The tan man whistles beside me. “Four, anyone? We’re so close to our earning


goal!”


“Four hundred.” Someone yells from the back.


I can’t see this guy. The tan man puts his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the bright


stage lights to get a better look.


“Four hundred to the gentleman with the sparkly posterboard!”


Heaven help me.


“Uh, four-fifty!” Remy calls. My heart surges as I find him in the crowd again.


This is it, right? This is the step toward normal. He’s forgotten the audiobook already, and he’s


back to just being my favorite hero Remy. After he wins his “date” we’ll go get ice cream and make


fun of Shirt Guy together and then he’ll spend the next five years reminding me I owe him four


hundred dollars for saving my life.


That’s all this is. And it’s what I want.


Right?


He catches my eye again and holds my gaze for a moment longer than I expect. A tingle spreads


across my shoulders.


“Four-seventy-five!” someone calls.


Remy raises an eyebrow. “Five hundred.”


“Woah, woah, woah!” The tan man chuckles. “Y’all are out-pacin’ me. We have officially hit our


goal, gentleman!”


Five hundred. Wow. He’ll come after me  hard for that amount…


“Five-fifty!


“Six hundred!” Remy calls.


My heart is racing. My hands are sweating.


That’s a lot of money, way more than I would have expected. Hell, I hadn’t expected Remy to bid


on me at all, much less spend that kind of cash. He’s a mechanic and part-time high school football


coach, for goodness’ sake. What kind of game is he playing at here? He must be crazy.


But when I glance at him again, he’s still staring right at me. It’s the same unnerving expression


he wore in the car on the way to the pageant. Like he’s seeing me,  really  seeing me for the first time in our friendship.


“One thousand dollars!”


My breath catches. Everyone turns. The voice came from down the row from Remy, someone


near the teammates I saw him sitting with.


And then a body is moving out of the darkness.


And then all the breath returns to me. Thank God—I know this guy. I mean, kind of.


“One thousand dollars,” Remy’s head coach repeats.


Is it Andy? Alex? Something like that. I met him once before in passing, when Remy introduced


me at a time I met up with him for lunch. He was young-ish, especially considering he was head


coach for a prolific high school football team. He hadn’t spoken much to me, but what he had wasn’t


all grunts or tobacco spit, which was more than I could say for some of the football guys I’d seen


through all my years hanging with Remy.


“One thousand dollars for the good Coach Al Burnette!” The tan man pumps his fist. “Going


once… going twice…”


I glance quickly back to Remy, but he’s staring down at the ground now. No sign of jumping in.


Not that I can blame him; a thousand dollars is a lot to drop on a friend.


Six hundred would be a lot to drop on a friend, too. The thought passes quickly through the back


of my mind. But I’m sure he just assumed I had the Miss Peach State scholarship cash to pay him


back. Maybe he even figured Bonnie would get his name wrong enough times in the next month that


I’d owe him that much in betting money.


Right?


“Sold!”


I watch Remy’s gaze track Coach Al as he jogs down the aisle to come retrieve his prize.


I set my shoulders, preparing myself for meeting my auction winner in the same way I might


prepare myself to sing for judges or take the stage in a swimsuit. Al is high-fiving other men on the way down to greet me; they seem to like him.


Altogether, maybe not the worst guy to outbid Remy. He’s got all his teeth. All his hair. And, most


importantly, his clothing bears no picture of my face.


Al smiles at me and slips an arm over my shoulder.


“Miss Wells,” he whispers in my ear over the din of cheers. “I was hoping I might get to ask you


out. I just never realized what an expensive date you’d be.”


I laugh at that. And as I do, my gaze flicks over the audience. Remy is already gone from his


chair. I guess his job is done, and he doesn’t exactly need to stick around and act as my bodyguard


from the horny masses if my win-a-date is his boss.


I take a deep breath and turn back to Al, smiling up at him. This is going how you wanted it to go,


Cay. Things are getting back to normal. Remy showed up to support you as your friend, and now he’s


probably on his way to some weeknight beers with Grant or his brothers, or maybe he’s just going


home to stick his hand down the front of his sweats and watch reality TV. Normal stuff. Back to


normal. Normal, normal, normal.


Why is it that if you repeat a word enough, it starts to sound made up?


“Do I get to cash in on that date tonight, or is your dance card full?”


Al’s hand slides just a little lower down my back, making me jump and take a step forward.


“Um, I have a pageant obligation tonight,” I explain. “I’ve got a round of interview prep for Miss


Southeastern America with some judges who flew in from Virginia. Can’t miss it. But I can put you


down for this weekend?”


Al slides his hand around to mine, raises it to his lips, and kisses the back. “Emilio’s, maybe?


Seven on Friday?”


I nod my head. “Seven on Friday.”


And just like that, I have another date. Another successful encounter as Miss Georgia’s Most


Eligible Bachelorette.


Bonnie will be thrilled, Remy will take my call tonight so we can catch up and make jokes about


Shirt Guy, and everything will be totally normal.


Normal.


CHAPTER SEVEN: REMY


The way Johnathan keeps missing his field goals is feeling like a metaphor for my attempts to date


Caroline. I can’t believe I was dumb enough to show up at that auction and bid on her. Lord, I put up more money than was even in my sad-sack savings account, only to lose out to Al Friggin’ Burnette.


Johnathan kicks the ball again, and it goes spiraling off nowhere near the goal posts.


Alright, God, you’re laying it on pretty thick with the metaphors for how stupid I was. I get it


already.


My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I have to stifle a groan at knowing I probably ought to pick it


up. It’ll just be her again. And it’s not like she isn’t well within her rights to pour over every detail of the auction with me, to excitedly outline her plans for her date with Al.


I’ve been on the opposite side of these calls for years. This is just more cosmic comeuppance.


I slide the phone out of my pocket and click on the screen.


 CAROLINE: Red dress or blue? 


My heart seizes up; she’s attached a picture. My thumb hovers over the little preview, begging my


mind to get with the program and just click already.


I can’t see her in her date night outfit. Maybe I can listen to her plans, maybe I can nod along in


all the right places as she asks for advice. But I can’t  see what she’ll look like on her date with Coach.


She sees me as the experienced one between us. I’m supposed to give her all the answers in


exchange for all the advice and support she’s given me over the years when I called her up, right?


Maybe I’m being hypocritical or childish. Maybe when I calm down and take a step back from


all this, I’ll be able to look at the damn picture and choose which plunging neckline looks better on my best friend.


I erase the picture before I can see it.


 REMY:  Blue. 


Not right now, though—I can’t convince myself to do any of that right now. I’ll be a bigger man


another day.


“Should I go again?” Johnathan calls over to me. Even from the sidelines, I can see him eyeing


the snack tray one of the team moms provided.


I nod my head in that direction. “Go get your orange slices and Capri Sun on.”


His face lights up, and he ditches the football to jog on over. I sigh, running a hand through the


front of my hair as I attempt to recenter. I’ve let it get too long; it keeps dangling into my eyes, making me feel like a frontman for an early 2000s punk rock band. I bat at the hair, cursing under my breath as I’m temporarily blinded.


“Son of a —  Giulia.”


I stagger back as my sister’s face pops up through the part in my bang curtains. I glance around


the field, checking out the other staff. Burnette is still hovering with his assistant coach near the other end zone.


I sigh and turn back to my sister. “Who let you in here? This is a  high school. Did you have to knock out a security guy? Wait—maybe you just read to them from a tabbed binder and they fell


asleep.”


“Hey, don’t mock the tabbed binder anymore. It’s sensitive.” She shuffles something behind her


back, and I realize she’s holding a full-on Leslie Knope folder for me even now.


“Giulia. You have a problem.”


“I have a baby who likes to sleep and therefore gives me the time to help my baby bro out.” She


grins. “Some people would call that a blessing for all involved.”


I wave her off, then shove my hands deep in my pockets as I jerk my head in a motion for a group


of JV boys to jog over.


“I’m working,” I remind her.


“I heard about the auction,” she tells me.


The boys head my way. I don’t turn to Giulia as I hunch my shoulders to put some distance


between us. “Then you heard that your last big idea was a bust.”


“What I heard is that you have a certified romantic rival now, bud.” I glance back at her; she’s


grinning like the fucking Cheshire Cat. Maybe I’ll call Giulia’s therapist myself. “Made. Of. Honor.”


“Drop drill, guys,” I instruct the boys. They’re all eyeballing the snack table in the distance,


where Johnathan has already loaded up a plate with a small farm’s worth of orange slices. Cool. I’m


losing attention from the high schoolers now, too. “Guys? Drop drill?”


When only one of them glances back my way, I just wave them off.


“Lord,” I sigh. “Take five. But save me a Capri Sun.”


I turn back to Giulia. Something in my gut has tightened up. Maybe it’s the loss at the auction and


the struggle at practice and now dealing with my meddling sister, but I’m fed up.


“Look, I’m done, okay?” I tell her. “You should have heard Caroline on the phone last night.


She’s excited about this date. This Most Eligible Bachelorette thing is a big deal for her and I don’t want to mess that up. Clearly, I blew up a friendship and convinced myself it might be something


more.”


“Please, if rom-coms have taught us anything, it’s that her excitement to go out with another man


is merely a manifestation of her desires to be with  you.”


“… Seriously, did you write your college thesis on this or something? Exactly how many rom-


coms did you watch after childbirth?”


“Ugh,  men. ” She pulls out the thin binder again and shoves it to my chest. “These are date ideas and conversation starters. Use them. You and I both know you’re in love with that girl and if you don’t ask her out soon, you might just lose her to the football coach who is currently wearing white New


Balance sneakers unironically. Please, Remy. Date outfit options are outlined on Tab 3. Do Cay a


favor here.”


“You should be institutionalized.”


“I should be revered,” Giulia counters. “They should erect statues of me for my public service.”


I sigh. “Want a Capri Sun before I kick you out of here and make you swear never to return? I’d


offer you something stronger to quiet the crazy inside, but I don’t think Adam’s mom provided


anything like that.”


She sticks her tongue out at me. “A Capri Sun is fine. But you’re keeping the binder.”


We walk toward the snack table where my boys are still loading up. On the way, we pass Al and


the other assistant coaches. He nods at me as I pass, never breaking the cadence of his conversation.


My insides clench as I notice the white New Balance sneakers my sister was just making fun of.


Coach Burnette really isn’t the guy I would have picked for Caroline. He’s a typical football


coach: crass and demanding and all consumed by his sport. The sneakers aren’t a poor fashion


statement—they’re a sign that his whole life is football. No friends, no dating. He probably dropped


the money on Caroline at the auction because he heard about the Bachelorette thing, had the cash, and figured this would be an easy way to wife up without having to put in any of the work.


Alright, calm down, Made of Honor. The inner tirade towards your new boss isn’t healthy for


anyone involved. Leave the sneaker-bashing to your twitchy-eyed sister.


Coach will probably treat Caroline just fine. And if she decides she likes him, well, that’s her


choice to make. At least she’ll be happy. At least this Bachelorette thing will have helped her to get everything she ever wanted and I can rest easy knowing my best girl is loved and taken care of and—


“I had a pageant girl once in college,” one of the assistant coaches is saying. “All that lipstick


looks real pretty on their mouths and even better painting your—”


The group breaks into laughter. I pause just past the group, unable to will my legs to keep


walking.


Giulia turns back to me. “Uh, Remy?”


“This definitely wasn’t my worst idea,” Coach says, laughing along.


Something about his grin at the guys unnerves me. It’s the same expression he wears when he’s


considering a particularly vicious play. Like he’s pretending to weigh the ethics behind showing so


much brutality to a group of high school kids, but he’s already made the choice to come after them


anyway.


“They’re all so desperate for attention, right? Whoring themselves out with those little bikinis


and sparkly dresses?” Coach continues, still grinning as the guys laugh along. “A grand is nothing to spend when I’m guaranteed a pay-out. The rest of you lazy dopes might get your rocks off when we’re


travelling for the season, but some of us are too focused on the game to run off and dick around. I


figured I’d spend a little cash and get me a girl who is already running at peak desperation for my


approval. A little home field treat, right?”


They all laugh again. Giulia has a hand on my arm now, and I know she’s listening to them, too.


My whole body has gone numb. The edges of my vision are graying out, and my jaw is clenched so


tight that my teeth are making an actual noise as they grind together.


“I just never realized you liked ‘em so big, Coach,” someone cracks.


He shrugs in response. “Another reason she’ll be desperate to please me. It’s all strategy, just


like in the game, boys. I’ll keep her on the line and have a steady hook-up for the days we’re back in town.”


He catches my eye then, and his face pulls into a wicked grin. He knows I’m friends with


Caroline. Hell, I’m the one who invited the guys to come support her at the auction. Coach winks at


me, and my stomach flips over.


“Anyway, it’s more cushion for the pushin’. I’m sure Bianchi knows what I mean. Right, Remy?”


They all turn to look at me, but I can’t so much as say a word in response.


This fucker. He thinks he’s masterminded some easy lay and he can just use Caroline with no


regard to her as a person. It’s like he said: she’s just a part of the strategy, a play in his endgame to get everything he wants.


When I don’t immediately respond, Coach shrugs and turns back to the guys. The conversation


quickly shifts, and they’re back to talking about Broderick’s weak ankles and Johnson’s hamstring


injury. But I’m still tense, and at some point my hands have clenched into fists.


Suddenly, I find myself marching over to the storage cart and retrieving a new football.


“Ay, snack break’s over,” I call to the boys at the table. When no one makes a move to abandon


their orange slices, I brace the football over my shoulder. “Get your heads in the game. Johnathan!


Drop a peel and go long!”


I turn and ready myself to aim. Coach is directly in my line of sight, a perfect target for my


trajectory. He says something to the assistants as I watch, and they all laugh again like they’ve just found themselves at the start of an inside joke.


“Wait, now?” Johnathan asks, scrambling to drop a Capri Sun, clean off his hands, and jog back


to the field. “I’m not—”


“Go long!” I repeat as I release the ball.


There’s a mad dash as Johnathan scrambles to follow my path. He’s not used to running for the


ball; he kicks field goals and eats orange slices. This isn’t exactly his thing, and his lack of


experience shows.


There’s a rustle in the distance as the other coaches look up and see before Al does that the


football—and one tall, meaty, sweaty sixteen-year-old—is hurtling their way. They clear out with a


few yelps and curse words, but no one warns Coach in time. He turns, face going red, as he realizes


what’s about to happen.


“Shit! ”


The collision is brutal. Johnathan slams into Coach, his heavy practice gear, coupled with his


momentum, body-slamming him to the ground. With the way they’re lying, it looks like they might


share one of those intimate moments Coach was just bragging to the assistants about.


“Getoffme!” He yells it all in one word, wrenching Johnathan back by his jersey and then huffing


as he pushes up to his knees. He searches the sidelines for the offender, but I’m already turning on my heel and heading back for the snack table. I can’t be bothered to care.


“Um, that was—” Giulia starts, tagging along at my heels.


I snatch the binder from her and start to flip through it. “Alright, crazy, clearly we come from the


same gene pool. What do you have to help a guy out?”


She shrieks and dances between her feet. “I believe you’ll want to turn to the tab marked  Grand


 Gestures. We’re about to Nicholas Sparks the shit out of this situation, Remy. Just you watch.”


CHAPTER EIGHT: CAROLINE


“Wow. So this is a…”


“A waterbed,” Al provides as he follows me into his bedroom. He nudges me inside and, as I


glance back at him, he winks. “I know it’s an 80s thing to some people, but have you ever slept on


one?”


“Uh, no. Can’t say I have.”


Okay, so before the waterbed, this date was really normal. We got a steak dinner. He didn’t try to


order for me. He also didn’t show me a tattoo of my silhouette on his chest or try to snip a lock of my hair when I passed by to go to the bathroom. All solid signs that Coach Al is at least a functioning


human male.


He offered me a nightcap and my polite pageant mouth was saying yes before I thought things


through. I didn’t realize he meant a drink at his  house instead of at the bar down the street, but that’s on me, not him.


Overall, if I omit the waterbed detail when Bonnie grills me tonight about how the date went…


I’d say there’s a decent chance she’d give him the slight mouth twitch of approval.


Her eyebrow had raised when she learned it was Al Burnette who had won my date at auction.


According to her, he was “a very fine prospect, and about as good as you can ask for.” Basically a


ringing endorsement from my mother.


I know, I know. It wasn’t like she’d stayed up late with me that night and painted our toenails as


she asked me if he was cute or if it was love at first sight. But it was approval. And that was a lot.


“Um, do you have anything to drink?” I turn back to Al and smile, hoping to divert him away from


the aquatic lovescape.


“Beers are in the garage fridge. Follow me.”


Bonnie’s approval or not, I’m not about to make love to this man. He’s nice enough and I


appreciate the distinct lack of Big Stalker Energy, but it’s not a soul mate connection. I’ll grab a drink, smile and nod for a few minutes, then bail with some excuse to avoid a night spent getting seasick on someone else’s sheets.


This was a start, though. A solid start. I’ve got a few dates under my belt now, and I can report


back to Remy after this that I’m well on my way to living it up on the dating scene, just like he has for years. I can tell him—


I pause. Damn it. I had managed not to think about Remy—about the audiobook debacle—for at


least a few hours now. I told myself I wouldn’t spend the date hung up on that, that my going out with Al wasn’t about reconnecting with my best friend…


I follow Al through the hallway. He opens up the door to a musty garage, darts inside, and


retrieves a beer. He twists off the top and passes it over.


Focus up, girl. Finish this out. Bail to go home and sleep on your regular ass bed where there’s


no risk of drowning. You can do this.


“Cay, I’m not going to beat around the bush.”


I blink twice, suddenly remembering that there is, in fact, a human being here with me that is the


object of the date over which I’ve been obsessing.


“You’re… what?”


He steps toward me and slides a hand around my waist. My mind flashes back to the stage at the


auction, and the icky feeling I got when he touched me this way before. I step back instinctively.


“I want you in that waterbed,” he growls. His stubbled cheeks have gone red, and as he throws


back a swig of his beer, I begin to remember how many drinks he slammed down over dinner. “I want


to get you  wet.”


Did he just—did he really—somehow, despite his directness in coming onto me, I’m fixated on


the concept of his getting me “wet.” Yikes.


“Wet because, like, your bed has a leak?”


He frowns. “No, I mean I want to get you in bed. I want to sleep with you.”


“But are you informing me of my risk of drowning or using a euphemism? I hate that I’m not


sure…”


“I want to fuck you.”


His eyes are bright and shiny. He takes another step toward me.


Sweet Jesus. First the waterbed and now a direct proposition, if not the one my mother


envisioned for me when I told her the good news about Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette.


“I want to strip you down and take in every inch of that glorious body.” He’s breathing heavily,


and there’s a misty quality to his gaze that makes me wonder again how much he’s had to drink. “I


want to spread your slick petals and give you every inch of my love’s sweet arrow.”


“Oh my Lanta.” I snort, then slap a hand up to cover my mouth.


I just had a sudden flashback to Remy in the car on the way to Miss Peach State, teasing me about


moist folds and velvet steel.


Don’t  laugh, lady! He’s reading our connection wrong, and he’s more than a little drunk, but at least he’s trying. Don’t emasculate him. Don’t—


“I want to get you soaking wet. I want to douse you in my—”


I bite the inside of my cheek, mentally begging myself not to snort again. “I’m going to stop you


right there, Al. Again, I feel like you’re probably speaking in euphemisms, but after having seen that antique in your bedroom I’ve got to double-check that you aren’t trying to lure me back and send me


to a watery grave.”


He blinks slowly, like the effort is a bit too much. “You talk more than I thought you would.”


Yeah. Definitely drunk.


I reach for his beer. “Al, I had a great time. But maybe this isn’t going to end in a wedding and


3.5 kids. How about I take this drink for you—”


He snatches it back, staggering a little at the sudden motion of his having to stop me.


“I paid for you,” he snaps. “Look, I get it. I voted for Obama. I know women have  rights or


whatever. But I dropped a grand and you’re fat.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’re supposed to sleep with me. That’s how the play goes down.”


I cross my arms. “Alright, you’re done, buddy. Don’t call me.”


I head for the door, but he snatches my arm. When I look back up at Al, the shininess to his eyes


has intensified, and it looks like he might cry.


“Oh Lord,” I mutter. “More water to deal with tonight. Just what I need.”


“I’m sorry,” he whines. A switch has just flipped. “I’m sorry, I am. I’m just so busy with work


and I’m so  horny and I spent all last weekend dealing with this flood in my bedroom…”


So the waterbed  could have drowned me. Good to know.


“I need this win.”


I cross my arms again. “Your team went 10-0 last season.”


“That’s not what I meant!” He collapses into tears and pulls me forward. I’m being crushed into a


hug. I awkwardly pat Al’s back while he sobs into my hair. “You were so nice, and I didn’t mean to


freak you out. You’re even being nice now, too. And your body is  so soft and squishy to hug. It’s so nice…”


“Okay, stop while you’re ahead, buddy,” I mumble.


“You were just as great as Bianchi is always saying you are. I thought this could be something,


you know?”


Bianchi. Remy. And just like that, I’m thinking about my best friend all over again.


I’ll have to grill him on the phone after this to ensure that he’s never gotten plastered and shit on


—or potentially drowned—a date like this before. I’ll make him promise to always keep his wits


about him, to never purchase a waterbed, and to never tell a woman she’s  soft and squishy if he’s trying to seduce her. He’ll be the picture of a perfect gentleman going forward, and every girl in


Copper Springs will want him.


Suddenly, it’s like the wind has been knocked right out of me.


And even though Al is still clinging to me and using my hair as tissue, I know it’s not because of


him.


I don’t want every girl in Copper Springs to want Remy. And I don’t think I want every guy in


Copper Springs to want Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette, either.


Oh my God.


Remy doesn’t need my call full of reminders to be a gentleman with women. He’s always been a


gentleman. He’s been the best man I’ve ever known, right from that first godawful night we spent


together bleeding and laughing in the ER after botched first-time sex.


This isn’t about the audiobook anymore. For all the judges who’ve interviewed me at pageants


and praised my intelligence, I must be really fucking stupid. This isn’t about a return to normalcy or getting back to the familiar beats of our friendship.


I freaked out after the ride to Miss Peach State because Remy had gotten a glimpse at who I was


and what I wanted from a man. Everything I’d wanted, everything I’d fantasized about for years had


been put out in the open, despite years of my suppressing it—maybe even from myself. I didn’t want


to admit that I actually wanted the charming boy from the hotel who hadn’t known what to do in bed


back then.


I didn’t want to come clean with Remy that my big fantasy was the same as the one in the smut


book. That I wanted another chance at a first time with him, a chance to be good in bed this time


around and never give him any doubt that I’m worth more than being his friend.


I try to step back from Al, but he’s still got a death grip on my back. What the hell am I doing on


all these dates, even if it does finally make my withholding mother happy? I need to call Remy, I need to figure this out, I need…


God, can I really do any of that? Do I really have it in me to tell Remy the truth about my feelings


if I’ve been hiding them from  myself for so long? Not to mention, I just spent days freaking out over his having listened to my audiobook. Could I ever have sex with him again if I could hardly look at


him as he listened to a stranger instructing readers to “take it deeper?”


I don’t know what to do. I’m at a complete loss. I—


“Cay? Cay, I think I’m done crying now.”


Al steps back, wiping at his snotty nose with the back of his arm. Yeesh.


“Uh, that’s great, Al. That’s really great. Do you want me to maybe help you get back to your


waterbed to go lay down before I head out?”


“Wait, the waterbed is still on the table?” He looks up with eager eyes.


“Not what I said.” I sigh.


His eyes well up again. Good Lord, I think we’re about to start in on round two of tears.


“Look, is there anything I can do to cheer you up?” I ask. “I don’t want to leave you this way.”


He shakes his head and hiccups. “You’ve been great, Cay. You’ve been a real gem. You’re really


amazing, you know that? I see why you won Miss Peach State.”


Okay, this is starting down a path that seems like it’s headed toward face on t-shirt territory. I put a hand to Al’s chest, stopping him from stepping in for another hug.


“Thanks, Al. Really.”


“I should make this up to you,” he says seriously.


Well,  yeah, but…


His eyes light up and he sniffles. “Hey, you should sing the National Anthem at our next away


game. It’s a paying gig, you can take a little vacation with us in Nashville, and maybe we can get to know each other better?”


… And maybe I’d be travelling and spending the night in a hotel with Remy Bianchi, the guy I


just realized I’m hopelessly, tragically in love with.


That’s got to be a little reckless. I freaked out over the audiobook thing—how am I supposed to


keep my shit together when Remy proposes we share a hotel room like we always have when we’ve


travelled in the past?


I’ll have to see him climbing into the bed next to mine, and hear him saying “If the bed bugs bite,


bite back, Caroline” like he always has before.


I’ll have to see him taking off his shirt before his shower.


I’ll have to see him come back to the room all sweaty and red after a last-minute practice with


the team, those muscles pumped up and primed…


“I’ll do it,” I tell Al. “Count me in.”


Oh my God. Maybe I drank too much on this date, too.


CHAPTER NINE: REMY


“I brought Red Vines.”


“Shut up. I got you Twizzlers.”


“You did not.” Caroline grins up at me as she pulls the Red Vines out of her bag. She tosses them


my way. “Figured I owed you for making you come to that auction.”


“And I figured I owed you after you told me about the awful date with Coach Al. I should never


have brought him to the auction. Twizzlers are in the kitchen, far away from where they might


contaminate any of my food.”


Caroline groans.


“I dreamt about that date last night, Remy,” she says. “It was an actual nightmare. I’m terrified it


might recur.”


“Worse than ‘I’m Naked at Final Exams?’”


“Worse than ‘My Lover Turned Out To Be Kermit the Frog.’”


I wince. “Woah. It dethroned your longest-running nightmare? Sheesh.”


“Oh, I’m knee deep in trauma, babe. Better fetch those Twizzlers.”


She kicks aside my bags where she’s been helping me pack for our road trip, then slouches down


onto my couch. She covers her face with both hands and moans.


“I can’t think about that waterbed for too long. I should have done Al’s sex life a favor and


popped that thing when I had the chance—maybe then he’d have a shot with any future dates he takes


home.”


I laugh and take a seat on the couch next to her. I reach across her for the remote to get our


standard Friday night B-Movie queued up. Tonight is  I Bought A Vampire Motorcycle.


As my hand finds the remote, my forearm brushes her shoulder. Shoot—all at once, my arm is


covered in goosebumps, the dark hairs standing at attention as I pull my hand back and train my eyes


on my lap.


I clear my throat. “I’m actually glad you left the bed intact. Coach might have been drunk, but that


was no excuse to say the things he did to you. Let his sex life suffer.”


She glances over at me, raising an eyebrow. She swallows, and I watch the most delicate lump


pass down her long, creamy neck. “Vindictive Remy. Maybe I should go on bad dates more often if it


means I get the protective best friend treatment.”


Caroline holds my gaze for a moment, the cutest little crooked smile lighting up her face as she


waits for my reply.


Every cell in my body lights up in response.


Damn. I had a plan going into movie night tonight. Lord knows I still wasn’t a fan of the tabbed


binder, but I do have to admit it had a few good ideas. And one of them was confessing my feelings.


Tonight.


It would be a safe space. My place, all alone doing the friendship stuff we’re most comfortable


with. I’d ply Caroline with her favorite snacks, invite her to cuddle under a blanket, keep the lights low. And when the moment felt right, and I’d had a few drinks for liquid courage—but  not as many as Coach Al had—I’d do it. I’d tell her everything. I’d take the chance and put myself out there and


finally,  finally get my shot at starting over.


“Oh no. Oh no, change the channel.”


At the sound of upbeat music queueing up, Caroline has turned back to the TV. I still haven’t


switched it over to the Roku for  I Bought a Vampire Motorcycle,  and the local news has come on.


Caroline covers her eyes again and buries her face in a couch cushion.


“Really?” I ask. “You sound fantastic. And you’ve got to have performed onstage at least a


hundred times in your career.”


“It never gets more tolerable,” she groans. She pulls her hands back from her face, revealing


cheeks the color of crimson. “Besides, footage from the pageant only serves to remind me of—”


She stops short. Her cheeks bloom an even deeper red. She’s thinking about the audiobook


incident again. I know she is.


I swallow. I swear I can  hear Giulia in this moment, can picture her tapping on the section of her psycho rom-com bible. “Be brave! Not speaking your truth will only keep you in the friend zone.”


“I thought the audiobook was cool,” I say. Her blue eyes widen, and my insides twist tighter. But


I take another deep breath and push on. “Hey, maybe your platform could have been female


empowerment instead of body positivity.”


Her lips quiver like she wants to smile, but isn’t quite sure how anymore. “Those things are one


and the same in my book.”


Another loaded pause between us. Another quiver of those full pink lips.


“I really thought I freaked you out that day,” she admits, her voice quiet. “I spent way too long


trying to think of ways to undo the damage and get you to stop thinking of me as some kind of sex-


starved freak. I worried you weren’t going to look at me the same, that you—”


“I’m not,” I interject. I hold that eye contact with her, never letting myself waver. “I’m not


looking at you the same.”


She draws a deep breath, and I watch her chest slowly rise and fall. “Remy, I—”


“Forget B-Movie night,” I say. “Let’s get weird. If you’re so scared of freaking me out with a


little book porn, maybe exposure therapy would be good for both of us.”


Did I really just suggest that? Did those words come out of my mouth?


But as Caroline sits on the edge of my couch, her silken red hair falling in soft waves around her


sloping shoulders, those pink lips parted in the barest hint of a surprised  O… I mean my suggestion more than I ever thought I might.


I want to hear that audiobook again. I want to watch how her face reacts as she listens to the dirty


words. I want her to see if she blushes or squirms or grinds into my couch cushions, unable to stave


off her need.


“Okay. Yeah. Sure.”


She bends down, fumbling in her purse to produce her phone. My heart picks up pace, and sweat


breaks out along my neckline in immediate response to the situation at hand.


She’s playing along. She’s getting out her dirty book, playing the words for me and letting me


listen in to the words she hears as she touches herself.


I should fucking tell her right now. I should put a hand on her arm and stop her from fidgeting


with her phone and make her look up at me. I should tip back her chin, meet her eyes, and confess that the reason I got so weird after hearing her clip the first time was because I was consumed by the


thought of how badly I wanted to make it reality.


She’d bite that bottom lip and her eyelids would lower and lashes would flutter as I ask her to


play each naughty scene for me and bookmark the parts she wants to make a reality, just like Giulia


might do with one of her binders.


I’ll bring them to life, princess. I’ll make every last fantasy a hot, long-awaited reality.


She presses a button and looks back up at me.


“I’m not sure I can hold back for much longer.” 


It’s a feminine voice this time. A different chapter. Caroline has selected something new for me;


she’s letting me in on another part of the daydream.


Is this supposed to mean something? Is it another sign that I need to stop her and confess? Is it a


signal that she wants me to act now?


I grip the arm of the couch as I stand here and listen, certain that my fingers are about to dig a


hole through the worn leather. My cock is stiffening in my jeans, and I have to shift my stance to keep it tucked down.


“My pussy is pulsing. I am slick with need, aching to be filled again. Rod teases me with his


 fingers, stretching me this way and that, opening me up to examine every part of me. Your cunt is so needy, baby girl. His voice alone damn near sends me over the edge, and I flush as his thumb


 glides over my clit, sending the first orgasm crashing through my body. Rod just watches, emitting a low, satisfied growl as he observes my spread cunt clenching and squirting, desperate for


 something to clamp down on.” 


“Good God.”


“Scared this time?” Caroline breaths.


I shake my head. “No way.”


The book plays on as she studies my face. I don’t feel too unlike the girl in her book: vulnerable,


open, exposed. Only I  want Caroline to see. I want her to read the need on my face, to understand what I’m too damn chickenshit to put into words.


I swallow. Hard. “Listen, Caroline, I think I need to tell you something—”


The book stops playing. Caroline’s rarely heard ringtone, Billy Joel’s “Uptown Girl,” plays over


the tinny speaker. Her face loses a shade of color.


“It’s Bonnie. Shit.” She glances back up at me. “I might need to call this an early night. She had


mentioned wanting to introduce me to some neighbor’s son before we head to Nashville tomorrow,


and I’m sure that’s what she’s calling about.”


“Of course.” I nod. My voice is coming out distinctly strained. “I’ll pick you up around six


tomorrow?”


“Yeah.” She nods. “Yeah, that sounds good.”


“Let me walk you out.”


I lead her over to the front door, fumbling the whole time to hide my raging erection. When we


get to the door, she pauses to stand on her tiptoes and kiss my cheek.


“Sleep tight, Remy,” she breathes into my ear. “See you in the morning.”


“If the bed bugs bite—”


“Bite back.” She smiles and squeezes my arm. “Night.”


And just like that, she’s out my door. The night is over. The opportunity has passed. I’m fucking


panting.


I glance over at the TV. The segment on her pageant is still playing. Caroline is wearing that short


green dress she had for the talent competition, a gorgeous grin plastered on her face before she tips her head back and goes for the high note.


I walk over to the couch and grab the remote. I pause it on her smiling face. A quick glance back


at my front door. Still locked. She’s still gone.


Holding my breath like I’m still being watched, I undo my belt and unzip my pants. I brace over


the edge of the couch as my right hand slides into my boxers. My fist curls around my cock, and I find myself throbbing with desperation.


My gaze is still trained on the paused TV screen as I pump my fist over my crown. I should take


down my pants, do this the clean way. But I’m too consumed by the moment, too frantic for release. I


pump again, chewing hard on the inside of my cheek to stifle a pathetic moan.


I should have told her everything tonight. I should have put it into words and then taken that phone


from her as I let the audiobook play. She could listen to her story as I reenacted every stroke of the narrator’s fingers, every thrust of his cock.


It would all be for her, every moment specifically designed for her pleasure. I’d pump into her


over and over and over again until her eyes rolled back into her head and she screamed my name.


And then I’d fill her up until her pussy was overflowing with my cum, making her  mine, mine, mine…


There’s a sudden flare of heat at the back of my neck as the orgasm overtakes me. I explode into


my fist, the front of my jeans immediately soaking through with the massive load.


And Caroline is still frozen on my TV screen, still smiling in that way that reveals she has no


idea how I feel about her. Tomorrow night, princess. Tomorrow night we share a hotel room and I’ll


make up for way too much lost time.


CHAPTER TEN: CAROLINE


“This feels like senior year all over again.”


“Except this time we’re cool enough to get back of the bus seats.” Remy grins, throwing his


backpack onto the bench and patting the spot beside him.


“You were always cool enough for back of the bus seats,” I remind him as I slide in. “I was the


one who only came into her own after high school.”


He rolls his eyes. “Meanwhile, I peaked in high school.”


“That’s debatable.”


I smile at him before nestling my head into the crook of his shoulder. His chest tenses up in


response.


A tingle shoots down my spine—I wasn’t imagining it then. Audiobook Incident 2.0 changed


something between us the same way the first encounter did.


When I went home last night, I replayed the way Remy had looked at me as he listened to that


audio clip. I’d committed his face to memory and analyzed it over and over.


But maybe I’m just reading too much into his expression because I want something to be between


us, right? He was goofing around, the same way he did in the car on the way to the pageant. Because


if he wanted me,  really wanted me, he had to know that this Bachelorette thing was a pass to finally come after me, right? I must be seeing a change in him I want to see. It must be in my head.


The doors open up one last time and Coach Al gets on. His eyes find mine over the seat backs,


and he cocks his head.


“Miss Wells? What are you…” His face turns a truly unholy shade of purple.


“Oh my God,” I chuckle quietly to Remy. “Good to see you, Al!” I call.


“What?” Remy asks.


“I think he forgot he asked me to sing for the game,” I whisper. “I think he was too drunk to


realize what he’d done.”


Al sits down in the first row, back stiff and straight. The backs of his ears are the same purple as


his cheeks.


“Looks like he’s adequately shamed now,” Remy muses.


“I’d say so.”


He shifts, propping me up a bit as he slides an arm around my shoulders.


It’s a gesture he’s done a million times before. Remy and I have always been unashamed


cuddlers, whether it was during weekly B-Movie night or out for drinks with friends. But this time,


when he pulls me close, I nearly stop breathing. I squeeze my eyes tightly shut, just for a moment.


“Tell me they weren’t all that bad.”


“Hm?” I open my eyes and turn my head to look at him.


“The men. Your dates. I’m ready to crack skulls if anyone else got too forward,” he says. “You


know my brothers would have your back, too. Luca is bored stiff at his new job in Alpharetta and


Dom will tell you straight-up that Scar’s got him pussy-whipped these days. They’re both ready to


crack some skulls.”


I laugh. “No skull-cracking needed. Let’s keep the violence to a minimum. No one is belittling my


honor.”


“Yeah…” Remy’s eyes have gone distant and clouded.


 Has someone come after my honor? I know the Knights in Seersucker Suits have been lining up at my mother’s door these days, but surely most of them are good ole Southern boys with mamas like


mine, who would disown them if they so much as glanced too long at the fairer sex.


“You know I was surprised you leaned into this Bachelorette thing,” he says, breaking my train of


thought. “I didn’t think marriage was even on your mind. You don’t even really date.”


His voice cracks at that last word, and he blushes in the most endearing way as he shrugs and


smiles at me.


“You’re not wrong,” I say. “I don’t date. Not ever, really.”


Remy would know better than anyone. Plenty of people don’t realize it, but holding a big title


like Miss Copper Springs or Miss Peach State… it’s a full-time job. You’re expected to attend near-


daily events, you get enough scholarship money to border on a salary, and the whole while you’re


preparing for the next level of competition. It’s kind of exhausting.


“Well, for starters, having a husband wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”


My stomach twists. Remy knows I’m not the kind to throw myself at one-night stands, but he can’t


know just  how inexperienced I am. The prospect of finally locking down a man all for myself,


someone who cares about me and wants me and is proud of me as  his catch…


My stomach tingles just at the prospect.


“You think you’re really ready for marriage?” Remy asks me, bringing me back to reality.


I shrug. “Is anyone? Ever?” I sigh and run my hands through my hair. “But it was definitely an ego


boost to think of so many eligible men having interest in me. For the first time in my life, I was a


catch. I was the prize instead of the consolation.”


“You were never the consolation,” he corrects me, something strange flashing across his features.


“I don’t like that talk. I’ve always been proud of you, Caroline. Everyone who counts has always


been rooting for you.”


“Well, that’s another level to this Bachelorette thing.” I squirm in my seat beside him, working up


the courage to finally give voice to one of the more shameful aspects of my pursuit. “I kind of… well, I partly went for it to please Bonnie.”


Remy raises an eyebrow. “Pleasing the old lady. Sounds like a healthy reason to embark on the


hunt for a husband.”


“Don’t mock me.”


His eyes darken and he squeezes me tighter around my shoulders. “I’m sorry. Not mocking.


Promise. Keep talking to me. You might not have been cool enough to know this in high school, but


back of the bus rides were always meant for spilling secrets.”


My mouth quirks into a wry smile at that. I’ve got at least one secret Remy doesn’t know.


“I don’t know,” I continue. “I thought when I won Miss Copper Springs that would be enough to


finally make her like me. Then I thought Miss Peach State would do the trick. Bonnie was a pageant


girl, my sisters were pageant girls. I mean, wouldn’t that be a logical thing to make her like me?”


“I’m sure she likes you.”


“Sure,  Randall,  Bonnie likes me enough to remember my best friend’s name.”


He winces. “Okay, yeah, that’s pretty bad.”


I sigh. “This Bachelorette thing… I knew as soon as that woman in the bakery got excited over


the paper that my mom would be into it. Her daughter was finally the prize of Copper Springs. A


worthy reflection of Bonnie Wells, even if she didn’t look or act anything like her.”


Remy reaches around and takes my chin in his hand. My breath catches as he makes me look at


him. He cracks a snarky smile.


“Don’t go running off and getting married on me just to please Mommy. Some of us liked you


before the fancy titles.”


“Um, that’s another thing.”


“Hm?”


I force myself to hold his gaze. “Another reason I threw myself into the Bachelorette thing. Back


when I thought the audiobook had messed up our friendship…”


Come on, Wells. You can do this. I steel my gut. Set my jaw.


“I thought that maybe if I went on all these dates and called you up the way you used to do after


you went out with girls,” I start. “I could kind of force us back into the familiar rhythm of our


friendship. I’d play your old role, you’d play mine. We’d go right back to our regularly scheduled


bickering over Red Vines and RC Cola.”


Something dark flashes across his face at that, and his hand wavers against my skin as though he’s


considering pulling away.


Remy clears his throat, his gaze darting down at his lap for a moment. “You weren’t going to lose


me over that stupid smut book. Should I make you play it again for me and stare deep into my eyes


while I listen to descriptions of the  treasured pearls of her passion?”


A small smile dances across his lips. My chest eases up, and I feel like I can finally breathe.


“You know just what to say, Remy Bianchi.”


“Alright, is it my turn to spill a secret?”


I laugh. “Obviously. Back of the bus rules.”


“Fine then,” he agrees. “I’ll tell you a story about the time I let Giulia practice hair removal on


my legs when she was preparing to wax her own brows for the first time.”


“What?” I laugh.


“But after the story we shoot spitballs at the back of my players’ heads. Back of the bus rules. I


don’t make ‘em up.”


I laugh again, finally settling in as the bus rolls past Copper Springs’ town border.


***



“Nope. No way. Not eating it. You know I don’t do spicy.”


“Come on, Wells!”


“Man up!”


I shoot the big one—Johnathan?—a look from across the table. “Might I remind you I was  Miss


 Peach State, not  Mister? I resent the call to ‘man up.’”


“That’s pussy talk,” another one of the players says with a laugh.


I raise an eyebrow.


“Did your mama teach you to use that word around ladies?”


“Oh, come on, Wells.” Remy winks as he slaps a hand on my back. “That’s pussy talk.”


“I know your mama, Remy Bianchi,” I remind him before sticking out a tongue. “I can tattle on


you.”


“Eat the damn chicken, Caroline.”


I stare down at my plate. The color of red on this bird cannot be natural. It looks like a dish


straight out of a cartoon, something Tom the Cat eats before steam comes pouring out of his ears. I


swear I can feel the acid reflux burning up my throat already. I do  not do spicy food.


“You, sir, are a terrible influence,” I inform Remy.


“And a helluva coach,” one of the boys chimes in. “He’ll get you to eat that food, just you wait.”


I sigh and look down at the hot chicken again. Did this really have to be Nashville’s signature


dish? Why isn’t regular fried chicken good enough for these people?


I glare up at Remy. “One bite. That’s it. And I fully expect you to rub my feet when we get back to


the hotel.”


He grins. “Half a breast and I’ll rub wherever you want, princess.”


My face burns hotter than the damn chicken as his players whistle and murmur to each other. I


look back down at my plate and scoop up the breast, ripping into it as fast as I can to stave off the burn.


Holy. Shit.


My eyes immediately line with tears. Bad idea. Very bad idea. But now the guys are all cheering,


chanting my name so everyone in this tiny shack restaurant can hear.


“Go, Cay! Go, Cay! Go, Cay!”


“We’re not friends anymore,” I inform Remy through a cloud of tears. He just grins and cackles.


I take a deep breath before shoveling down the rest of the chicken breast. The table erupts in


cheers, and someone smart thrusts a glass of milk in front of me.


“Praise Jesus!” I throw it back, not even caring as the drink runs tiny rivulets down my chin and


neck.


“Your ever elegant Miss Peach State, everyone,” Remy teases. I keep drinking as I reach over


and smack the back of his head.


Finally, I slam down the empty glass. I clutch my stomach, already feeling the effects of the acid


sauce from that chicken.


“Oh God. Bathroom. Now.”


The boys all clear out. I hurtle away from the table, still grasping my stomach like it might


somehow hold back the fire barf threatening to release at any moment. The women’s bathroom is just


a few feet away. Literal tears of joy are streaming down my face as I reach for the handle—


“Cay. I was hoping I’d catch you alone for a moment.”


Somehow— God only knows how—I manage to turn and see Coach Al standing in the doorway


of the bathroom hallway. His eyes are misty, and he’s holding a half-drunk beer.


Great. So he’s sloshed again, ready to get me to agree to buying a waterbed on the road so I can


share a hotel room with him here in Nashville.


“Al, I’m so sorry. Can we do this later—”


“I’m so sorry about the other night,” he says. “I was too forward. I let the date get away from


me.”


The idea of things  getting away from me only serves to make my stomach turn further.


“Al, I really don’t feel that great—”


But he’s stepping forward now, putting a wavering hand to my cheek. He locks eyes with me, his


expression the kind of overly intense focus you only get when you’re one drink away from blackout.


“Gimme ‘nother chance,” he slurs. “I’ll be a perfect gentleman this time. I’ll pull your chair out


and junk.”


Ah. Pulling my chair out “and junk.” The very definition of manhood. Now  get out of my way, 


 you drunken son of a—


I burp and have to slap a hand to my mouth. Sweet Heaven alive. This chicken is about to eat  me. 


“Al, if you don’t move now, you are going to regret it.” Each word I speak requires insane


concentration. I think I’m losing vision as I try to hold this back. My eye is definitely twitching.


“Leave me alone. Now.”


“Promise me I’ll get a second date while we’re out here?” He whines. “I’ll take ya to see that


duck hotel. Don’t girls get real horny for fuzzy animals?”


“Yes. Sure. Whatever.” The famous Peabody Hotel he’s referencing is in Memphis, not


Nashville, but I’m too sick to argue. “Just get out of my—”


“I knew you’d be back!” He grins, eyes going all squinty and hazed. He reaches out and  boop s me on the tip of my nose. “You big girls live to please.”


And then I lose it. Every spectacular ounce of bright red Nashville Hot Chicken. Al’s eyes go


wide as he’s coated in what looks like an outtake from  The Exorcism.


I step back, panting. I calmly grab a napkin from off a waiter’s tray and wipe my mouth, then


reach forward and tuck it in Al’s pocket. Much better.


“You’re right. We big girls live to please.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN: REMY


“Two minutes,” Caroline tells me as she disappears into the hotel hallway, heading toward the


bathroom. “I’ve got to unload some toothpaste and mouthwash. Sorry to abandon you at check-in.”


“Because it’s such an arduous task waiting with my players and coworkers to get a room key?”


She eyeballs Coach, who stands in front of one check-in desk, shivering as he flicks off yet


another speck of Caroline’s vomit.


“Good luck,” she whispers. “I mean it. Sorry if I just messed up your reputation with the big


boss.”


I shrug and wave her on her way. I eyeball Coach again, a little smirk playing across my lips as


he realizes there are throw-up flecks in his hair.


Serves him right. He’s lucky I let him get away with the first night he trashed on Caroline and


tried to use her. If she hadn’t thrown up on him by those bathrooms…


I realize my hands are clenched into fists again. I’m already picturing a delightful daydream of


sending more hefty teenage football players to send Coach careening to the ground.


“Next, please.”


I look up. A front desk clerk is waving me over.


“Hey, checking in with the Ainsley’s Mill party. Bianchi, room for two?”


She clicks something on her computer, her long nails  tap tapping  the keyboard. There’s a pause in the tapping, and her lips press into a firm, straight line.


“I’m sorry, sir. It appears you were booked as a party of one.” She looks up at me, not looking


too sorry at all. “All we have is a queen in there. We can retrieve a cot for you? Or if you’d like to wait for a room with two beds, I can see what I might be able to shuffle around…”


A memory of Giulia’s binder flashes through my mind. Under the  Grand Gestures tab she’d


included little snapshots from movies I’d never seen (or cared about) with phrases like “Candles all


over?” and “Possible rose petal path?” written beneath. And under one, with a picture of the dudes


from  Brokeback Mountain  curled up in a tent, she’d written “Only one bed.” All caps. Underlined.


I didn’t need to know romance movies to get the reference. I’ve seen one bed scenes before. I


know how this plan plays out.


I glance over at the bathroom—Caroline is still in there, ridding herself of all traces of Nashville


Hot Chicken.


I don’t want to be a tool. It’s not like I’m going to force my morning wood on her by virtue of


restricting her to sleep in a bed with me. I’ll take the cot. But if she sees me down there, shivering like a gay cowboy from the 1960s, and she invites me up…


“The room is fine,” I bark. Damn it. That was entirely too eager. I’m disgusting.


“Remy.”


I jump at the sound of Caroline’s voice. She’s come up on my shoulder. She pockets one of the


room keys the desk clerk has slid across the counter, then tugs at my hand.


“They have an indoor pool. It closes in an hour. Come on!”


I gulp. “I didn’t bring a swimsuit—”


“There’s an indoor pool?” One boy pokes his head between us, eyes bright. “Hell yeah! Boys,


we’re going swimming.”


“You have a big game this weekend,” I remind them. “You ought to be resting.”


“It’ll be fun,” Caroline assures me, tugging me over to follow her. “And good for team morale,


right? Come on, we can all strip down and take a dip before we turn in for the night.”


“Caroline, I—”


I pause. Why exactly am I fighting the idea for this girl to strip down to her bra and panties and


get wet with me?


“To the pool,” I agree.


Someone whoops behind me.


Caroline leads us down the hall, dragging her rolling suitcase behind her. The pool is just a few


doors down. She pushes open the door for our ragtag group of football players and coaches.


Steam hits me right away. I stand off to the side of the entrance for a moment, just breathing it in


as the guys run past me and start stripping off shorts and t-shirts. Johnathan is the first in the pool, cannon-balling into the deep end and sending a wave of water lapping up over the side and onto our


feet.


Caroline giggles and elbows me. “Good for morale. Like I said.”


Her hands find the bottom of her shirt and she tugs it up over her head. Caroline shakes out her


long red hair and tosses the shirt onto a pool chair.


Christ alive. My spirit is straight up yeeted from my body.


I’d forgotten what she looked like. All the pageants with the itty bitty bikinis and the plunging


ballgowns, and somehow I’d never really been paying attention. But here she is now, body on full


display right in front of me, and it’s like I’m that nervous boy back in the prom night hotel room again.


Caroline is curvy. Thick, in all the places you want a woman to be. Her heavy, sloping breasts


are tucked into these lacy triangles of fabric, with the tiniest modesty panel to cover her nipples. Her skin is creamy and smooth; I suddenly find myself with the insane urge to lick from her delicate


collarbone all the way up that long neck and over to her earlobe.


She bends forward, and those breasts damn near spill out of the bra. She’s laughing at something


one of the guys has said, and a hand goes up to shield her face from splashback even as she unbuttons her shorts. In a moment she’s inching them down, shimmying them off her voluptuous hips until they


drop to the floor.


She glances up at me then—and I know I just got caught staring. But she holds my gaze like that


for a moment as she stands up fully, her delicious body on full display for me. The pool steam is


collecting around the nape of my neck, on the small of my back, even at the bends of my elbows. I’m


consumed by it, and it’s transporting me away to make me feel like it’s just me and Caroline now, all alone and undressing for each other for the second—but really the first  proper—time.


She half-smiles and nods her head. “Shirt off, buddy.”


I nod back. Here we go.


I pull my own shirt over my head and toss it onto the pool chair beside hers. Caroline steps over


to the edge of the water. She glances back at me. “Jeans, too, weirdo.”


There’s a massive splash as another one of my players takes to the diving board. Caroline giggles


as she’s drenched from head to toe with pool water. She turns back to me briefly, gesturing for me to hurry up.


The lace of her bra is clinging to her skin now. Her panties hug those curves, the back riding up


the slightest bit between her round cheeks.


I shift, too uncomfortable to drop my pants. She’ll see me. She’ll know. And while I desperately,


 desperately want to confess my feelings already, I’m just not sure I want to do it this way…


“Uptown Girl” echoes through the lofty pool room. Caroline sighs and steps away from the


water’s edge.


She rolls her eyes. “That’s probably Bonnie asking if I’ve successfully seduced any Grammy


winners here in Nashville yet.” She jerks her thumb back at the pool. “This is not an excuse to skip


out on the fun, Mr. Bianchi. Get nakey. Come on.”


I close my eyes for a moment, trying to conjure up images that’ll scare this erection right back to


the hellish friend zone from whence it came. Ope: a mental image of my brother, Dom’s, hairy ass as


he jogs from the bathroom to his bedroom when he forgot a towel for his shower. That’ll do it. It’s


truly amazing he found someone to love that white butt.


When I open my eyes again, Caroline has got the phone balanced between her ear and her


shoulder. Her arms are crossed, her expression pinched.


“It’s great news, Mom. Really, it is.”


I cock my head at her and raise my arms in question. Caroline just waves me off and pinches the


bridge of her nose as she closes her eyes.


“Picture-perfect little family,” she agrees with something Bonnie has said. “It definitely is. I’m


sure Mrs. Franscuto will just die of jealousy when she hears the news. Especially after she made such a big deal about her daughter marrying that judge’s kid.”


She clears her throat and straightens up. All at once, something washes over Caroline. It’s the


same look she had at the back of the bus today, when she was talking about the pressure to please her mother. The pressure to please  everyone in her life.


There’s a stab in my gut at that. This is the burden she was carrying when she thought the


audiobook thing had weirded me out. She must have carried herself just like this, all straight and


strange and weighed down with the need to be so damn agreeable all the damn time.


I have the sudden impulse to cross over to her and take the phone. I want to throw it in the pool


and then pull Caroline into a hug.


“Listen, Mom, I really have to go,” she says, her voice thick. “I was invited to sing the National


Anthem for Remy’s team, remember? It was the same guy that won the auction I was in as


Bachelorette. It was…” She nods, and I watch her swallow a lump in her throat. “Yes, say hello to


Natalie Brooke when you run by this evening. And buy her one of her pregnancy cravings on me. I’ll


Venmo you.”


Caroline hangs up the phone. For a second, she just stares at the device, blinking down at it like


she can’t really believe she just had a conversation at all. Finally, she looks up at me.


“My oldest sister is pregnant,” she says. “Natalie Brooke is having  twins. I’m happy for her. I really am. She’s going to be a great mom and I’m going to love being an aunt.” She bites her quivering bottom lip. “But I’m also Miss Peach State. I’m Georgia’s Most Eligible Friggin’ Bachelorette. And


my mother has never once twittered on with pride the way she just did on that call. I can’t keep up. I can’t hold my own in this family. I shouldn’t care what she thinks.”


Caroline crosses her arms tighter and stomps her foot. “I just want one person to be proud of me,


you know?”


Here it is. Not my first chance. Not even my second. But somehow, the universe is giving me


another undeserved opportunity to tell this woman how I feel. To tell her  fuck her mom, I’ll show her someone that’s obsessed with every goddamn move she makes.


“You grab your clothes and I’ll grab the Twizzlers and Coke,” I say. “I saw them selling both in


the lobby. We meet up in the room and talk this shit out.”


The corner of her mouth quirks up into a sad little smile. “Thanks, Remy.”


“Anything for you, princess.”


***



Caroline is all wrapped up in a fluffy white robe, sitting on the edge of the bed as she rips apart a


Twizzler.


“This was a good idea.”


“Sugar makes everything better,” I say as I plop down next to her. “Even if it did come in the


form of mediocre licorice.”


“Really?” Caroline smirks. “You’re gonna kick a girl while she’s down?”


“I have to hold true to my principles.” I smile and shrug.


Caroline finishes off the Twizzler. She sighs and collapses onto her back, covering her eyes with


both hands. It’s not a position too different from when I first turned on that audiobook clip.


“I am at a truly dangerous level of anxiety, Remy,” she says. “Like, a  Clear out the town, she’s


 gonna blow  level.”


Her red hair is splayed out across the bed. One thin tendril curls by my knee, and my fingers itch


to touch it. I allow myself this one small concession and reach over to rub her scalp. She moans at the relaxing pressure, and my cock perks up under my own hotel robe.


“Call me when you reach the  Heavens to Betsy, is that Christ descending from heaven and


 shooting people with laser beams?  level. That’s the real heavy shit.”


“Come on.” She snorts.


“Or the  Al Burnette just tried to get me into his waterbed  level. We both know that would mean shit was getting  real.”


She smiles from underneath her arms. “You’re ridiculous.”


“It’s part of why you keep me around.”


Caroline pushes up from her spot then, rubbing her eyes with the palms of her hands. I keep


running my hand through the back of her hair, more for myself than for her at this point.


“Can I ask you a question and pray it doesn’t send you careening off to Al Burnette’s room in a


desperate attempt to get away from me?”


She raises an eyebrow and one corner of her mouth twitches downward. “… Yes?”


“Why so much anxiety about your mom’s approval right now? You’ve had over two decades to


deal with her withholding Southern mom bullshit. Why is it breaking you now, when so much is going


right in your life?”


She pauses for a moment, chewing her lip. And then a slow, soft blush washes over her delicate


features.


“I mean, there’s more to my anxiety than just the Bonnie stuff,” she explains. “There are a lot of


moving pieces.”


“Moving pieces?” I repeat.


Caroline pauses again, eyes searching mine. She winces then, and keeps her eyes closed as she


continues talking.


“It’s maybe the Most Eligible Bachelorette stuff a little, too, okay? It’s, like, all wrapped in to


one pretty little anxiety bundle.” She sighs and opens her eyes.


“Isn’t that a good thing?” I probe. “I mean, isn’t it like you said—you want to find someone to


settle down with, and this is as good an avenue as any to make that happen. Why the anxiety


surrounding it? You’re already inundated with A-list charmers who would bet a thousand dollars at


auction to accost you in a waterbed.”


Caroline shoots me a  look. “Finding the guy isn’t the problem. It’s the prospect of what will likely happen… after.”


I blink. “Um, Caroline, do you forget who you’re talking to? I’m pretty sure I took your virginity


in twelfth grade. Either that or I made a very serious navigation error in the dark and you had a much more exciting first time.”


Her cheeks bloom crimson at that. “No, no butt stuff happened!”


“Joke,” I smirk, gently guiding her back to reality. “But come on. You’re not a virgin.”


“No.” She shakes her head and looks down at her lap.


Suddenly I feel ridiculously guilty for making jokes about ass play. She’s trying to be serious


with me here. Vulnerable. No wonder she worried so much about how I reacted to that stupid smut


book on the road to the pageant. I’m failing her.


I slide my hand from the back of her head down to her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Talk to me, Caroline.


I’m listening.”


“Look, it’s not like I became some sort of nun after senior year.” She says the words with too


much emphasis, like she’s trying to convince herself more than me. “I mean, not on  purpose. I didn’t avoid guys. It’s just that I was always so busy with school and the pageant circuit and when I did date, it always kind of turned out… disappointing.”


She looks back up at me then. “I’m scared that when I find  the guy, he’s going to be disappointed with what he got. He’s going to get me in bed and realize that I never really learned what I’m doing.


And then he’s going to look at me with that same sad, empty pity I get from Bonnie and it’s going to


feel like I’ve failed at the last good opportunity in my life.”


Caroline is panting as she lays this all out for me. She holds my gaze, probing me silently with


her eyes, watching to see if I twitch to run away.


But instead, I reach down and wrap her hands in mine. “Caroline, he’s not going to look at you


that way. No sane man could ever look at you and feel anything except unadulterated, unequivocal


bliss.”


“Coach Al looked decently disappointed,” she cracks back, a tiny smile inching onto her lips.


“Coach Al forfeited all claims to sanity when he purchased that waterbed you’ve gone on and on


about.”


She laughs quietly. For a moment, we just look at each other. Her fingers are laced through mine,


and she’s squeezing gently, like part of her still worries I might let go.


“Remy…” she starts. “You always know what to say to me. But that doesn’t take away my


inexperience. I’ve only been with two men other than you. It doesn’t make feel any more ready.”


“Sounds like you just need a little practice.”


Good God—did I just say that?


Caroline cocks her head, her brow furrowing. “What?”


This is a dangerous line of thought you’re heading down, Remy. She’s been reiterating all night


how she’s looking for Mr. Right as the Bachelorette. If she wanted anything from you, she’s bold and


independent enough to simply ask.


She doesn’t know how you feel. She doesn’t yet know this would mean so much more to you than


it does to her, despite her story about a conservative dating life.


Oh my God, I’m already pulling my hand out of hers. I’m holding up one finger and tracing a little


circle on the back of her hand…


“We helped each other once, Caroline,” I say. “And I guess it turned out that you helped me a lot



more than I helped you, since I was the one who went on to be a man whore through college and our


early twenties. Let me help you now.”


She gulps. I swear I can feel the tension rippling in the surrounding air. This was effing  nuts. I was so selfish to suggest anything so  stupid…


“You’d let me use you? Like, for practice?”


I’m holding up my finger though, and it’s like my body isn’t my own. I have no fucking power


over the damn thing.


“Fuck my finger, princess. Use it to figure out what you like and don’t like. Take what you want


from me.”


She sucks in a sharp breath. “Remy, I—”


Sudden embarrassment floods my senses—the logical sensation I  should have had when it first


occurred to me to offer myself up.


“God, Caroline, I don’t know what I was thinking. I should never have—”


But she’s pushing up off the bed and sliding over to straddle my lap. She looks up at me with


those big blue eyes, a rogue lock of red hair curling over her left eyebrow.


“Can you… can you coach me through it? Teach me what to do?”


I try to swallow, but my throat has gone dry. My tongue is a thick wad of cotton in my mouth,


preventing me from answering her. I manage a nod.


Oh. My. God.


Somehow I gain enough control of my faculties to find the waistband of her panties. I’m still


looking at her face as I hook my thumbs through the band, but I can picture what I saw at the pool:


barely-there pink silk, hugging her curves and moving with the ripples of her actions. Caroline shifts onto her knees and I tug them down.


She leans forward, resting her cheek against mine. I know it’s likely so she doesn’t have to look


at me while we do this, maybe even so she can pretend I’m someone else. But I can’t bring myself to


care. Her breasts are pressed up against my chest through the bathrobe, and I can feel her deep,


focused breathing hot on the shell of my ear.


I glide my fingers across her thigh, then up between her legs. That breath in my ear catches as I


drag my fingertips up, up,  up…


And then I’m there. My middle finger finds her waiting pussy. She is slick and swollen with


need, pulsing onto my tentative finger.


 She wants this, too. 


It’s nothing like I remember from prom night. Her hips are already swaying in a small circle,


teasing her opening with the lightest graze from my waiting finger.


“Tell me what to do, Remy,” she whispers. “Teach me.”


I can’t think. I can’t breathe. Instead, I’m consumed by the idea that my dick is separated from


this sopping, needy cunt by only a thin layer of hotel robe.


I need to focus. I need to deliver on my promises to her. I need—


And then, clear as day, I remember the words I know she’ll want most to hear.


“Take me all the way in,” I instruct. “Slide down onto my finger and start to fuck it.”


Caroline takes a deep breath, and then I feel her weight giving way as she slowly sinks down


onto my finger. The tip is in, then I’m sheathed all the way to my knuckle, and in a moment she’s got the whole thing in and she’s grinding slow, soft circles into the palm of my hand.


She knows what to do. Whether or not she realizes it, Caroline knows exactly how to give and


take pleasure.


Still, I’ll give her the lesson she’s asking for. My dick is throbbing against her thigh as she works, likely soaking this damn robe through with precum.


“Give me a little squeeze, princess,” I whisper into her ear.


When her pussy walls respond with a gentle clench, I almost lose it. Caroline’s head has rolled


back, her breasts pushing more forcefully against my chest as she takes her pleasure from my hand.


I pull out my fingers, and her head snaps back. Those blue eyes are lit up with a brief flash of


annoyance. She doesn’t know the idea I had a moment ago. She doesn’t know what I’ve got prepared


for her.


I put my fingers to my lips. Caroline’s mouth drops open as I slide that middle finger into my


mouth and swirl it with my tongue. She tastes like heaven: honeydew sweet, a little sweaty, and


corrupted with delicious need. I slide another finger past my lips. Then another. Her eyes widen.


I reposition myself at her opening, three fingers at the ready.


“Woah,” she breathes. “I told you it’s been a minute since I’ve tried to sleep with anyone, Remy.


I’m not sure I’m ready for—”


“Come on, baby girl.” I channel my best audiobook narrator voice. “Let me in. You can take it.”


Caroline blinks. “Is that—”


“Let me in,”  I repeat.


Her mouth pulls into a mischievous smile. And then—good fucking girl—she drops down onto


my waiting fingers.


“More circles,” I instruct. “Take me in and out halfway, then drop back down.”


She’s following directions like a fucking pro. Even with her head rolling back again and that


chest heaving and her pointy little nipples popping out from the opening in the white robe, she pushes on and does as she’s told.


It’s taking everything I have to hold back and let her have this to herself. But I want to worship


Caroline. I want her to take whatever she wants from me and leave me an empty shell of a man if she


so desires. Use me up and spit me out.


“That’s it, princess,” I mutter in her ear. “Don’t give a fuck about his pleasure. He’ll get his. You take what you need. Don’t hold back. Fuck it like you would if you were alone, and his cock was your


vibrator. He’ll get off on your getting off. Promise.”


I stroke the back of her hair again as she moans. The throbbing against my fingers has picked up


speed as she slides up and down at a steady rhythm.


“That’s right,” I encourage her. “That’s it.”


She’s getting wetter and wetter with each second. My fingers are practically dripping with her


juices each time she slides up before thrusting back down.


“Make yourself come for me, princess. Make yourself—”


I don’t have to tell her twice. She’s grasping the back of my head, burying my face in her neck as


I feel that pussy throb and clench around my fingers. Suddenly she’s reaching down to grab my other


hand and bringing it between her legs, directing me to rub her swollen clit with my thumb.


“Be gentle,” she tells me through clenched teeth. “God, so gentle…”


“Whatever you want, princess.”


She pulls back and looks at me. Her eyes are impossibly bright, her cheeks flushed with exertion.


Fierce.


“My turn to be in charge,” she says. “Take off your pants, Bianchi. We’re getting a do-over.”


CHAPTER TWELVE: CAROLINE


It’s somehow both the same and different from what it was before.


All the same pieces are in play: me and Remy, a hotel room, a sort-of first time (even if neither


of us are really virgins this go-around). And my body is reacting the same way it did before. My


breathing has gone rapid and shallow. The palms of my hands are tingling; that’s a sensation I’d


largely forgotten about since the first time we did this.


But this time I’m flooded with need. I wanted Remy the first time around, but I was more nervous


than anything else. Eager to rid myself of my virginity and move on. Now, every cell of my body is on fire for him. Fueled up. Ready to go. There’s a tug, low and deep in my belly, that draws me closer to him, begging his body to bridge the gap with mine.


Remy holds eye contact with me as he reaches up and runs his thumb across my lower lip. It’s


still soaked through with my wetness, damp from where he massaged circles into my tender clit. I let


him slide it past my lip and into my mouth anyway, closing my eyes and holding back a moan as I taste myself on his skin.


“Your pants,” I repeat. “Take them off.”


Something dark and pained flashes across his eyes. He shakes his head, and I go cold.


I put my hands on his chest and push back. “Oh my God. Oh my God, I took it too far. I showed


you too much, just like with the audiobook. I did it again.”


I look down at my lap, fighting back the tears that are already pooling in my eyelids. But then


Remy’s hand is at my chin, and he’s forcing me to look back up at him. His brow is knit tightly


together, and his dark eyes are burning into mine.


“I want you, Caroline,” he says. “I want you more than you know. And that’s the problem.”


There’s a vise on my chest. I can’t breathe, I can hardly make my voice box work. “You… you


want me?”


Remy winces, and when he opens his eyes, he’s the one who can’t make eye contact this time.


“I knew when you left for Miss Peach State,” he confesses. “I knew the minute I heard that damn


audiobook and realized I’d just spent years friend-zoning myself with the most beautiful, the most


funny, the most special woman—”


“You want me,” I whisper.


His eyes flick up to mine. He nods, his jaw clenched.


“I was going to take a shot at the bakery that morning. But then you got the news about the


Bachelorette thing and you were all in. And then, on the bus, you had such a clear vision for who you want and who is going to make you happy. And that’s not me. Maybe I can let myself touch you and


pretend like I’m doing you a favor to prepare you for whatever lucky bastard gets his shot with you.


But I’m not a big enough dick to make love to you again and pretend like that’s for anyone other than myself.”


At some point, my fingers have curled tightly around his forearms. Those rapid, shallow breaths


have turned into slow, deep pants.


“Remy, did you even really listen to that audiobook clip in the car?”


He blinks up at me, still looking pained. “What?”


“It was a virginity scene,” I whisper. “I must have played it a million times. It’s my go-to clip


when I—” I take another deep breath, and it takes every ounce of my willpower to keep looking him


in those smoldering dark eyes “—when I touch myself. I’m reliving my first time over and over again.


And every day that I get to know you and want you just a little bit more, you become some new


version of the narrator.”


His grip on my thighs clenches. “But the Most Eligible Bachelorette thing…” he counters. “You


told me yourself what you were looking for.”


I nod. “I told myself that was what I wanted, too, because I never thought in a million years that I


could have you. But now that I know… Now that you’re…”


Suddenly, Remy’s lips are crashing into mine.


In a flash, he’s rolled me over onto my back. His hand returns to that powerful grip on my chin,


working my lower lip open so he can slip his tongue inside. It sweeps through my mouth. Tasting me,


savoring me. He moans into it, and that’s when I realize I feel something new: his long, thick cock is pressing through the robe into my thigh. It’s leaving behind a wet, sticky spot where his head is


weeping precum for me.


Good God.


When he pulls back for air, I seize the opportunity. I push up onto my elbows, forcing him back.


My hands find the drawstring of his robe, and I tug open the knot. The cloth falls aside, revealing his slick crown and rock-solid shaft.


Remy shifts to his knees, putting his dick on full display for me. His right hand finds his shaft, and I watch as he strokes slowly up his length and fists his head. He groans, and when his grip slides back down, every inch of his cock is lubricated with a thin layer of shining precum.


“Do you still need instruction?” He asks me as he fists his cock again. “Or did you learn enough


from when you fucked my fingers, princess?”


I gulp. Remy has the thick, calloused hands of a guy who handles footballs and cars all day, but


the size of a finger isn’t remotely comparable to that dick. Even my vibrator packed away in my travel bag seems pretty wimpy right now.


“I only ever saw it in the dark that first time,” I admit. “I didn’t really get a good look. You were under the covers so fast, and then we were on our way to the ER… Fuck, Remy, it’s just so damn


 big.”


He grins at that. “No need for instruction in the dirty talk department, I see.”


My cheeks heat at that.


He reaches out and grasps one of my shoulders. My breath catches as he leans forward to run his


wet head across my chest and down over my perked nipples. He’s left his mark on me, branded me as


his. My pussy flutters again in response.


“You still sure you want it? Or is too big for you to try right now?” He asks the question


sincerely, but I note a flicker of disappointment in those chocolate eyes.


I shake my head. “I still fucking want you, Remy. It’s just I could use a little…”


He nods and smirks. “Book porn script to the rescue, princess. I think I might have learned a trick


or two I can pull out now.”


He eases me back onto the bed. No covers this time around. Nothing to keep us from seeing each


other. Remy props himself up with one elbow as he nudges my knees apart with his own knee, then


reaches down to feel between my legs.


My body immediately responds to the familiar touch. My back arches up off the bed, tits pointing


straight up at the ceiling. He growls before catching one pebbled nipple between his teeth, nipping at the flesh and then running the smooth flat of his tongue across to soothe it. I lean into where his fingers have entered me, grinding those slow, deep circles until he’s filled me up.


When he pulls out, I know it for sure: I’m ready. I want that cock buried so deep inside me. I taste


it in my mouth. I want the first-time fuck I didn’t get on prom night. Let this re-do leave me sore and tired, every inch of me painted with his hot seed.


“I’m ready,” I breathe. “I want it now.”


He nods and slips his fingers out. My pussy misses them immediately. Remy sits back on his


heels and reaches over to grab his wallet from the nightstand. He pulls out a condom, ripping it with his teeth before sliding out the thin circle of latex. As I watch him position it over that dripping head, my cunt goes crazy. I’m squirming beneath him, my body so desperate to get filled up I can hardly


stand it.


When he’s sheathed inside, Remy positions himself over me once again. His cock waits just


outside my entrance as his hands search my body. He squeezes my full breasts, kneading the thin skin, a lustful smile quirking up his lips as rolls my nipples between his fingers. Then he’s touching my soft stomach, caressing my full hips. I’ve never had a man touch my body this way before, not any of the


times I’ve braved intimacy. Remy doesn’t just touch me: he worships me. I’m his fucking altar and he


is my saint, giving me everything he has.


“I can’t wait anymore,” I eek out. “I need you. Give it to me, Remy.”


He grins. His hand goes to his shaft, and I feel his wrapped head pressing against my entrance,


sliding back and forth in the pooled cum where he got me off just a few minutes earlier.


“Come on, baby girl, ” he growls in that now-familiar narrator voice. “Let me in. You can take it.”


I spread my legs further, and he thrusts in. My head rolls back as I hear him groan.


“Jesus, you feel like the fucking promised land.”


He pulls out halfway, and my breath hitches. He thrusts in again, sinking at least another


centimeter deeper. He’s pushing me, stretching me past my limits. Yes, Remy. Yes, please. He groans.


He opens his eyes then, and they’re bright and burning as he holds my gaze. A mischievous smirk


dances across those pretty pink lips.


“I’m going to stretch you now,”  he quotes. How the heck does Remy remember these lines? Oh


my Lord—he’s been listening to the book without me. Preparing for this moment, even if he never


thought he’d be lucky enough to have it. The thought sends another surge of wetness between my legs,


and I lift to my ass up off the bed to meet his next gentle thrust. “I’m going to sink this cock all the way inside your virgin pussy and pump you full of my seed. Can you take that, baby girl?” 


I nod, biting my lip. There’s so much pressure with his cock, so much more than I experienced


with the other two dicks that thrust in and out of me in under a minute before the guys spent


themselves and rolled over. Remy is filling me up like he promised, stretching me beyond what I ever


thought I could take…


“I can’t hold back much longer, Caroline,” he says.


I nod again, unable to respond to him. I’m consumed by the throbbing between my legs, the dull


ache that urges me closer and closer to a finish line I’ve never reached with anyone but myself.


“Give it all to me,” I moan in his ear. “Give me every inch. I want to feel your balls slapping


against my ass.”


He grunts as he picks up pace. And I swear to God, I actually feel him hardening up. He’s


approaching that ledge with me, hurtling toward it. And then—


“Fuck.”


Remy’s back hunches as he gives me one last thrust. Despite the condom between us, I feel him


spurting, feel the heat from his cum as he pumps it into me.


Suddenly, the world is going fuzzy. My body is racked with pleasure, my cunt squeezing so tightly


onto his dick.


For a long while, we stay this way. Him, inside me, his breaths hot against my neck. Me, my legs


spread, pussy still pulsing against him as I come down off this high.


Finally, Remy pushes up. He’s smiling like an absolute idiot as he pushes a damp lock of hair off


my forehead. He laughs.


“I can’t believe we just did that.”


I grin back. The laughter is contagious—it takes me over, and I’m buoyed up by it. Filled all over


again, this time with insane mirth and amusement.


“… Wanna do it again?”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN: REMY


“Someone’s going to hear us.”


“No one’s going to hear us.” I smirk. “Besides, if it’s noise you’re concerned about, maybe you


should have thought about that before I got you moaning and groaning in bed last night.”


She scowls, but I see a hint of amusement poking through. “Two of your players are asleep on the


opposite side of this wall. We’ll wake them up.”


“I hope we do. They were supposed to be getting dressed and ready for practice by now.”


Caroline raises an eyebrow. “And what about you, big time coach? Won’t shower sex make you


late?”


“I’ll gladly take the punishment for my crimes.”


She squeals as I block her in with my hands by both of her shoulders against the shower wall. I


pepper her neck with kisses, licks, and nips. I catch her ear lobe and give it a quick tug.


“Just  a shower, Mr. Bianchi,” she insists.


“You’re already naked, Ms. Wells,” I purr in her ear.


Caroline puts a hand to my chest and pushes. But when I step back, she’s not annoyed. She’s still


beaming up at me, her eyes sparkling. She reaches up, smoothing back that annoying strand of hair


that’s fallen between my eyes.


“I like it when you grow this bit out,” she says. “It’s endearing.”


“I’ll shave it off and give it to you as a trophy, princess.” I lean in for another nip at the soft skin beneath her ear.


Caroline’s face cracks with giggles. She wraps her arms around my neck, pulling my wet, naked


body flush with hers. My hard dick finds a spot between her legs, stiffening up to rub against the


opening of her pussy.


“Shit, I’ll grow a front-facing mullet if you want,” I mutter. “Just say the word.”


She pulls back, one hand sliding around my skull to rest a finger tenderly on my cheek.


“What is this now?” she asks. “We were best friends yesterday. And now we’re…”


“Whatever you want us to be.”


“I’m serious.” She purses her lips. “You’re not exactly Grant Baker, but I know you, Remy


Bianchi. You’ve been calling me for years to give me the lowdown on bad Tinder dates and drunken


hook-ups.”


There’s a pang in my chest at that. What I would give to never have made Caroline listen to any


of that. Hell, what I would give to never have done any of it at all and instead spent the last few years worshipping her.


“It’s all over,” I whisper. “It’s you. I only want you.”


Her lips press together, and I can tell she’s been holding her breath. But then a small smile works


its way onto her face. “Bonnie won’t be pleased when she realizes she never  really learned the name of my boyfriend.”


“I’ll go by Rudy from now on,” I promise, holding up three fingers in a Boy Scout’s pledge of


honor. “Reuben. Rolando. I don’t fucking care.”


I lean in and drown her in kisses again. Caroline giggles and pushes me back once more.


There’s something more troubled in her eyes now. More doubting. “When I was named Georgia’s


Most Eligible Bachelorette… I know it was partly because I’m a novelty.”


I shake my head. “What?”


Her eyes cast down. “Look, I’m the fat Miss Peach State. I take care of myself. I think I’m pretty.


And I’m comfortable with who I am and what I stand for. Proud of it even. But I know who I am to the


world. I know what they see, and if I didn’t before, I sure did after the kind lecture Coach Al gave me when he was trying to get me into his waterbed.”


My chest washes over with fury. That bastard. We’ve been cracking jokes about him all


weekend, but that doesn’t mean that his words didn’t have an effect.


No one should ever make Caroline feel this way. No one should give her the vaguest inkling of


self-doubt.


“I know you’ve had all sorts of women before me,” Caroline whispers. Her gaze is still trained


on our feet where the shower water pools around us. “I just want to know now—for sure—if I’m a


novelty to you. If you’ll enjoy this now because I’m something new and different, but in a few months or weeks or  days even, you’ll want to get back to the other thousand girls waiting for their shot with Remy Bianchi.”


I don’t even know what to say to that. I’m overcome with a burning self-loathing and a drive to


make this right, but I don’t know where to begin.


Caroline looks back up at me then, those blue eyes shimmering. “Bonnie was excited for a


minute, too, when I got Miss Peach State and then Bachelorette. It was something fun for her. Different from her other daughters. But then my sister gets pregnant and I’m right back where I started,


desperately scrapping to prove I’m worth her time. And it feels—”


I scoop her up then. Her eyes go wide, and she clutches my back as I pin her up against the wall.


The way we’re positioned now, the shower water is bathing me in huge sheets down my hair and


back. I could give a shit.


“I’m not your mom, Caroline,” I growl. “And I’m going to spend my whole life proving to you


that you’re more than some novelty. You’re the whole fucking show, princess. You’re everything.”


I kiss her then, slow and deep. She leans into it, a tiny mew escaping from the back of her throat


as I bite her bottom lip. This is different from last night. More sensual. More meaningful.


I take my cock in my hand, pumping it a few times to harden back up after the serious turn our


conversation took. It takes no effort at all before I’m solid again, precum welling at my head as I


anticipate taking her.


I nudge Caroline to get her to wrap her legs around my waist, and after a moment’s hesitation, she


obliges. Keeping her propped up via the ring of muscles around my forearm and shoulder, I position


myself at her pussy.


She groans, loud and wanting, and the sound echoes around the tiny bathroom. I almost hope


those kids next door hear. I want the whole goddamn hotel to know I’m the lucky stiff who gets to


screw Caroline Wells.


“We’re in the shower. I can’t exactly wear a—”


“I don’t care,” she pants. “I’m on birth control. Come in me, Remy. Help me to—”


I sink into her, relishing the control I have over making any pain or doubt flee her features.


“Don’t you ever doubt how much I want you,” I tell her between deep, forceful thrusts. She just


nods, closing her eyes and biting that bottom lip again. “Never doubt how special you are. And how


stupid and cruel and ignorant anyone is who doesn’t see you as the princess you are. You hear me?”


She nods again. Her fingernails are digging into my shoulders, urging me deeper still. I oblige,


shifting her weight so I can thrust in farther.


“Remy,” she gasps. “It’s coming. I’m going to—”


But I pull out then, realizing that this isn’t the way I want things to finish. This girl needs to know the power she holds over me—the power she holds over everyone. Maybe her mother or that


goddamn idiot Coach Al don’t recognize her for what she is, but I’ll sure as hell make sure she knows I see her.


I drop to my knees. The shower water is pouring over me now, drenching my face and running


tiny rivers through my chest hair. I slide between Caroline’s legs and prop one over my shoulder.


“Woah.” Her eyes go big. “Remy, are you sure—”


“Stop the doubting,” I command. “And let your teacher show you how to take this like a good


girl.”


I prop the other leg over my shoulder so she’s pinned against the shower wall once more. I


glance up at her, my dick hardening up further as I take in the surprised, pleased expression on her


face. Her hands tangle in the back of my hair. Ready, set, go.


I bury my face in her cunt, my tongue lapping at her clit. I swirl it with the tip, stroke it until I feel it hardening up. Caroline shivers, and her knees tighten around my head.


I slip one finger inside, then another. I stroke forward as my tongue keeps working that clit.


I pull back just for a moment, just long enough to look back up and soak in that expression of


ecstasy on her pretty pink lips.


“You know I’m yours,” I growl. “So fucking tell me. Yell it loud enough for the boys next door to


hear.”


“Remy—” she breathes in objection.


“Say it, Caroline,” I instruct. “Scream it out while I taste your cum.”


Her fingers are knotted in my curls, yanking them this way and that. Her hips are rolling against


my mouth as I return for another lick.


“Remy…” she moans again. “Remy, I’m so close…”


“Fucking. Scream it.” I bury my face in her once more, my tongue sliding in as far as it can go


down her tight little pussy.


There’s an intense burst of sweetness on my tongue. Her walls clench against me, clamping down


in desperation to be filled up. Caroline yanks at my hair, and at least a few strands give up their roots.


“You’re mine, Remy!” she shrieks. Her pussy is still throbbing through her orgasm. I’m still


worshipping between her legs, never wanting to taste anything else. “You belong to  me!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN: CAROLINE


“Are you on drugs?”


I nearly spit out my cereal. “Excuse me?”


My sister, Ellie, crosses her arms and cocks her head at me as she sizes me up. Her eyes narrow.


“Your face. It’s so…”


“It’s happy is what it is,” Mary-Ann provides from down the breakfast table. “I think someone


got some last night…”


Ellie shakes her head. “No, she was singing the anthem for that football game, remember? Cay


got in late and woke up Adeline when she stepped on Bug’s tail.”


Both Adeline and Bug—neither girl nor cat much of a morning person—glare at me from their


spot together at the end of the table. It’s still pre-8 a.m. and my sister hasn’t had a chance to either fix her face or down her black coffee. She’s none too pleased with me.


“No way she got laid,” Ellie decides. “I’m a romance writer. I would be able to tell.”


“This isn’t normal, you know,” I tell all of them. “It’s weird enough that we’re all still living in


our childhood home as twenty-somethings. We don’t need to discuss my getting laid last night. It’s too intimate.”


“So, you  did get laid last night!” Mary-Ann lights up.


Unlike Adeline, she’s always been an early riser. She already lined her eyes and lips and


sprayed her hair to a ridiculous volume (“The higher the hair, the closer to God, Cay”) before the rest of us stumbled downstairs. Consequently, her features look freakishly intense now as she props her


chin on her fists and gives me a good bug-eye stare.


“Was it one of the dates Mom set you up with?” she probes. “Lord, if it was Dalton Wheeless,


I’m going to need every detail.”


“I still don’t think she really got laid,” Ellie insists. “There’s a pattern to these things, just like in my books. Cay would have had to meet someone first, obviously.”


“It was that Reid kid, wasn’t it?” Adeline mutters. Just like Bonnie, she never bothers to get


Remy’s name right. “Typical. You finally get your picking of the town, and you go for the boy next


door.”


Mary-Ann and Ellie both whip back to me, eyes wide.


“Did you sleep with Remy Bianchi?” Ellie asks. “Oh shit, Cay…”


“Language, Eleanor.”


The chittering stops as my mother walks into the room and takes the seat opposite Adeline. Like


Mary-Ann or my oldest sister, Natalie Brooke, if she were here, my mother is already perfectly made


up for the day. Not a single gray hair is out of place. Her gingham dress is pressed, and its lilac scent is wafting across the dining room down to where I sit at the table.


She removes a cloth napkin from her plate—the cloth napkins she insists we use regardless of


meal or dinner guests—and places it flat on her lap before glancing down the table with one gray


eyebrow arched.


“Now what, exactly, were you using the S-word for, Eleanor?”


Ellie grins. “It’s Cay. In Nashville last night, she…”


My stomach steels. “Finally tried hot chicken,” I interrupt. I glance at my sister, cutting eyes at


her. “It was terrible. Wreaked havoc on my stomach.”


Ellie’s brow knits together as she realizes I don’t want the news of Remy Bianchi and myself


getting back to Bonnie.


Sometimes it feels like Ellie is my only ally in this family. Adeline and Natalie Brooke were


always too much like my mother, and for as perky and sweet as Mary-Ann can be, she still values


plenty of the same things as them.


But Ellie writes those smut books I love so much. She’s been published with Harlequin—quietly,


Bonnie would  kill her for ruining our family’s pristine reputation if she ever found out—for the past few years. Ellie makes bank writing kinky scenes and forbidden love affairs. It’s kind of awesome.


She plays along with our mother a little better than me sometimes, but she still isn’t fully on


board the crazy train. Ellie would understand why I need to keep my private life private.


My mother makes a displeased coughing noise before retrieving a bowl of scrambled eggs from


her end of the table.


“A lady never puts her stomach at risk,” she lectures me without looking up. “It’s indelicate.”


I set down my spoon, not wanting to get into the back and forth this early. “Won’t happen again,” I


assure my mother. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at chicken the same way. I’ll catch you all before I head out for the day, hm?”


My mother and Adeline just nod. Mary-Ann gives me an excited little wave and winks. Lord.


I turn and start for my bedroom when I hear a chair pushing out behind me.


“Excuse me?” Bonnie calls from the dining room.


“Just realized I left a curling iron on,” Ellie calls over her shoulder as she strides to keep pace


with me. “Don’t want it to… start a fire with my clown make-up or… something.”


My mother calls something disapproving from the dining room, but we’re too far gone to care.


Ellie elbows me in the ribs before pushing me into her room and shutting the door behind us.


“Were you serious? You screwed Remy Bianchi?”


“… Yes.” The grin overtakes my face, and a weird nervous energy comes shooting out from my


fingers and toes.


Ellie’s eyes widen and she runs a hand through her hair. “I’ve got to reassess my plot outlines. I


legitimately thought friends-to-lovers was a trope that never worked out in real life.”


“You don’t think  any romance works out in real life,” I remind her.


She sticks out her tongue. “What  happened?”


I sit down on the edge of her bed, suddenly overcome by the excitement of the past twenty-four or


so hours. It’s been a whirlwind since we first got to that hotel. The conversation, the sex, then the anthem. Then I was back home, lying in my own bed, wondering if it all really happened or if I made


it up.


“Weirdly, I think I might have Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette to thank,” I say. “The title


was what finally put things over the edge for us to confess our feelings for one another.”


Ellie raises an eyebrow. “Don’t tell mom that once she learns about Remy.”


“Won’t she just be happy I found someone? Wasn’t that the whole goal with being named


Bachelorette?”


Ellie shakes her head. “No way. The whole goal was to get you married off to some gun-totin’,


camo-wearin’ good ole boy from a good ole family. Someone  Mom picked. You know that.”


My stomach twists. “You think she’s going to disapprove.”


“I think she’s going to be pissed,” Ellie says. “But I also happen to think you shouldn’t care.”


“You don’t?”


Ellie grins and sits on the bed next to me. “Look, I might not believe in non-fiction romance, but


that doesn’t mean I’m not excited for you. Remy is  hot.”


I giggle. “Right?”


“He was your first, right?”


I nod.


“But was it, like, different this time?” She asks. “Better, I hope.”


“Things were different.  Much better.” I grin.


“… So, did it grow since you’ve been away?”


I smack her arm. Ellie just grins back.


“Did he get any piercings? Did he know how to make you finish, or was he still like a little


virgin bastard only taking care of himself? Did he make any noises when he… you know?”


I’m fully dissolved into laughter now. I’m clutching my side, falling onto my back as I laugh and


laugh and laugh. I wipe away a tear as I roll over and prop myself up on one elbow.


“I am  not telling my sister the sound Remy makes when he finishes.”


Her grin widens. “Come on, inspire me. The creative well has been running a little dry lately.”


“Maybe it wouldn’t be so dry if you put  yourself out there and gave some cute guy a chance in bed?”


Ellie waves me off. “I’ll keep my book boyfriends, thank you very much. No disappointment in


that. Now ‘fess up! What was it like?”


I sigh and roll onto my back again. “It was amazing. I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much time in


the friend zone. It’s truly shocking we didn’t have that electric chemistry the first time we had sex. We were like Malone and Stockton in that hotel room.”


“Oof.” Ellie winces. “A sports reference. You  are in deep with this guy.”


I nod and sigh. “In deep and ready to stay buried, baby.”


She flops down beside me, balancing her chin on her fists. “Were you nervous before? It’s not


like you dated much in high school or college. You’ve never come home and told me about a guy


before…”


I blush. “I know, I know. You’re right—I wasn’t exactly a Playboy Bunny. But Remy didn’t care.


He was all about taking things slow and teaching me how to take my pleasure.”


I shiver, remembering clearly how it felt to hold his gaze as I sank down onto his finger for the


first time. He’d been so gentle, so patient, even as I felt his stiff cock waiting, wanting, just inches away.


“It was incredible,” I sigh.


“He was teaching you, huh?” Ellie chews at the inside of her cheek, thinking something over.


Then she shrugs, clearly shelving whatever thought she’s come to. “I guess after all those girls he’s had over the years, teaching would be kind of the final frontier.”


I pause, a pang needling at my chest. I know my sister. She’s not saying that to be mean. She just


knows the boy next door like our whole family does. She knows Remy got around before me, that he


had a bit of reputation with the women in town.


Still, the comment makes me pause. My mind goes back to the shower, touching Remy’s cheek as


I confessed to him how worried I was about just being someone’s novelty or item on a to-do list.


I shake it off.


“Well, I think I might be weirdly glad for all his experience,” I say to Ellie. “It paid off… in


spades. He started dirty-talking to me from one of my books.”


 Her  cheeks go red at that. “Hot damn. Lines written by women for women. Bianchi  does know what he’s doing then.”


I nod. “He gets back from the away game tonight. I only came home early because I’ve got a


pageant obligation in Alpharetta today. I can’t wait to see him. I… I honestly can’t remember the last time I felt this way about a guy.”


Ellie smiles and reaches over to squeeze my hand. “Happy is a good look on you.”


“El, you thought I was doing drugs when I came down for breakfast. I must still look a little


worn-out and red-eyed.” I smirk.


She shrugs. “It seemed like the only logical explanation. And probably still a preferable one


when it comes to Mom, who is likely downstairs right now going through a brochure of eligible young


Christian men in the area for you. You can  not let her find out right now.”


“Agreed.” I nod.


“Now, time for physical details, woman.” Ellie smiles again. “I’m going to need you to describe


his dick or draw it for me, your choice. I’ll need it to scale.”


I laugh again. But my stomach is still tighter than it was when I came down for breakfast this


morning. And I don’t necessarily think it’s in response to Ellie’s comments about our overbearing


mother, either.


My mind is already back in that shower, my heart racing as I trust Remy not to make me just


another notch on his bedpost. He wouldn’t do that. I know him. He’s my best friend.


I gave him my trust, and I know he respects that.


I know he… well, I think I know he loves me. Wow. It feels absolutely insane to put that abstract


thought into words.


Everything’s going to be fine. Even Bonnie will be fine when I finally break the news to her. And


in the meantime, I’ll just enjoy this goofy moment with my little sister. I’ll tell her about Remy’s


monster dick, but there’s no friggin’ way I’ll be drawing that thing to scale.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN: REMY


Grant is making a beeline for my car. He’s waving a slip of paper around, a stupid lopsided grin on


his face.


“You are going to fall down at my feet, Bianchi,” he announces.


“I’m meeting Caroline for lunch, Grant,” I say. “I’m going to beat you with my cold sandwich if


you keep me away for too long.”


“I can’t help that you were working on your sister’s minivan all day,” he says innocently. “I


would have talked to you sooner!”


“You mean you can’t help that I was doing my job?”


He just grins and shoves the slip of paper to my chest. “I know you’ve been burning with


jealousy over my luck with Biker Girl this summer…


“Ah yes, it’s all I’ve been able to think about. It’s been a certifiable obsession. Literally  all  I could focus on between two jobs and travelling with the football team and—”


“Okay, well, never mind all that.” He waves me off, pursing his lips. “Anyway, I decided to take


pity on you, bro. Drumroll, please—”


“No.”


Grant takes the drumroll upon himself, tapping his legs before grinning up at me again.


“Biker Girl has a  best girlfriend.” He’s practically glowing with pride.


“So, are we just calling her Biker Girl for the rest of time then?” I ask dryly. “You get married to


her one day and put ‘Grant and Biker Girl cordially invite you’ on the invitations? So romantic.”


He rolls his eyes before tapping the slip of paper in my hands. “Early twenties, fresh out of


college. I showed her your Instagram profile, and she was all over it. Take the in, man. You’re


welcome.”


“No, thanks.” I open my car door and get inside. Grant just raps on my window until I roll it


down.


“Take her phone number,” Grant insists, pulling a pen out of his pocket and grabbing my wrist to


write on it. “Who are you to turn your nose up to one of God’s precious miracles?”


I snort at that. “I’m good. Believe me.”


Grant raises an eyebrow. “Please. Everyone in this garage is getting laid except for you and Wes.


He at least has his kids as a way to pass his time. Get yours, man!”


“I’m good,” I promise. “Now I need to leave. Caroline is waiting—”


Grant’s head twitches. His eyes widen. “Wait a second. You’re not…” He slaps my car door.


“How long have you been banging Pageant Girl??”


“Grant, it is truly a wonder a romantic like yourself isn’t cuffed up by now. Do you know any


other affection nicknames for women besides their hobby plus the word ‘girl?’”


But despite the jab at my friend… I can’t help but smile.


“Holy shit.” Grant grins back. “Alright, you vixen, consider the game over. Should I be looking


into tux rentals for the end of the season?”


I laugh. “We’re not in that deep yet. We only hooked up once—”


“Bianchi, please. You’re blushing like a schoolgirl. It’s adorable.”


“I should really be concerned about you, shouldn’t I? First you obsess over Biker Girl, then you


fall for adorable little old me?” I wink.


He brushes me off and lets himself into my car. I’m too busy beaming to stop him.


“So, have you told her Dragon Mother yet?”


I grit my teeth, the beaming get put on hold. “No, we have not.”


“I’m sure she’ll be very pleased her daughter finally hooked up with Roland Bichinni.”


I roll my eyes and smile. “Hilarious.”


I shift in my seat, thinking that over. The other “moving piece” Caroline had described at the


hotel. So much of her contentment is derived from her mother’s approval, whether or not she wants it


to be. She still cares that she makes Bonnie proud. She was willing to date down the list of Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelors and completely forget about me if it meant she might have a true place as a


Wells daughter.


But the night at the hotel was huge. Caroline gave in to what she wanted for once. She put herself


first. She—my dick twitches in my jeans at the memory—she  took her pleasure.  I smirk at the thought, knowing full-well I probably look a little ridiculous to Grant right now.


When I glance over at him, though, he’s looking a lot less teasing and a lot more thoughtful.


“What’s up?” I ask. “Did Roland Bichinni disappoint you by bailing on your double date?”


The corner of his mouth quirks up. “Well,  yes.” He shifts in his seat and crosses his arms. “But also no. No, it’s not really about you at all.”


He scrubs his hands to his scalp, mussing his already wild mop of dark hair.


“Sometimes I wish I had a Cay Wells to end up with,” he says. He’s staring off through the


windshield, his fingers still twisting in the curls of his hair. A nervous tic. “I like the dating around…


but I think I might like love more.”


My eyebrows slide straight up my forehead. “Color me very surprised.”


Grant shifts and looks at me suddenly, his eyes losing that glazed quality. “A problem for another


day, though, huh? In the meantime, I’ll focus my energies on locking down Coffee Girl.”


“You mean Biker Girl.”


He taps the side of his nose. “Gotta keep my options open with women of a variety of hobbies


and talents.”


I pat his cheek with all the condescension I can muster. “Ah, Grant. Now  there’s  the romantic I’ve come to know.”


He opens up my car door again and slides out. He shuts it and slaps the side of my car.


“Shut up and get to your woman, Bianchi. Don’t lose out on a cute one because you’re too busy


talking to the town pervert.”


“You’re just cool with calling yourself that now?” I raise an eyebrow and smirk.


“I accept and embrace all labels.” Grant steps away from my car, arms up in the air. “Enjoy


lunch. Or, ya know, your  afternoon delight. ”


I smirk as I roll up my window and put my hand on the gear shift.


 Buzz. Buzz. My pocket is ringing. I reach in and pull out my phone, my heart picking up pace at the prospect of a message from Caroline. She sent me nudes last night. Actual, pin-up worthy nudes


where she was only wearing the itty bitty bottoms of her pageant competition bikini…


 GIULIA: Did I just c Cay Wells walking into Emilio’s?! Tell me you did something @ the hotel! 


I grin at the message. Everyone knows Emilio’s is a date spot, even just for lunch.


 REMY: She’s @ Emilio’s for a dessert date.  I type back.


Her message shoots back faster than lightning.


GIULIA:  Damn it, kid, you let her go on another date w/o you? Get. On. That. 


I bite my lip. I shouldn’t text this, she’s my older sister. But I can’t resist…


 REMY: It’s me. I’m the dessert.


Somehow, her response comes back even quicker than the first. Five lines in rapid succession.


 GUILIA: &$^O(^^EDCFUITU^^%#%#


 GUILIA: You are disgusting. But congrats. 


 GUILIA: *^$$II*^*ITGB. Again. Think I just passed out on my keyboard. 


 GUILIA: No more gross details. Just keep me apprised of the situation. I’m out—sincerely, 


 mission control


 GUILIA: *&%*I*I^*%^$( OH MY GOD


I smile down at my phone. Mission control. Giulia’s still in full control mode, even now that she


knows her plan to hook up me and my best friend has worked. Mission control will get occasional


updates, but I’ll spare her the dirty details.


My phone buzzes again. My chest constricts: this time it’s Caroline.


 CAROLINE: Ready and waiting. 


My fingers fly across the keyboard.


REMY:  Just how I like you.


 CAROLINE: Hurry up and drive over here. How long before you’ve got to be at football


 practice? 


 REMY: They’ll wait. 


I smile to myself again, remembering the reaction I got at pre-game yesterday.


I staged an apology after a few of the guys heard us going at it in the shower like I thought they


might. Johnathan hadn’t been able to summon up words—not that that’s too unusual, considering he


usually only ever uses his words to talk about the snack table. My hands were actually sore from


fighting back high fives the boys wanted to give me.


High fives from everyone except Coach. He’d stood back, never saying a word to me about the


matter, but also never letting me out of his sight. I knew he was replaying the incident from practice the other day. He’s still bruised on his elbows from where Johnathan took him down to the turf.


I should never have brought him to that auction, never given him the chance to come after a girl I


wanted for myself. Al holds the power to hire me permanently. And judging by the look in his eyes


yesterday, I’m skating on thin ice.


He’s out a girl. And a thousand dollars. Yikes.


My phone buzzes again. I click it on.


“Well, hello, there.”


“I just got an email from my pageant coach.”


Caroline’s tone is very different from the texts I was just getting.


“Shit, does this mean—”


“I’ve got to bail on lunch,” she says. “There’s a problem with the evening gown we had on order


for the next level of competition. Miss Southeastern America will be here in a blink and there’s some issue with the fabric for this dress…”


She makes a disgruntled huff, maybe the most irritated noise I’ve ever heard from my usually


sweet, reserved best friend.


“Can you get a different dress in time?”


“Do you have a grand and a seamstress ready to go?” She pauses. “God, sorry. This is so


stressful. I wish I could still meet you for lunch. I could use some—”


“Dessert?” I supply. She laughs. “Okay, I’ll admit it’s the second time today I’ve used that one-


liner, but it’s pretty funny, right?”


“The second time you’ve used it?” Caroline asks. Her laughing has gone just a little bit stilted.


“Should I be concerned you’re charming other women?”


“Just Giulia,” I tell her. “No chance of me falling for my sister over you. That’s an Ainsley’s Mill


problem, not a Copper Springs problem. No redneck incest here since at least the 80s.”


Caroline laughs at that, but it still sounds strangely dry. “I’ll see you tonight?”


“You’ll see me tonight.”


The phone clicks off, but my screen is still bright. Just out of curiosity…


Bright images of ornate pageant dresses fill my screen. Girls in sparkling tiaras smile back at me.


One girl with an arm raised and her mouth open in a perfect O as she goes for a high note during her


pageant competition.


And Caroline. There she is, in a featured clip from  The Atlanta Journal-Constitution covering the popularity of her body positivity platform. My chest surges.


Where do these girls even go to order one of these… My eyebrows shoot straight up. An image


flashes through my mind of Al Burnette raising his little auction paddle and forking over a grand like it was nothing. I don’t have a thousand dollars. I don’t even know what I’m looking for.


But then my eyes land halfway down the third webpage I’ve flipped to. I may not have a grand,


but I do have a few dollars to my name. And there was just something about Caroline’s voice on the


phone this afternoon, something that makes me want to go a little crazy and spoil the hell out of her.


I enter the shipping info, select  RUSH ORDER,  click  BUY and don’t look back.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN: CAROLINE


“Stop right there, Cay Wells.”


I stop in my tracks as I come from parking my car on the street outside of our house. Ellie is


waiting for me on the wraparound porch, her laptop balanced under one arm and a beer in the other


hand.


“Me?” I repeat. “Are you day-drinking?”


“You’d day-drink, too, if you worked from the same home as Bonnie Wells.”


Fair enough.


I take the steps up the porch and push past Ellie to let myself inside the house. The cool air


conditioning rushes up at me, relieving the sweat I’ve worked up from the humidity, as well as a


tension in my chest that I hadn’t realized had been stewing.


I pull my long locks into a messy bun at the top of my head, open the refrigerator looking for


something I haven’t chosen yet, and glance at Ellie. She’s got her laptop on the kitchen island now,


arms crossed as she sizes me up. She jerks her head toward a package resting at the center of the


marble slab.


“Lover boy is sending you gifts now,” she announces. “I would say you’re gonna wanna open


that, but it arrived right after you left to meet your personal trainer at the butt crack of dawn this morning and I couldn’t resist through two hours of waiting.”


Sure enough, the lid to the box has already been opened. It’s not a nice, neat box-cutter cut like


I’d have used myself. Rather, it’s signature Ellie: the cardboard has been ripped in jagged hunks, and a messy spray of tissue paper splays out like package guts.


“Jeez, you really couldn’t wait.”


I head over to the box, carefully fingering the edges of the cardboard as I take a moment to try to


guess what Remy could have possibly sent me.


“Cay, I have built a career on predicting men,” Ellie says before knocking back another swig of


her mid-morning beer. She slams the aluminum down on the island beside the box and then jabs a


finger in my direction. “I don’t hate men. I just understand them far too well. And so I know they pull the bare minimum. Every time. Like clockwork. It’s the reason women flock to my romance novels.


They want the fantasy, the prince charming who sweeps them off their feet and actually shows up to


their kids’ ballet recitals or pays for their dinner once in a blue moon. To see that Remy bought you this monstrosity, I can only think you’re keeping him poisoned. Maybe you’ve got him under some kind of duress.”


The curiosity is officially killing me. I rip back the cardboard with even more force than I


suspect my sister used. All the feeling abandons my body.


“Maybe you’ve taken up voodoo,” Ellie is muttering to herself. “Although if that were true, you’d


probably have done something about Mother by now…”


I reach into the box, hardly daring to breathe on what’s inside. My fingers curl around creamy


silk and delicate lace. I lift the dress up to get a good look at it, and when the light from the kitchen fixture hits it, the silk brightens up with a million shimmers and sparkles. The piece moves like liquid in my hands, the kind of dress made for a Disney princess.


As it unfolds to its full-length—what must come just below my knee—a tiny scrap of paper


flutters out. The gift receipt. I snatch it up.


 It’s not a new evening gown, but I figured it’s something you can put on for all those press


 conferences and events when you win Miss Southeastern America. 


 P.S. It’s something you can take off for all those five-star events in my bedroom. 


I clutch the paper to my chest, chuckling a little at Remy’s inability to hold back a horny jab at the end there.


“God alive,” Ellie grumbles. She opens up the fridge again to grab another beer. “I didn’t even


see the sappy note that came with it.”


“He’s a keeper,” I breathe.


“He’s really throwing my creativity for a loop, is what he’s doing,” she says with another


beleaguered sigh. “This is gross.”


“I’m so happy.” I smile and stick out my tongue at her.


“Ugh. Just got grosser.”


I laugh as she knocks back her beer and leaves me alone in the kitchen. I hold up the dress again,


admiring the way the fabric takes to the light.


This shade of green… it’s easy to tell he chose it specifically for my skin and hair. And what’s


more, the dress isn’t billowy or overlong, the way so many of the dresses have been that my mother


has bought me over the years. Holding it up to my body now, I can tell that it curves with my hips, cuts low for my breasts, and tucks down where my ass perks up.


Remy wants to show me off. He’s proud of what he’s got. My heart swells.


I slide my phone out of my purse, ready to call him right now.


The front door swings open.


“Cay. Home just in time.” Bonnie’s eyes rake me up and down as she steps through the doorway.


My arms go up on instinct to cross over my sports bra.


“Just clearing out again, actually,” I say, scooping up the box. I’ll make the call outside. I want to be able to gush to Remy, to let him really hear how excited I was to get his gift. Bonnie doesn’t need to be a part of that.


She puts out a hand to stop me. “Stick around for a moment. Come take sweet tea in the lounge


with myself and Tom here.”


A guy about my age steps through the door behind my mother. I freeze, arms still clamped down


to hide my sweaty breasts.


He’s dark-haired with a slightly receding hairline, stubbled but otherwise clean cut. He wears


scrubs, like he just came from work. It only takes a quick glance down at his nametag to see the


“doctor” credential before “Tom Ryan.”


Another prospect, right when I was about to step out and call my secret boyfriend. Bonnie might


not have the faculties to understand me, but she certainly has an impeccable sense of timing.


“I’m Tom,” the guy says, extending a hand and flashing me a perfect smile. “I’m—”


“Cassidy Ryan’s boy,” my mother explains. “Cassidy Ryan, who lives in the house on Sumpter


Hill. The one with the  veranda.”


She shoots me a pointed look, but I don’t need it to get her meaning. Tom here has money. Tom


here is a doctor. If she could say it explicitly, my mother would likely also make sure I know that Tom here is single. Like I wouldn’t have already gathered that with the leagues of men she’s been hocking my way all month.


“Sweet tea and muffins?” My mother repeats. “Come now, Cay, let’s put a little meat on your—”


She pauses, clearly remembering which daughter she’s talking to. Her eyes sweep up and down


my body all over again.


“You go to Max Fitness?” Tom interrupts, pointing at the key chain that is still dangling out of my


purse.


“Just got back,” I say with a shrug.


“Me, too.” He smiles. “I tell people it’s for the early hours they’re open, but really I just have a


thing for their free smoothie bar.”


I snort at that, and Tom’s eyes dart between me and my mother. It strikes me then: he’s trying to


smooth things over. He’s redirected the conversation in an effort to spare me from my mother.


Points for you, Tom. You sidelined Bonnie, and   you did it without leaning into her uncomfortable commentary on my weight? Major props.


“Uh, I think there’s a pitcher of sweet tea in the fridge already,” I tell them both. “I’ll grab it and some glasses and meet you in there?”


“I’ll help,” Tom offers.


My mother’s grin has gone full Grinch Who Stole Christmas. She slips off to the sitting room


without another word.


I push up onto my tiptoes to reach for the glasses in the far cabinet. Tom anticipates the need and


guides me aside by one shoulder, reaching up to retrieve three cups himself.


“You know, I thought my mother was a lot,” he said. “And then I met yours at a family outing.”


I chuckle. “Thanks for the sympathy. I’ll take any I can get.”


“Is she always so—”


“Commandeering? Controlling? Terrifying beyond all comprehension? Check, check, and check.”


Tom laughs at that. “I was going to suggest ‘amped up for a son-in-law’, but your suggestions


blow mine out of the water.”


I grin and pull open the fridge to grab the sweet tea.


“How did you get conned into this?”


“Just like I said,” Tom shrugs and smiles again. “I’ve got a mother that at least gives yours a run


for her money. I’m pushing thirty-five, which is practically dead to my mom.”


“Mmm,” I agree with a smirk as I pour tea. “Welcome to the spinsterhood. I’m twenty-three and


basically have one foot in the grave. You know. According to the mother.”


“Cheers to that.” Tom grabs a drink, clinks it to mine, and takes a sip. He pulls back his glass,


swirling it as he takes a look inside. “Good tea. You make it yourself?”


“I wouldn’t trust my beanpole sisters to make a good  sweet tea if their lives depended on it. I gladly take all credit.”


“A woman who can mix drinks and make me laugh. You’re winning points, Cay.” He smiles


again, and I have to admit that it’s rather endearing.


“Uh…” I set my glass down on the counter and glance down at my feet. “Okay, Tom, you’re far


and away the most human date Bonnie has sent my way, so I’m going to level with you. I just started


seeing someone. My best friend, actually, and not exactly someone my mother would approve of. She


would have had no idea when she conned you into coming here.”


There’s a flicker to his smile, but then Tom shrugs. “Full disclosure… I have an unhealthy


obsession with one of my Physician’s Assistants. Your mom would have had no idea when she sent


me here. Hell, the PA would have no idea… One day maybe I’ll grow a pair and ask her out.”


His smile broadens, and he picks up his sweet tea once more. He downs the glass and slides it


over for refilling.


“Although it should be stressed, you really do make a helluva sweet tea,” he adds. “You’re


pretty, and as far as I can tell, you haven’t been Googling ‘How much do small-town doctors make’ in


your pocket during this conversation. If it wasn’t for my Sarah and your best friend…” He clinks his


drink to mine again. “Well, maybe we should drink to the start of something new for both of us.”


I smile back and cheers, my mind already slipping away to my own secret love. Remy’s beautiful


green dress still sits on the counter, begging to be tried on.


He’s hitting all the right notes. All the right steps. Just when I think we’ve hit a new high with the physicality, Remy steps up and shows me he’s got even more than the simple, deep friendship we had


to begin with.


“So, are we going to fake it, then?” Tom asks, interrupting my train of thought. “Go in there and


put on a show for your mother to satisfy the raging matchmaker in both our homes?”


He smirks as he nods toward our sitting room. It’s easy to like him when he’s so straight-


forward.


Something itches in the back of my brain. He likes me. He’s sweet. If it weren’t for his


Physician’s Assistant… well, shockingly, it would seem that Bonnie actually did well on this one.


After the first few dates, I wasn’t sure she remembered which daughter it was she was trying to marry off.


Tom is a catch, for sure, with his eager charm and quick wit. I guess… I guess I hadn’t realized


my mother would ever put an option like him on the table. Someone I could actually hold a


conversation with, someone who seemed to like me for me and not just for the titles.


Faking it with him—even if just for an afternoon, just to get both of our meddling mothers off our


backs—it would make Bonnie happy, too. I’m not sure I ever thought that could happen, that I might


pick a guy who both of us could tolerate. A guy she might be proud of. Someone who might make her


proud of  me.


How will she react when she finally learns it’s Remy I’m with? When she learns I’ve picked the


boy next door whose name she can’t remember?


My eye catches the dress behind Tom again. A ray of morning sunshine is spearing through the


window, lighting up all the little sparkles. And my heart surges again, shelving any notion of weighing my mother’s approval with my own happiness.


He is getting so fucking lucky after this little surprise.


What am I thinking—I’m getting so fucking lucky. My best friend. And my boyfriend. How many


girls are lucky enough to lock down a two in one?


“No need to go hard with faking anything,” I decide. “I like to keep my mother primed for


disappointment.”


I open up the fridge and remove the opened bottle of bourbon Ellie keeps on a shelf in the fridge.


I pour some into Tom’s glass, then mine.


“Now it’s a real toast,” I announce. “Plus, it’ll soften the blow of having to talk to my mother for


longer than five minutes.”


Tom laughs at that, and there’s another surge in my chest.


Life is good right now. Life is really, really good. Bonnie… I can deal with Bonnie. Bourbon


helps. And so does knowing I’ve got an insanely hot man to console me when she says something that


jacks up my afternoon flow.


I down my own drink, relishing the burn in my throat.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: REMY


“Holy shit.”


There’s some gif out there of Bugs Bunny with his eyes popping out of his head. Even if you


haven’t seen it, you can probably envision it: he sees something he wants and then  BOOM!  His pupils defy all laws of nature and turn into cone-shaped monstrosities.


That’s me right now. Cone-shaped monstrosities. And my heart is probably doing that stupid thing


that looks pretty similar, where it shoots right out of my chest and damn near smacks Caroline in the face.


She’s wearing the dress. She’s standing in the doorway to my house, one arm endearingly


propped against the porch railing like she can’t decide if she should play it cool or strike a sexy pose.


As soon as the words leave my mouth, a smile and a sweep of sweet, pink blush simultaneously


spread across her face. Her eyelids lower and her lashes flutter, and I swear I can actually  feel her consciously deciding to lean into the sex appeal.


“Is B-Movie night a black-tie event?” I ask. “I would have dressed up.”


I take her by the hand and guide her in, shutting the door behind her as I spin her into a little twirl.


Caroline lights up with giggles and collapses with both hands against my chest.


“Thank you,” she breathes. “I couldn’t resist wearing it for you. It’s perfect.”


“It is,” I agree. “But you’re wearing it wrong.”


Something uncertain flickers in the darks of her eyes. “What?”


“That right there is a floor dress,” I explain.


“A—”


“As in, it belongs on the floor.”


Those eyes go from doubting to narrow real fast. She chuckles. “Are we even going to watch a


movie tonight?”


“How much are you really going to complain if you miss  Death Bed: The Bed That Eats?”


With that, I dive down and scoop her up by the waist. I heave her over my shoulder and call on


all my old football skills to run her to the living room, relishing the way her body quakes with more laughter.


When I get her on my couch, a growl forms in the back of my throat. She’s got her hands on my


chest again, her hair splayed out in a gorgeous red wave across my throw pillow. Her breath catches


as I tug at the neckline.


“You’re going to rip this dress you just bought me,” she lectures me, even as she pants.


“I’ll buy a new one,” I murmur.


I’ve got the neckline halfway down her breast now, and I give the fabric one more forceful tug


until I can slide my hand in and retrieve it. Caroline gasps as her nipple is exposed to the cool of the whirring fan overhead. I swirl my tongue over it, enjoying the way it pebbles and perks under my


touch.


“You’re going to run out of cash.”


There’s a pang in my side as I remember Coach Al outbidding me at the Tate Trust Auction. But I


push past it, snarling as I bury my face in between her breasts. Her hands slide up to tug and tangle at my hair, and when I finally emerge and look at her, I feel a bit like a dog with my hair all out of place and my lips and nose wet from a thousand kisses.


“I’ll go broke on you,” I say. “It’ll be worth it.”


There’s a buzz in my pocket and I groan. I push up onto Caroline’s laps, and her fingers linger at


my hips as I slide the phone from my pocket.


I hold it up without looking at the screen and give it a little wave before dropping it down


between her legs.


“Hey, Remy—” she starts.


“Come on, princess.  Let me in. You can take it…” I wink, enjoying the familiar return to the


audiobook script. I’m going to purchase a million of those things.


I push up the hem of her dress and slide the phone over her thin panties. She shivers, but puts a


demure hand to my chest.


“Remy, that’s your work calling.”


Another unwelcome vision of Coach Al flashes before my eyes. Yikes.


I groan and retrieve my phone from between her legs. It’s warm from her heat. Nudging aside her


hand from my chest, I place my own hand on her sternum, keeping her wiggling beneath me as I


answer the call.


“Remington Bianchi, at your  service…” I wink before diving back down and licking up the


valley between her breasts again.


“Remy!” Caroline squeals before slapping a hand over her mouth.


“Remy, hey. Sorry to catch you so late.”


I sit straight up. That is  not Coach Al’s voice. I recognize Garret, the Athletic Director for Ainsley’s Mill High, immediately.


“No, no you’re fine.” My hands go to my mussed hair, combing it down as though he could see


me. I even straighten my collar on instinct. “How can I help you, sir?”


“I know this is informal and it’s the middle of the week, but we just got word that Langley with


Defense has to move to be with his mother in Virginia. Are you still up for a full-time, permanent


role?”


“Full-time?”


Caroline smacks me on the chest, pushing against me to sit up and try to listen in. “Full-time?! ”


she mouths to me, eyes going wide. I nod, a goofy grin overtaking my whole face.


“We realize you work your other job, and we’d be open to manipulating the position to


accommodate your needs…”


“I work for my brother!” I blurt. “I can go full-time tomorrow. Today! Do you need someone


doing any one-on-one coaching tonight? I can be there—”


Caroline bats me and tugs at her neckline, where one breast is still exposed. She raises an


eyebrow and smirks.


“Er, I mean,” I stutter, backtracking. “First thing tomorrow morning. I’ll be on the turf before you


are.”


Garret laughs on the other end of the line. “Exactly the energy we need, Bianchi. Take your night.


Take your morning, too—ain’t no teenagers gonna be on that field when they could be sleeping in or


ditching their first hours.”


I laugh at that. “Well… thank you. I don’t know what else to say. Just thank you.”


I turn to Caroline, still beaming. She slips a hand through mine and plants a kiss on my shoulder.


“That’s more than enough,” Garret says. “I love the enthusiasm. We’ll see you at practice.”


“See you at practice.”


I click off the phone and chuck it across the room, capitalizing on my momentum to pin Caroline


back underneath me on the couch. She erupts into giggles as I pull back the front of her dress some


more, exposing her other naked breast.


“Full time, woman! Did you hear that??” I’m panting, exclaiming between kisses all over her


neck and chest. “No more garage. No more limbo. This is a real job. I’m on my way to a real life. I’m on my way to—”


I pull back, and the sweet, dreamy expression Caroline wears sends me reeling.


I’m on my way to the rest of my life, exactly as I always wanted it. And she’s by my side—


somehow I got lucky enough to have her here, cheering for me. This is more than realizing I love my


best friend. All at once, this is an overwhelming sensation that I need to do everything in my power to keep her beside me. To lock her down. Make her mine.


I reach forward, running my thumb across her delicate cheekbone.


“I’m just so fucking happy,” I tell her.


She grins. “Congratulations, big shot coach. Sounds like cause for a celebration to me.”


I raise an eyebrow. “A celebration or…  a celebration?”


She pushes me back, forcing me from my knees onto my ass and then onto my back on the other


side of the couch as she goes to straddle me. Suddenly, it’s her kisses on my neck instead of the other way around.


“I can’t believe we’re about to skip B-Movie night two weeks in a row…” she murmurs as she


lifts the edge of my shirt and gestures for me to pull it over my head. I do as I’m told, ditching it wherever my phone landed before her thin fingers work their way up from my waist all the way to my


nipples.  Shit.


“Think Mr. Big Shot Coach has it in him to do a little coaching on his day off?” She asks. She


looks back up at me then, those wide blue eyes so fucking innocent. “There’s another first time you


can take for me.” She licks her lips, and her meaning becomes  very  clear. “… If you’re up for it. You can practice those teaching skills.”


And then her fingers are back at my waist, tugging down the top of my gray sweatpants. I’m not


sure she needs much coaching at all. We’ve got a natural here, folks.


My dick springs out, bobbing against her chin and dotting the skin with precum. She grasps the


shaft, studying my head in the light for a moment. The tip of her pink tongue darts out, cleaning me


with one tentative stroke. I shiver, white-knuckling the side of the couch.


“Tell me what to do,” she urges, meeting my eyes again. “Let me congratulate you properly.”


I take a deep breath, a very futile attempt to steady myself.


“I… you… Can you do that again, up the side of my shaft this time?” She raises a skeptical


eyebrow, and I shake my head. I take a deep breath, readying myself to give commands. “I mean—do


that again up the side of my shaft. Make it slow. Keep your tongue flat.”


She does as she’s told, starting at my base with her tongue wide and soft right next to my balls.


My breath catches in my throat as I watch her inch her way up, holding my gaze the whole time.


“The head,” I choke out. “Swirl it to finish the stroke.”


Those blue eyes shutter closed as her tongue tracks a circle around my crown. This time—


unprompted—she lowers her mouth over my head and gives it a gentle suck.


I groan, and she jumps back.


“Shit, too much?”


“More,” I pant. I blindly reach out my hand, searching for her shoulder. To my surprise, I feel her


take my fingers and place them on the back of her skull. Good God, this woman is going to kill me.


I push her down, and I can tell she’s working to take it deep.


“Don’t worry about how deep you get it,” I tell her. “The sucking. Focus on the sucking.”


I’m overcome with a rush of feeling. Caroline’s hit a steady rhythm, an up and down that sends


goosebumps careening across every inch of my skin.


She pulls back for just a moment, and the sight of her admiring my cock is nearly enough to make


my head explode.


“I can  taste you getting closer,” she murmurs. She glances up at me, smiling, her lips shining.


My hands find the back of her head again without my brain giving them permission.


“Faster,” I manage to growl out. “And your hand… wrap the base tight…”


Once again, she does as she’s told. Her other hand finds my balls, gently tugging before


scratching her manicured nails lightly across the sensitive skin.


“Caroline,” I gasp. “Caroline, you might want to pull back—”


She glances up again. “Do I  really want that? Take what you want, Remy.”


A switch flips in me, and I might just be the hardest I’ve ever been before. Following her lead


now, I push her eager lips back down my shaft again.


“Stroke me as I finish,” I urge her. It’s a trial to form the words, to think about anything other than submitting completely to her touch. “Up and down… Up and down… Oh  God.”


Her hands slide under my waist and grasp my ass cheeks as I explode in her mouth. She pushes


me in the deepest yet, sucking without pause. And when her eyes look up to meet mine again, and her


pupils are blown out with that insane, dark lust…


“Fuck.”


I collapse back onto the couch, unable to tear my gaze from her as she sits up and wipes her lips


with the back of her arm.


“You’re a good coach.” She winks. The frikkin minx.


“Get over here,” I tell her, taking her hands and guiding her to curl up on my naked chest. She


curls in like a kitten, even emitting the cutest mew as her head tucks up under my chin.


“I’m half-convinced you’re part of an elaborate plot to infiltrate the human race with robots,” I


tell her. “You’re too perfect. It’s damn science.”


She chuckles at that. “Just a good student, I guess.”


I push her back, straining my neck to look her in the eye again. I feel it in my chest again: the


intense burn, that overwhelming desire to pin down this moment and never let it go.


To never let  her go.


“Seriously, Caroline,” I say. “You’re a goddess. A princess, even if you had never got that Peach


State crown. Look, I don’t know how I wasted so many years and still got lucky enough to have my


shot with you. I look back at all the other girls and just think about what an  asshole Past Remy was for looking at anyone but you.”


Something flares in her eyes at that, and her smile flickers.


“What?” I ask, my stomach clenching. “Did I say something—”


But then she’s reaching out, twirling that overlong lock of hair that’s curling between my eyes.


Her smile’s returned, even brighter than before, the kind of megawatt grin she wears under the stage


lights for pageants.


Still, my chest won’t let go of the tightening from a moment earlier. I slip a hand into hers, giving it a squeeze.


“Of course not,” she assures me. “You said nothing wrong. You haven’t the whole time we’ve


been…”


But there’s that strange glint in her eye again, and the smile suddenly seems a touch too pageant


and not… real?


“You sure?” I ask. “Because if you want me to launch into the Shakespeare monologue about my


feelings for you, I’ll do it.”


She snickers and shakes her head. “Do you think you felt these feelings for me since the beginning


and ignored them?” she asks. “Do you think it was just the trauma of our first time that kept us from getting here sooner or…?”


I take a moment to roll her question around in my mind. An intense guilt needles at my side as I


consider the circumstances that brought us together in the first place. My choosing her because she


was the quiet girl next door. The fat friend.


Fuckin’ Past Remy. If time travel is ever invented, I’m taking that guy out.


“It may not have been instalove between you and me,” I start. “But I think all roads led here. I


think that every moment we had together, every laugh we shared, every B-Movie we watched… they


were all guiding us back together.”


“But you’ve had that instant attraction with girls before,” she says. “Even with all the jokes we


made about Ashley J., I distinctly remember you calling me and telling me you’d just met your Baby


Mama.”


“But not my wife,” I correct her. “Past Remy should have been castrated…”


“What?”


“Nothing.” I shake my head and kiss her forehead. “Give me this any day. Give me this—” I


hesitate. She can’t know what these words mean to me, how vulnerable and exposing they feel. “—


give me this for the rest of my life.”


She holds my eyes for a moment after that, saying nothing. Then I watch her swallow a tiny lump


that’s formed in her throat, and she nods.


“Besides, if we’d gotten together back in high school, there might have been more time for me to


pick out a proper, stable job and learn to love those douchey Southern boy button-downs and take up


Cotillion lessons before I aged out. Your mother would have been all over that. And what fun would


there be in pleasing  her?”


I grin, so sure the jab will bring Caroline back from whatever waver this is.


But she just nods and buries her head under my neck again.


“Wouldn’t want that,” she mumbles into my chest. “Can’t have Bonnie too happy.”


I squeeze her again.


“Hey. Any chance we can shelve this conversation and I can bring the color back to your face


with a little more celebration?”


She laughs quietly. “You are unstoppable.”


“Certified horn dog. Giving Grant Baker a run for his money as Town Pervert.”


“And you want me? You really want me?”


“More than you can fucking know.”


With that, I push her up and onto her back on the other side of the couch. I nudge her knees open


and slide a hand down her thigh.


“Now it’s my turn to learn a lesson or two. In the mood to teach me how you like to be eaten,


princess?”


A sweet smile tugs its way onto her lips.


“Unstoppable.”


“And you love it.”


“I really, really do.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: CAROLINE


I wait at the top of the stairs until I hear the front door open and shut again. Bonnie goes to bridge club the same time every week, so if I time my exit right then I won’t have to talk to her. I won’t have to sit through the same old snippets of the same old lectures.


I’m in no mood to talk to her. Not after last night, not after everything Remy said.


He was perfect. He’d sensed something was up with me, but never made too big of a deal out of


it. And because he’s been my best friend since what feels like forever, he knew exactly how to bring


me back down to earth.


That’s what I want. That’s all that matters.


But still…


I can’t get a snippet of our conversation out of my head. It had hit all the sour notes: my mother’s


lack of approval for men of my choosing. My worries about our taking this long to connect when we


had every opportunity to transition into a couple over the years.


And even though I hadn’t felt a lick of sexual desire for him, Tom the Doctor’s face had popped


into my mind. He was nice. He’d hit all the right requirements for my mother. And… and he’d liked


me. Really liked me, not just as the funny fat friend. Until recently, I wasn’t sure guys like that existed for me.


I’d bit my lip until it nearly bled trying to refocus on Remy as he kissed his way up my body after


our conversation. Each touch lit up every single cell in my body. Each little lick felt like the sweet reward after years of a longing I’d never recognized.


I take a deep, cleansing breath. Down the stairs, out the door, on my way to Bianchi and Son


Garage. I’ve got a massive tub of Red Vines in tow, and when I glance down at the plastic container, I can’t help but smile. It’s a celebration gift for his big promotion, and a major concession in the great Red Vines/Twizzler debate.


I’ll do better once I’m back on Remy’s turf. Once I’m surrounded by reminders of him, of all that


we can have together.


I lean into this transcendental ecstasy that is finally landing my best friend. Remy touches me in a


way I’ve never even been able to touch myself. And when he smiles, the room goes blurry and it’s our


first time all over again.


Maybe it wasn’t  instalove, but it was our own brand of love story. I’m different from the other girls he’s been with. He wants me. it feels like he’s obsessed with me sometimes when his mouth


finds the soft dips of my body, when his fingers graze the sensitive, exposed skin of my…


I grin to myself as I start down the stairs. Maybe if I time this right, I can catch him before he


leaves for lunch. This can go from sweet surprise to face-to-face gift. And if I’m  really lucky, maybe he’ll pull me back behind his workstation and thank me.


“Cay.”


“Shit.” I nearly drop the Red Vines.


Bonnie is standing just by the stairs, her purse slung over her arm. She eyeballs my tub of candy,


the corners of her mouth pulled down into harsh angles.


“I thought you left,” I manage.


Her eyes narrow. “Your sister. I was just on my way out.”


“Um, after you.” I gesture for her to go through the front door before me.


But Bonnie just crosses her arms. “Pageant practice of some sort? The gym, perhaps?”


I shake my head. “Not exactly…”


“I didn’t think so.” She purses her lips. My gut clenches in response. “You’re distracted, Cay.


You have been since you got home from Miss Southeastern America.”


“I just—I’ve been busy. Like you said. Pageant practice. The gym.”


She points an accusing finger at my tub of Red Vines. “And the boy.”


A warm blush creeps up over the back of my neck. The way she says  the boy is exactly as I


imagined she might. So much skepticism and disdain. There’s a sour look to her mouth now, like she


can hardly stomach the idea of my spending time with Remy.


“Cay, must I really remind you of how you ought to be spending your time? Darling, if it was a


boy you wanted, I’ve presented you with plenty.”


I sigh. “Mother, they aren’t  him. For forever—even when I first found out about the Bachelorette thing—I didn’t think I had a shot with him. But now that I know I do, I’m taking it.”


There’s a quick puff of air through her nostrils, and she presses those thin lips even tighter


together for a moment before speaking again.


“Is that really what you want?” She asks. “A  shot with the neighborhood boy who never gave you anything more before that? What about your future? What about everything we’ve worked for and the


waiting, eager line of bachelors who want to be a part of that? I thought I’d taught you better.”


“Mother, please—”


“Cay, you are  exhausting. If you would simply do as I say, you’d spare yourself so much work


and even more heartache. You aren’t prepared for what’s to come, darling girl. Not even close.”


“If you’ll just hear me out—”


She holds up a hand. “Cay, I don’t have the willpower to keep shaping and molding you. You’re a


grown woman. If you would think for just a moment about this family instead of yourself, perhaps


you’d think twice about your continued embarrassing ploys to win over Riley Bianchi and—”


“It’s Remy.”


She blinks up at me. Another quick, irritated puff of air from her nostrils. “Hm?”


“Remy Bianchi. You know his name. I’ve told you a million times. He’s my  best friend,  Mom.”


She pauses. Just for a moment. Something I’ve never seen before passes through the darks of her


eyes.


It’s almost… almost an admiration. My correcting her is a rare event, and clearly a surprising


one.


But in a flash, it’s gone.


“If he really wanted you—”


“Remy. If Remy wanted me,” I correct her again. “And he does. He wants me. I know it.”


Another pause from my mother. She cocks her head ever so slightly, and I’m vaguely reminded of


an animal in a zoo, studying out the surprises of human guests behind its glass. And there’s something more in her gaze. Something that goes beyond simple surprise. I can see a wheel turning, gears


shifting.


But just as quickly as it came, it’s passed once more. Bonnie steps toward me, and I’m thrown


back into feeling like the playground victim being shoved up against a brick wall by the resident


bully.


“I’ve seen you with this boy over the years,” she says calmly. “I’ve seen how you dote on him,


and how he, in turn, watches anyone but you. How is it that after all these years, I’ve learned more


about him by watching him through my window than you have in being his best friend?”


I blink back a stinging sensation that threatens my eyes. “You don’t know a thing about Remy.”


“I know you’d be a first for him.” Another step closer. I can smell the lilac of her perfume. “A lot


of firsts. First big girl. First pageant queen. And first best friend—I’d hazard that he didn’t know


many of those other girls I’ve seen him with very well at all, did he? Quite the discerning man you’ve chosen, Cay.”


“You don’t know any of that,” I breathe. “You can’t.”


“Hasn’t my guidance proven to you by now that I understand a thing or two about this world that


you don’t?” Another step closer. I’m hugging that Red Vine tub so tight, the plastic is cutting into my wrists. “Lord, Cay, just stop for a moment and think about your future. Think about all those handsome men who want you, who  chose you from the minute they read about you in that paper? It didn’t take them years to decide to pick you. They want you now. With your precious Remy, you are a box to be


ticked off. A stopover en route to new conquests.”


“Stop it.”


She blinks, clearly surprised by my forcefulness. Hell, I am, too.


“Stop it,” I repeat, a little quieter this time. “I can’t think—I won’t—”


Bonnie studies me for a moment as I struggle. She reaches out a hand and pats my cheek. “Give it


a thought,” she says drily. “I’m sure you’ll puzzle this one out.”


And then she’s leaving. She’s pushing past me through the front door and down to her waiting car.


I stagger back inside, one hand reaching out to clutch the door frame. My chest is heaving, and the


room has started spinning.


She’s wrong about him. Hell, Bonnie couldn’t even get his name right. She can’t know anything


about what Remy feels or what he sees in me. She’s talking out of her ass, just an old woman who has


convinced herself she understands the world because she’s watched it from behind a window.


Fuck.


Fuck, it doesn’t really matter if Bonnie has the authority to make these assumptions, though, does


it?


My heart is still racing. The world is still spinning. And I find myself facing the same gut-


wrenching fear I did since long before that morning spent in the shower with Remy…


He’s done everything so right. A man who makes me feel so perfect, so  whole couldn’t see me as merely a notch on his belt. That fights all the logic in me. It doesn’t sound right, not when he’s been exactly who I’ve wanted him to be from the first day I found myself falling in love with him in that


emergency room.


There’s a flash in my mind. Remy, holding me in his lap while I take my pleasure from his finger.


Remy, hovering over me as he kisses my neck and strokes my skin.


Remy, letting me curl up on his chest and holding me close through moments of doubt or


insecurity.


He’s pulling all the right moves.


But is that enough to push us through to the end? Will we hit one speed bump and then he’ll be


pulling out all the right moves—all the carefully curated,  practiced moves—with some new girl?


I’m shaking. I don’t want what’s between us to be the result of some coach’s playbook. I need


this to be real. I need it to mean something.


But what if all my needing is what’s convincing me that my mother is wrong?


Bonnie is sharp and cruel, and she’s made no small secret that I’m not her favorite daughter. But


if I close my eyes for a moment I see her litany of dates for me, hear her chastisements about picking the right kind of man. Was there some merit in what she was presenting me with? Have I just wasted


my special title as Bachelorette pining over my best friend when I had plenty of other options who


were stable and reliable and choosing me when an entire future was on the table?


A panic sets in, leaving me rigid and numb.


… What am I coming to right now? What new decision or question or fear am I hurtling toward?


There’s something shifting with the ground beneath my feet. I can’t get a grasp on what is right and


who knows what’s best and what real, true love looks like in practice.


 Buzz. Buzz.


I pull out my phone and glance at the screen, my stomach in knots as I anticipate the name


popping up.


It’s Remy. He’s calling me, surely to say more of the right things, to tell me all the words he


knows I want and need to hear. And he’ll think it’s love in this moment.  Ignore. 


But will he think that when he’s saying it to the next girl on his list?


Was there any merit to what my mother said?


 REMY: Lunch in twenty? 


My feet are walking me out the door. I’m getting in the car, my fingers stiff on the steering wheel.


 Don’t screw this up, Cay. Don’t overthink—


But I can’t stop my braining. It’s running and running and running, tiring me out with how many


little details it reviews, just as it has since that first moment in the shower.


I’m happy with Remy. He’s what I want. He’s what I’ve  always wanted, even if my mother never


let me believe it was possible for me to get him.


I can’t possibly be considering… I can’t be letting myself go down this path toward…


I’m driving recklessly. Dangerously. I can’t breathe and I can’t think straight and I can hardly


even see for all these memories creeping up and blurring my vision.


And I know it then. I know it with cold, detached clarity.


My body has made a choice before my brain could, same as when I hopped up onto Remy’s lap


in that hotel room a few days ago and launched myself down this dangerous path.


And I know what I’m off to do. I know what I have to do, to quiet that part of my mind that aches


and bleeds and whines searching for the right person to please.


CHAPTER NINETEEN: REMY


“Hey there, hot stuff.”


Caroline stands in the doorway of the little diner, just a few feet from where I sit in a booth. Her


eyes find me as I call out to her.


Something is different. Her eyes meet mine, but only for a moment before flicking back to her


feet. She crosses her arms and bites her lip, takes a deep breath, and shuffles in my direction, all


somehow without looking at me again.


“Caroline?”


She bites her lip and shuffles from side to side. She eyeballs the booth, as though she’s debating


whether it’s worth sliding in. Finally, she makes up her mind and sits down. Her eyes stay fixed on


her hands though, as her fingers fidget with the corner of a dingy menu.


“Caroline?” My voice is firmer this time. Something in my chest doesn’t feel quite right.


I reach across the table and take her hand. She gives it to me, but there’s a stiffness to her


movements. It’s something I’ve never felt from her before, even after the weirdness with the


audiobook. Something purposely distant.


She looks up suddenly, her eyes boring into mine. Any avoidance of me has clearly been shelved,


and now I can’t help but feel a bit exposed. She’s studying me. Probing me.


“How was your first day full-time?”


Not the intense question I was expecting. Nevertheless, I shift in my seat. My clothing suddenly


feels a stitch too tight, and I’m no longer hungry for the bacon and pancakes I just ordered.


“It was good. Coach Al—”


“What’s next after this, you think?” She asks, withdrawing her hand from mine to steeple her


fingers and rest her chin on them. Those piercing blue eyes have narrowed.


There it is. Whatever issue she’s come in with, whatever test she’s presenting me with, it’s


hidden behind this question. Asking about my day was the gateway to get here.


“Caroline…” I start, trying for her hand again. She makes no move to give it to me this time.


But there’s a flicker in her pupils. And in a blink, her gaze has gone all shimmery and distant, and


her eyelids are threatening to well over.


“A college team?” She asks. “Maybe something that’ll take you out of the South? You’ve got all


your Italian side of the family in New York, right? Ever had your eye on the Bills or the Giants and


never thought to mention it to me before?”


I shake my head. My brain has started feeling slow and cloudy. It’s like I’m having some whole


other conversation I can’t hear, and my answers are being filtered through to Caroline in a language I can’t understand.


The sudden need to move around to the other side of the table, to pull her close, is overpowering.


“Caroline, what’s going on?” A waitress steps up with a pad and pencil for Caroline’s order, but


I wave her away with one hand. I reach across the table again, making my best friend accept my


touch.  Let me in.  Please.  “Did something happen today? You seem kind of—”


“What happens when you leave, Remy?” Her voice is low. Stilted. She’s still having the  other


conversation, the one I can’t quite piece together. My insides have curled into a tight, heavy ball.


“What happens when you see the whole world and you realize that there are more than just uptight


Southern debutants to choose from? No more pool of Ashleys. There are tall girls and thin girls and


girls with exotic accents and…”


Her brow furrows.


“There are a million different people and places to try,” she breathes. “A million novelties.”


 Novelties.


That familiar word sets off a memory inside of me. Caroline, pressed up against the wall in the


hotel shower, biting that bottom lip as she does now and asking me if her body type makes her a


onetime fascination.


My chest aches. How long has she been sitting on this? How many times has she allowed me to


touch her since then and wondered if I was just satisfying some sort of masculine need to try it all?


Who put this fucking idea in her head? How do I begin to undo it, to unravel something that is so


clearly woven into who she is and how she thinks?


“Caroline.” My voice is lower now. More sure. I’ll make her see. I’ll obliterate any doubt she


could have. “You listen to me. I’m an idiot and an asshole. If I could go back in time and beat the shit out of teenage Remy, cracking jokes after he had the incredible opportunity to be your first time—” I actually shudder, recalling what has become an acutely painful memory “—But I’m not that idiot


anymore. And that’s because of you. And even though it took  years for me to shake-off stupid Past Remy and finally  see… I know what I want now. It’s you. It’s always been you.”


The first tear spills down her cheek and down her neck, pooling along her delicate collar bone.


She holds my gaze, though. Part of me is terrified that if she looks away, I’ll never get this moment back.


My other hand finds the first and I hold her fingers tight between them.


“Last night on my couch…” I fumble for the right words. Every part of me knows what I want,


what I need. But even with the threat of turning her off right now, I still can’t seem to find the perfect words. “When the school called about the job, I fucking knew. I knew I had everything I ever wanted.


The job, the life… the girl.”


She makes a small noise at that, something strangled and sad. I squeeze her fingers tighter, then


reach up with one hand to flick away the next tear running down her cheek.


“I don’t want  New York. I don’t want anywhere but right here, right now.” I run my thumb lightly across her cheekbone, committing the feel of her soft skin to memory. “Don’t do whatever this is. Be


mine. Forever. Be my—”


“Stop.”


The way she says the word is a punch to my gut. It steals all the air from my body, all the feeling


from my limbs.


Caroline pulls her hand back and places it in her lap. Her gaze breaks from mine, and she looks


down at the table again. My heart slams against my rib cage in response. No. No, no,  no.


Her back stiffens then, and she sets her shoulders back. Same stance I’ve seen her take a million


times before when she was prepping to step out on stage or speak with a pageant panel.


And then it hits me, nearly fucking bowls me over: she’s steeling herself for something difficult.


She’s preparing herself to face something she doesn’t want to do.


“We’ve been best friends since high school, Remy,” she says. “You’ve always known who I was.


And I—” Her voice catches “—I always knew who you were, with the calls after your dates and the


laundry list of women knocking at your door.”


“That’s not fair—” I start.


“No, it’s not,” she agrees. “But I can’t ignore it. You had years to choose me. Years to realize I


was what you wanted. I can’t… I can’t be a quick stopover for you. I want someone to choose me, to


want me, to love  me. I’m not a box to be ticked off. Best friend. Funny friend. Fat friend. I have my own future to consider.”


My gut steels. “Who has reduced you down to those labels, Caroline? Who ever told you—”


She looks back up at me then. The room spins around me.


“I love you, Remy,” she whispers. “I always have. But we have to be practical. We have to see


things as they really are.”


She slides out of the booth and stands up. My body goes rigid.


“… This is Bonnie.” As soon as I pronounce it, I see the confirmation on her face. “Caroline, you


could get engaged to the King of England and she’s not going to be happy. You weren’t just the best


friend or the funny friend or the fat friend to  me.”


“Remy—” she warns me.


“It was with her that you were only ever one note,” I tell her. “Don’t listen to her. It’s all poison, and none of it is really about you, anyway. It’s all about  her. Bonnie’s reputation, Bonnie’s achievements, Bonnie’s perfect fucking daughters who are a perfect fucking reflection of her perfect


fucking parenting…”


“Miss Southeastern America is coming up,” she announces, cutting me off. “Maybe we can


reconnect after. Give this a minute to cool down.”


“I don’t want to cool down.”


She draws a deep breath. There it is again: steeling herself.


“I’ll see you later, Remy.”


And then she’s leaving.


And then she’s gone.


I don’t know how we got here. And I don’t know how to move forward.


CHAPTER TWENTY: CAROLINE


“Shoot. Sorry. Two left feet.”


I half-smile at the girl to my right, hoping that a little self-deprecating humor might smooth over


the way I just demolished her toes during this rehearsal for opening number.


In my defense, when she turns to the side, she practically disappears. There’s a chance I couldn’t


have seen her if I tried.


She’s got those intense, sculpted features that come with carefully maintained skinniness. I might


be a curvy girl myself, but I’m all about taking care of your body and maintaining your health. Body


positivity, right? But this poor girl looks one burp away from a medical emergency. Maybe I should


have given her apple slices with peanut butter rather than a self-deprecating joke.


She huffs and shrugs. “Whatever. Sorry, I really need to pay attention.”


She turns away from me again, eyes training on the choreographer at the front of the room. Every


pageant has an opening dance number in which all the contestants parade out. And at every opening


number rehearsal, it’s inevitable that I trash someone’s heels or toes.


It’s been worse this time. My mind hasn’t been here. It’s back in Copper Springs. Back in that


damn diner. My chest contracts a little at the still-tender memory.


I shake my head and try to focus again on the choreographer. Shuffle ball change, and turn, and


turn, and…


“Shit! Watch where you’re going.”


Another thin blonde to my left shoots me a look. I hip-checked her during one of the turns.


My stomach flips. It doesn’t help things that this pageant feels so… different. It’s the highest level of competition I’ve ever competed at, only one step away from nationals. The girls aren’t just small-town Georgia stock here, just happy they won a seat at the table; these girls are lifetime competitors.


TLC show material. I’m out of my league.


The whole experience has left me feeling off-kilter. Out of sorts. And if I let my brain slow down


long enough to try to sort it all out and get my bearings, I just go back to…


I shake my head. I can’t mentally go back to the diner again. I just can’t.


A few minutes later, the rehearsal ends and I find my bag backstage, throwing it over my shoulder


and making a beeline outside to drive back to my hotel room and finally get some rest.


“Hey!”


I turn toward the voice calling out for me. The first girl is holding up a paperback book, her eyes


squinting at the cover as she dangles it from two pinched fingers.


“You dropped your… reading material.”


“Thanks.” I smile and retrieve it.


An unexpected laugh threatens the corners of my mouth.  Forbidden Touch, an Age-Gap


 Romance.  I’d brought the paperback because cell phones are banned in the rehearsal space. Figured I’d entertain myself a little when I was given a break from all the turning and turning and turning some more.


I’ll have to retrieve my phone from the glove compartment when I get back to my car. All these


overly serious bitches at this pageant, and some of them can’t even fathom the idea of a little self-


pleasure during such an intense, focused week? I’ve got to text Remy. He’d make some joke about the


girl getting her rocks off to her Vision Board or pictures of Priyanka Chopra or something…


I freeze in the exit doorway, and two girls behind me have to stop short of crashing into my back.


“Um, hello?”


“Oh, God.” I shuffle out of their way, shoving my hands in the pockets of my sweatpants.


Just like that, I’d managed to forget for another moment. Great work, Cay. It all came crashing


back at once. Well, fuck me.


There was so much pain to unpack just from that split-second of wanting to reach out to him, so


much I’ve spent days now trying to forget.


The truth is, Remy probably wouldn’t laugh at these pageant girls at all. He might have laughed


with me over the phone, sure, but then he’d go off and ask one of them out. The next pretty girl to add to his list.


I have to lean into that idea. I have to tell myself that these are his types. I have to remind myself that these are the girls he spent  six years choosing instead of me. That I was just the road stop. The get-it-out-of-your-system girl.


I’ve got to lean into the anger and the embarrassment and the vindictiveness because it’s easier


than feeling…


I’m panting. When did I start panting?


I force myself to take a deep breath, then bite my lip.


I’ve been telling myself that the girls here are Remy’s type for as long as I’ve been in Charlotte


for pageant week. And it’s not ringing any more true than it was the first time I tried it.


Despite everything Bonnie said to me and everything I know logically as the inexperienced, sad


little twenty-three-year-old who had long since come to terms with her own invisibility, my heart


won’t listen. It wants me to believe that I had a real shot with Remy. It wants me to come crawling


back to him, even now. Even days after I left him sitting in that diner and ignored his calls and his texts and his knocks at our front door.


I set my jaw, ignoring the click it makes. I’ve probably been setting my jaw too much in the past


few days.


My car isn’t parked far. If I can just make it over, I can speed back to my hotel room and lie on


the bed and listen to some hardcore smut to clear out my brain before talent preliminaries begin.


I’m at the door. I’m unlocking the car and sliding in. The door slams behind me, and I sit in


silence for a moment, relishing the heat of the stuffy car as it presses in on me. I don’t bother turning on the engine; something in me wants to sweat this out for a sec, rid myself of these memories and


these feelings the way someone might toxins in the body.


I grip the steering wheel and let my forehead fall to the faux leather. I close my eyes, taking


another one of those cleansing breaths. Just work up the energy to drive back to the hotel room, Cay. It will all be better there…


But then there’s another flash in the back of my mind. Another hotel room.


Remy’s sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at me like he’s really seeing me for the first time. It doesn’t  feel like he’s only seeing me as some kind of trinket or fascination. It feels like he sees right through my skin, and all those years of confiding in one another and trusting one another have added


up toward this moment, when he can finally see every part of me in all its naked, vulnerable glory.


 “Whatever you want, princess.”  His deep, gravelly voice echoes around in my brain, sending


goosebumps cascading down my arms.


This memory hurts. There’s a stab in my chest, something I might have thought was a heart attack


if I didn’t know for a fact it came from one tender, painful recollection.


I close my eyes. New memory. New  anything. Just get your shit together, start the car, and get back to the hotel room, Cay.


The hotel room…


Another hotel room memory is prickling in the darkness of my closed eyelids.


He’s got me pinned against the shower wall. I could have sworn then that he had felt a pain when


I asked him if I was a novelty. When I expressed even a little doubt that our futures would include one another.


 “You’re the whole fucking show, princess. You’re everything.” 


No. No, I don’t want to remember this. I still remember what my mother said, and how it made


logical sense.


Remy wanted me in those moments. He wanted me because his dick was wet and I was there and


I was so damn eager to show him I cared about him.


He was wrapped up in the moment, just like I was. But when I step back and ask myself if we


make sense together or if he might really be willing to give me the world like some of my other


suitors from Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette…


I squeeze my eyes tighter shut.


The last memory—the one I’ve been hopelessly replaying ever since I left that diner—it plays


out in my mind’s eye now. It’s the memory that fuels the others. The one that makes me want to return to Remy and abandon my mother’s reasoning and take a chance. A stupid, pathetic, ridiculous chance.


It’s not a memory of sex. It’s not even set in a hotel room—not even that first hotel room, the one


from after prom night. It’s a memory from a tiny hospital room. Remy has fresh stitches on his


forehead, and he wears an endearing lopsided grin. He’s just got done informing me I can’t call him


Remington, but he’s free to call me whatever he likes.


 “Thank you… Caroline.” 


I’d known it then. I’d known I was stupidly, pathetically, ridiculously in love with the boy who


saw me as someone different, someone worth his time even if we weren’t having sex. With Remy, I


was Caroline. Not Cay. I was my own person.


Somehow, I find the willpower to sit up. I pinch the bridge of my nose until it hurts, then I open


my eyes and start the engine. Hotel room. Smut book. Distraction.


I can’t think about Remy anymore. That shit is over. I already decided so when I marched into


that diner and, damn it, I need to cling to the logic I had when he wasn’t smiling up at me or making jokes or giving off those  pheromones that ignite every fiber of my being.


There are still a few days left in competition week. I can use them to clear my mind and recenter.


I can erase the last few weeks with Remy and—


—and maybe the last few years, too, if I need to. I can come out of this a new person. Not


Caroline. Maybe not even Cay. And I’ll be better off for it.


I’m pretty sure I’ll be better off for it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: REMY


I wish it would just rain already.


The sky is an eerie shade of pewter, with a thin line of purple-orange where even the sun has


darted off as fast as it could to escape this relentless sense of oppression. The air is thick with


humidity, the kind that chokes your lungs and leaves you feeling like you’re drowning in air.


I need it to break already. I need it to pour, to wash away the last few days and let me start fresh.


I pick up my phone and click over to my messages. My last text to Caroline is second down. It’s


still sitting on unread.


I close my eyes for a moment, reaching back to massage the base of my neck. The muscle is a


tight knot there. It pained me at practice today, and I’ve only made it worse as I sit here on the couch in this hunched position.


I click over to a new message.


 REMY: Isn’t it supposed to be raining? Isn’t that what happens in a movie when the hero loses


 the girl? 


I can see the three little dots hovering and then disappearing, hovering again and then


disappearing again. Giulia is taking her time to think out her reply. She probably feels sad for me.


Everyone does.


What happened between me and Caroline isn’t a secret. My players knew something was off


when I came into practice. My brothers swung by the house to grab a game from my collection last


night and saw me knee-deep in the Ben & Jerry’s and a mini-marathon of B-movies. I’ll watch ‘em on my own, no need for company.


But Giulia was the first to know. I’d called her after and got her voicemail. When she called me


back, I hit ignore. I couldn’t actually stand to hear her sad sympathies.


A little blue message solidifies in the corner of the screen.


 GIULIA: It’s not too late. You know where she is for the next few days. 


The dots reappear. I can sense her next plan before I see it take shape in text. I hit the power


button on my phone and toss it onto the floor of my living room. I don’t want to see any suggestion of taking control back of the situation or trying for some big gesture. Caroline made her choice and if I can’t make her happy… Well then, the least I can do is start to respect her wishes.


God, just days ago I was tossing my phone before diving down onto Caroline’s body. I was on


this same couch, touching and tasting and losing my damn mind over how  lucky I was…


Lucky. Just one word sends a stab under my rib cage.


Delusional, too.


Yeah, I know where Caroline is, Giulia. She’s at Miss Southeastern America, pulling off


something truly spectacular as she wins a regional title for our tiny hometown. Because of course


she’ll win. My girl can get whatever she wants.


She got me, whether or not she wants to believe it. She wrecked me. Because even now, even


knowing she’s gone for good, I can’t help but crave her. I can’t help but root for her. I can’t help but fucking itch for my laptop so I can log into the Miss Southeastern America livestream and watch her


blow Celine Dion’s  My Heart Will Go On straight out of the water during the talent prelim.


I get up off my couch, mulling over the idea of tossing it out and buying a new one. No memories


attached. I walk over to my window alcove, placing a hand to the cool glass and willing that churning sky to finally just fucking open up and  rain already. 


I sigh. No sign of movement in the clouds. Things are exactly as they were a moment ago. Tense.


Heavy. Unrelenting.


Maybe I should do something. Maybe I should change out of the gray sweatpants that have


basically fused to my thighs after so many hours of wearing them around my dank, dirty house.


Giulia is probably texting my powered down phone even now. She’s probably suggesting I get


out of the house and hit the town. She’ll have a short list of bars and clubs and game halls I could try and—


—and why the  hell did I have to open my mouth after I heard that audiobook?


The thought comes crashing past my other thoughts, insisting on being heard. No distracting


myself then, I guess. I drop my head to the window, wincing at the blunt thud but also a bit relieved by it.


I knew she was going to win that pageant. And I should have known that, title or no title,


eventually all the men in town were going to realize what I did six years ago, even if I was too damn thick to think of it in terms of romance: Caroline Wells is the real fucking princess. Winning Miss


Peach State and being named Georgia’s Most Eligible Bachelorette were just the last catalysts needed


to shake the men of this town awake and show them what they’d been sleeping on for so long.


But I just  had to say something after I heard her book. I could have stayed quiet.


The facts: I had my shot with Caroline once, and I blew it. I only recently fulfilled a lifelong


dream of finding work as a full-time football coach, and before that I was working for my brother as


some dirty mechanic. Was there every any version of this universe in which I deserved a woman like


her?


Some part of me knew she thought I was cute. Some part of me liked keeping her in my pocket


while I got to run around and explore other women. I was an asshole in every iteration of myself.


And then it hits me.


Fuck—Caroline hadn’t been quite right in her explanation to me. She wasn’t the fat funny friend


to me. The truth might be even more insulting: I’d boxed her in as the back-up. The girl I could call on when I wanted to feel something between all the sex. It wasn’t on purpose. God, it really wasn’t. But she became that by default, simply because I was too stupid to recognize what a good thing I had in


front of me.


I don’t want to murder Past Remy anymore. I want to murder Present Remy. I want to make that


idiot pay for not having realized this sooner, and gotten the hell out of Caroline Wells’s way as soon as possible. This Bachelorette thing has proven she could get any guy she wanted. I should have seen


forever ago how out of my league she is, and then made a run for it as soon as I put two and two


together. She should have gotten her Prince Charming years ago, not wasted so much time picking up


the pieces for the town jester.


I should never have been in a position to open my mouth and ask her  what she likes after hearing her private book. It was selfish and short-sighted and I was thinking with my dick, like I always did before.


There’s a rumble from beyond my window. I look up, my skin pricking.


Finally.


Thick, fat drops splatter against my window. In a moment, they’ve picked up pace. Full sheets of


water coat the glass until I can no longer see my small, square backyard.


This is it, Giulia. This is the moment when the world is washed clean. I walk away from this


house a different person. No more Past Remy or Present Remy, only Future Remy. The guy who


appreciates what he has and never takes it for granted ever again. This is my baptism. I’m allowed to feel a little bit better now.


But to my surprise, my gut is still clenched. My jaw is still sore from where I’ve been grinding


my teeth for hours on end. And even though I know I’ve made up my mind to move forward and let her


go, my fingers still itch to grab my laptop and watch Caroline’s pageant.


Fuck.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: CAROLINE


“Are any of these cameras with a major news network? Or are they, like, Charlotte local?”


To my right, Adeline turns and grins at a camera, tilting her chin the way I’ve seen her do for a


million TikToks and Instagram Reels.


I can’t care about my sister finding the light or showing off her good side right now, though. Not


when all these cameras, all these journalists, all these little girls in plastic tiaras with huge grins and Disney-esque autograph pads are here for  me.


Miss Southeastern America. I still can’t believe it.


Ellie is pinching my hip through my evening gown and leaning in to whisper in my ear.


“Congratulations, lady. Now hip-bump Adeline out of the frame, or there’s a chance she’ll attempt to


pass for you and conduct interviews on your behalf. I’ve never seen her running on such high-octane


jealousy.”


As if on cue, Adeline puckers her lips and aims a little finger-waggle at a camera to our right.


Mary-Ann, Bonnie, and my oldest sister, Natalie Brooke, emerge from the crowd. Mary-Ann’s


face lights up when she sees me, and she unceremoniously body slams into an overeager cameraman


on her path to come throw her arms around my neck.


“Miss Southeastern America!” She squeals. “I can’t believe it.”


“Congratulations, Cay,” Natalie Brooke offers up as she walks over.


With her fancy heels on, her already tall frame is brought close to six feet. She uses every inch of


that height now to scan over the top of the crowd. She’s looking for an exit, I know she is. Bored


already, even as her little sister takes home the last prize on the way to Miss Freedom Nation.


Holy shit. It’s still weird to think that. I shake my head, grinning at Natalie Brooke and Mary-Ann


despite the former’s marked lack of enthusiasm.


“You’re going to get a sponsorship deal on Instagram, for sure,” Adeline muses as she tosses


back a strand of her luscious brown hair.


“You’re going to get crazy scholarship money,” Mary-Ann adds, nodding along with huge eyes


and a goofy grin.


“You’re going to get  laid, is what you’re going to get,” Ellie chimes in with a laugh. “This has got to be the ultimate pickup line at bars.”


I turn to my mother, the grin still wearing down the muscles in my cheeks. I’m buzzing with


electricity. I’m pretty sure I could power a small office building right now.


It feels so good to feel anything right now. This whole week it’s been so hard to stay distracted,


to keep my head on straight. It’s been so hard to not think about…


I set back my shoulders and take a deep breath. This is a victory. Be present for it.


“I’m so glad you all came down,” I say to the group, but taking special care to nod toward


Bonnie. “It meant the world to me—”


“You’re two weeks out from Miss Freedom Nation,” she interjects. “We’ll need to expand your


sessions with your personal trainer, of course. And I’ll call your engagements I set up for this


weekend and inform the boys that they’ll just have to wait to call on you next time.”


Ellie snorts. “Mom, the hairspray is barely dry on this pageant. Chill out and take some pictures


for the paper with us.”


My smile falters. Bonnie doesn’t even take a step in our direction. Instead, she’s already pulling


out her phone, slowly scrolling with one manicured fingertip as she sizes up the state of my social


calendar.


“Get in here, mama!” One photographer tries to guide her in. Bonnie only crinkles her nose in his


direction before returning to her cell phone.


“Mom,” I say, lowering my voice and leaning in her direction. “Come on, make a memory. You


can only be Miss Southeastern America once.”


“Which in turns means you can only be Miss Freedom Nation once,” she reminds me without


looking up. “Really, Cay, think about the future. We need to get you back to the hotel and into a face mask…”


My chest tightens.


“Aren’t you happy for me?”


She blinks, and her eyelids twitch up in the vaguest recognition that I’ve spoken again. She sighs.


“Excuse me?”


“I won this pageant. Not even you managed that, back when you were competing as Miss Copper


Springs.”


My voice is getting louder now. Too loud. The cameras will be able to pick it up. I’m finding it


difficult to care. I hand off my bouquet to Mary-Ann and step toward my mother.


“Mom, aren’t you even a little excited for me? Hell, aren’t you excited for  you? Won’t this give you a lot of street cred or whatever with your bullshit book club and Bible Group and whoever else it is you’re putting on a show for?”


She puts down the phone for that.


“Excuse me?”


My heart is picking up. There’s a buzzing in my ears.


But even now, even when Bonnie fucking  deserves it, I can’t bring myself to shame her in front of the news crews. I snatch her arm, and her eyes go wide.


“Cay Wells, what do you think you are doing?”


I guide her back into the stage wings, holding up a hand for the cameras to stay back.


“Um, give her a second, people!” I hear Ellie telling them.


“Are you even a little bit proud of me?”


Her mouth droops open in a distinctly undignified expression. “Cay…”


“Just answer the question,” I hiss. “Were you ever proud of me? Now? Miss Southeastern


America? Maybe even just to marry me off and finally be rid of me with that bullshit Georgia’s Most


Eligible Bachelorette? I  accomplished things, mother. I pulled my weight.”


“That title is not  bullshit.”


I stop short. I don’t think I’ve ever heard my mother use a swear.


She jabs one bony finger into the center of my chest, and I take a step back on instinct.


“I did you a favor by landing you that title,” she hisses. “You won the first pageant, but you were


still dull and uninspired and you were bordering on becoming an old maid. Did you think that just


because you won one shiny trinket that the  Journal would name you Bachelorette?”


I can’t move. I can’t fucking breathe.


Bonnie shoots me an annoyed eye roll and waves off my astonishment with a flick of the wrist.


“You can thank me for all I’ve gotten you, you know. You can thank me instead of constantly probing


for my approval. It’s not an attractive quality, Caroline. You should know that by now.”


“Cay.”


“Hmm?” She purses her lips.


“You don’t get to call me Caroline. Only one person gets to call me that.”


“And who is that, darling? The blue-collar boy next door who didn’t look twice at you until you


started winning pageants  I pushed you to do?”


“Good God.” I shake my head. “You’re like a Disney villain. It would almost be comical if it


didn’t mean that I’d wasted so much time trying to make you care about me.”


“Language, please.” She sighs and waves me off again. “Now, really, let’s just get one of my


Xanax in you and you can start in on the Miss Freedom Nation prep tomorrow. We’ll get these


cameras out of our way…”


“I’m never going to be good enough for you,” I mumble. I don’t care if Bonnie hears me. This


isn’t for her. I run my hands through my carefully arranged hair, the crown on my head tilting when I tug at the bobby pins. “For forever I thought I’d win you over eventually. I thought it would just take the right achievement, the right pageant, maybe even the right boy in my life to make you think I’d


done things the right way. But it wouldn’t have mattered, would it?”


I catch an unexpected flicker in her eye.


This is the first time I’ve ever said any of this out loud. The first time I’ve given voice to


something that’s been driving my actions for years. For my whole life, maybe.


And for the second time in just a few short weeks, I’m keenly aware of the sensation that


someone close to me is seeing me—really seeing me—for the first time.


Bonnie’s mouth opens and shuts, like she doesn’t know what to say. But I know what to say.


“I convinced myself that I was just some stupid phase for Remy,” I continue. “I conflated your


opinion of me with his. I told myself that all I could be to him was some kind of  novelty because the only way my own mother saw me was as the fat, failed daughter.”


“Cay.” My mother’s voice has gone softer than I’m used to.


She’s not throwing her arms around my neck and begging for my forgiveness. She’s hardly


registering anything more than a new wrinkle in the middle of her tight forehead. But I know Bonnie,


and I know that some part of what I’ve said has cut her in a way she didn’t expect.


But right now… right now, I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with that.


The backstage area has gotten a little distant and hazy as my breathing picks up. My heels start


moving, and I find myself pacing to a steady  clack clack across the wood floors.


“Oh my God,” I breathe. “Oh my God, what have I done?”


Because I can’t push away the thought of Remy now. He’s right here with me, in every shadowy


corner of the stage wings. I can feel his hands on my skin, smell his cologne, taste his tongue in my mouth. Every part of me aches because now I know. Now I know I can’t cling to the lies I’ve forced


myself to believe. He wanted me, and I sent him packing.


“Cay,” my mother says again. When she reaches out and touches my arm with her hard, thin


fingertips, I look up and shake my head.


“We had a shot years ago,” I say. The explanation isn’t for her benefit. Bonnie doesn’t know our


story. It’s a breakdown for myself, a painful, masochistic peek into all the could-have-beens that


disappeared the moment I left that diner. “We had our shot, and we chose friendship. Then we got


another shot, and I fucked that up, too. How often does that happen in real life? A second chance to


get things right?”


“I hope it happens once or twice. For my sake.”


Bonnie squeezes my arm at that, and I look back over at her.


She’s still the mother I know. Straight-backed and stiff. The line between her brow chiseled and


deep. But her eyes—they’re shining.


I think this might be the closest my mother has ever come to crying. The realization shakes me


almost as much as my realizing I screwed things up with Remy and can’t go back.


I don’t know how to navigate this. Do I take her hand? Do I try to reach out and… hug her?


I settle for holding her gaze. I bite my lip and give her the slightest nod. An ounce of color I


hadn’t realized was missing returns to her cheeks.


“I’m… sorry,” she chokes out. The word sounds like a foreign language coming out of her mouth.


But I’ll take it.


“The boy next door,” she starts slowly. “… Remy.”


“Remy,” I repeat, nodding. Still miserable, despite this small moment of connection. “He’s gone


now. I got a first chance and a second. A third would just be wishful thinking.”


“I’m sorry,” she repeats. This time the phrase comes out more confident. Her fingers squeeze on


my shoulder again, the manicured nails digging into the flesh.


And for some reason, that’s what it takes. I fall forward onto my mother’s chest, completely


overwhelming her as I sob onto her shoulder.


Bonnie reaches around and pats my back awkwardly. “Up now. Pull yourself together. There are


cameras nearby and you are still a queen.”


Yep. There she is.


I straighten up, using the heels of my hands to rub up running mascara. My mother catches my


wrist, then licks the thumb of her other hand before rubbing away the makeup for me.


“You’ll have to win him back,” she says simply. “No daughter of mine loses. No matter how


many chances it takes.”


A bit of the breath returns to my body. Win him back. Can I do that? Is that really an option?


“Buck up,” Bonnie says sternly. “There’s work to do yet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: REMY


 GIULIA: She won. She’s back in town. 


I read the message over again, even though I already knew the news for myself. It’s been all over


the TV. On the cover of every local paper. Miss Copper Springs, Georgia’s Most Eligible


Bachelorette, and now Miss Southeastern America. Once again, Caroline has proven how incredible


she is.


How much I never deserved her.


“Coach? Coach Remy?”


I shake my head, trying to clear it. I pocket my cell phone and clap my hands. Johnathan and a


few of the other kids are looking at me like I just came out of a coma. How long was I standing there reading and re-reading that message?


“Take a lap, boys,” I instruct. “You can finish up early and be the first to hit the showers.”


They grin at each other, then take off as they’re told.


I sigh and pull out my phone again.


 She won. She’s back in town.


Somewhere in Copper Springs, Caroline is living her best life. Bonnie probably has more suitors


than ever lined up at her door, bringing my girl flowers and poetry and friggin’ puppies like a scene out of  Bridgerton.


I won’t try to contact her. I know that was the insinuation behind Giulia’s text message. She wants


me to pull out all the stops. There was talk of flowers or chocolates or even contacting the choir from the local Baptist church for a serenade outside of her house. Bonnie’s witnessing the debacle from her front window be damned.


But none of that feels right. Nothing feels appropriate. Caroline wants me to stay away. Maybe I


can’t give her the perfect Southern lady life or the sure knowledge that someone loves her exactly the way she is… but I can give her this. One last chance to worship her, even if it’s from afar.


I pocket the phone again. What I’m doing isn’t healthy. It’s time to move on. I start toward the


snack table, ready to eat my weight in the blueberry muffins Brian T.’s mom made.


“You really think it was all for ratings?”


“They air it on Primetime and we’re living in the Me Too era or whatever. There’s diversity to


consider or some crap like that.”


I freeze.


My body goes hot. My ears burn as I listen in. I just passed Coach Al and his favorite lackeys.


They’re talking about  her.


“Still,” someone says. “She looked good in that bikini.”


“She looked desperate.” Coach Al snorts.


My hands clench into fists. I’m shaking, hardly able to control the convulsions that start at my


center and radiate out to my fingertips.


Let it go, Remy. Walk away.


“There was barely any fabric to that thing,” he continues. “She was hardly more dressed than


when she was naked in my bed, begging for me to give her my—”


I never make the decision to move.


But suddenly I’m flying. I’m on top of Al, pinning him down like a little bitch as I pummel the


side of his face.


There are hands on my back, but I resist them. I want to break his teeth and keep him from saying


one bad word about another woman for the rest of his life. But a word about Caroline? A lie about


her? I can’t spare an ounce of pity for that.


His blood is flicking back into my face. Someone is yelling in the distance, but the sound is


muted in my ears.


And then it’s over. I’m being wrenched off by two of the bigger boys on our team, plus a security


guard.


“Out!” He roars. The guy actually wrenches me by the collar, jerking me in the direction of the


exit.


I shuffle back, panting. Another coach is helping Al sit up. When I get a good look at his face, I


can see how much damage I’ve done. His nose sits at an odd angle, his lip is split into two bloody


pieces, and he’ll have at least one—hopefully two—black eyes.


“Out.” The security guard reminds me. At some point, another school cop has rolled up on their


little golf cart, and one of the guys from before takes a menacing step toward me, implying that he’ll make me follow if I don’t comply.


I nod, biting my lip. “On it.” I turn on my heel, marching for the exit.


Kids from the team are standing on the sidelines, watching me go with wide eyes and pale faces.


There’s a stab in my chest at that; I never wanted to be a bad example, never wanted to be anything


but a good coach. Even after some of them had overheard me with Caroline back in the hotel, I hadn’t


wanted them to get any ideas—


“Coach Remy.”


It’s Johnathan, stepping in my path and offering me his hand.


“Out.” The security guard flexes his muscles at my side.


“I’ve gotta go, kid,” I say, voice heavy with regret. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I see Al struggling to his feet. I see him muttering some self-righteous one-liner to another one of the guys. And even though I regret having to face my players now, any hint of regret for pummeling Al’s face in


dissipates into hot steam in my chest.


The security guard is pushing me forward, guiding me roughly by one shoulder back toward the


exit. I keep my head down and let him push me out. When I’m through the doors, I hold up both of my


hands, a show of innocence as I head toward my car.


“I know, I know. I’m fired.”


The security guard just scowls. “I’m sure someone will be in touch.”


I nod.


My car is parked close and I stumble over to it. I go to shove my hands in my pockets, and I’m


surprise to realize they’re still clenched into tight fists. My fingernails are digging so hard into the fleshy palms, there’s no doubt I’ll have tiny cuts later.


Who gives a shit if I’m fired? Who gives a shit if the rest of my life implodes? I’m never letting


anyone say anything about Caroline ever again. I’m never—


I stop at my car door, fingers hovering by the handle. My reflection stares back at me, someone I


hardly recognize.


What am I doing? I have all this energy, all this fight on me, and I’m using it on… Coach Al?


Why aren’t I fighting with every last breath I have to get Caroline back? Damn her wishes to keep her distance—I know that girl well enough to know that was her mother talking. I should be tearing this


town apart, burning it to the fucking ground if it might mean I get another shot with her.


I screwed up the first chance. I lost the second before I could act. But the third? It’s the fuckin’


charm.


I brace both hands against my window, ignoring the Georgia heat on my palms as I study the lines


of my face.


It’s time for a coaching session. Maybe my most important one.


“She’s in town.” I feel a little stupid as I jab a finger at my reflection. Still, it sparks something in my chest. It feels good to yell at Remy for once, not just Past Remy, but the Remy Caroline has seen


for six years and put up with without a word of objection. “You know what you need to, you big idiot.


You know what has to happen to win that girl over and get her back. You know what it takes!”


I stagger back. Because it just hit me. I’d been blustering a moment before, encouraging myself to


take charge without  actually having a plan in place. But now I know. I know exactly what has to be done.


Even if it will take a little humbling—and maybe a movie-watch or two with note-taking—to get


there.


I fumble in my pocket. My hands are still shaking as I pull out my phone and dial a familiar


number.


“Remy?” Baby Tomasso is screaming in the background, but Giulia sounds thrilled to hear from


me anyway. “I was worried we were going to find your body eaten by feral cats back at your place.


Don’t ever cut us off again, mister. I  mean  it—”


“Nevermind that,” I say, waving my hand even though she can’t actually see me hurrying her


along. “I need the tabbed binder.”


Giulia gasps. “… Is it time for the final act?”


“What?”


“I’m writing to Hollywood after this. It’s gonna be a helluva show.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: CAROLINE


“This is the real shit.” Ellie looks up from my phone. Her mouth curls into a wicked smirk. “You sure this isn’t going to be too much after—”


I shake my head, cutting her off. I don’t want to think too hard about what it is I’m making up for.


If I could, I’d erase the past few weeks. Hell, I’d erase the past few years and go right back to that prom night hotel room.


I’d grab Remy and hold him close after he finished  way too early inside of me—because, let’s be real, even though I know full well now that he’s the love of my life, that does not negate how


ridiculous our first time was—and then I’d make him  see me. I’d skip past the just friends part, past the audiobook incident, past anything that ever stood between Point A in that hotel room and Point B


where we want each other so desperately.


“I don’t have any other ideas,” I tell Ellie. I reach across the center console of her car and take


back my cell phone. I shuffle my hips so I can slide it into my back jean pocket. “It’s not like I have a lot of experience in the winning-boyfriends-back category. I’m improvising. If it’s too much, it’s too much, but I have to take that chance.”


“You asked my opinion knowing full well I write smut for a living.” She raises one eyebrow, her


smirk widening. “And I stand by what I said. This is the real shit.”


I take a deep breath. “My gut says that’s good. The more hardcore, the better. Let it be a big


expression: ridiculous and unforgettable. Maybe then he’ll know I’m serious. Maybe then he’ll forget


what I said back at the diner…”


There it is again. The diner.


My body tenses and I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. I can’t get in my head about this. I can’t


talk myself out of what I know I want to do.


When I open my eyes, I turn to look out my window. Remy’s house sits squat and unassuming in a


line of identical houses. He’s just beyond those doors, having gotten home from his usual football


practice a few minutes ago. I need to act now. I need to seize this window before he heads out for


dinner or to see his mom or—my heart gives a double beat—he calls up some new date.


It’s time.


“I’ll stick around in case you need a getaway car,” Ellie says. “But nothing will go sideways. I


know it. You’ve got this.”


She reaches over the console and gives my arm a little squeeze. My stomach twitches in


response.


I swallow and nod. “Here goes nothing.”


I open the car door and slide out. Ellie reaches into the backseat behind her and retrieves the


small stack of books I nestled there. She passes them over and I clutch them to my chest. I turn, taking my first step toward Remy’s house.


Oh my God, the amount of sweat on my back right now is downright disturbing. The clouds have


given way today, baking me with an unusually hot sun that crisps my face but drenches my neck and


shoulders. There’s a chance I’ll stink coming up to his door. He’ll take one whiff of me and tuck tail.


He’ll—


“Caroline?”


I stop in my tracks.


He’s opened his door. Remy stands in his entryway, one hand still lingering on the screen door.


My mouth opens and shuts. I can’t move my feet. I just stand here, sweating, clutching these


books as a lifeline.


“I was watching TV and thought I saw…” He rubs his eyes with both fists. “Am I seeing things?


Have I been in there watching reality shows for way too long?”


And then I’m tripping forward, practically running to his porch and up the steps. At the last


second I stumble, crashing the massive stack of paperbacks into his arms. He blinks, looking down at


them first, then back up at me.


“Check your online account.”


“I—” Another slow blink. He shakes his head. “What?”


My heart thumps its way up to my throat. The Clark Kent lock has fallen between those eyes


again.


“You’ll be seeing more books come through. Audiobooks, mostly.”


“More… books.” He repeats the word blankly, like I’m speaking a foreign language.


I nod, chewing on my tongue as I try to find the next words. “More books,” I confirm. “Smut


books. All of ‘em. Filthy, disgusting, way-too-niche smut books.”


Something softens in those chocolate eyes. His arms jerk before he realizes he’s still holding the


books, and he has to shuffle to keep them held up.


“Caroline—”


“I’m not going to lie,” I say hurriedly. I’ve got to get this out before Remy can voice an objection.


This is a stupid, hare-brained plan, but it’s the best I’ve got. “There’s some stuff in there that might make you see me differently. I went through this weird ass monster phase for a while. You’re going to die when you hear some of  those  descriptions for genitals. They can get extremely creative.”


“Look, I—”


I shake my head. “The paperbacks are all my old favorites. I have a physical copy of  Do Me


 Dirty in there. You know, if you ever want to take a highlighter to the words our favorite narrator spoke.”


“Do Me Dirty,” he repeats slowly.


I nod. My eyes are burning and my breaths are coming in too fast, but I keep going. I have to keep


going.


“I figured you could use them in the bedroom,” I blurt. “Not that you need any help with the dirty


talk. After what I heard in that hotel room, I’m pretty sure you could write you own smut books.”


Remy’s brow furrows. He sets the books down at his feet and takes a step in my direction, but my


hand flies up to stop him.


“You could use them… with me.” I fumble over the words. My gaze breaks from his; I can’t look


at him for this part. I can’t stare into those chocolate eyes and feel the sting of embarrassment over what a monumental explosion I’ve caused. “Or you could use them with someone else. Hell, read ‘em


by yourself. They’re my favorites. I can attest to how great they are. It’s just—”


There’s the fumbling again. The awkwardness of my tongue in my mouth. The clench of my


stomach as I anticipate the next words.


“I needed something,” I say. “Some big performance I could put on to show you that I’ve been


thinking of you through all of this and thinking about what an idiot I’ve been to care so much about


what my mother thinks and how my mother lovin’ pageant platform is about body image and yet I still


couldn’t get over my own body image issues and—”


Remy holds up a hand. My voice gives out.


He leans down to the stack again and produces a book from the top. He glances at the cover, then


turns to scan the blurb. My cheeks burn: I recognize that one as some dark mafia kidnapping romance.


“The real shit,” as Ellie would put it.


“You know,” he starts, still examining the book. “For someone who consumes so much book


porn, that was a hell of a run-on sentence you just said. What happened to your grammar, Miss


Southeastern America?”


My mouth gapes open. “Um, I—”


Remy takes one step down the porch. Then another. And then he’s tossing the book into his


garden.


“I’m not reading these books.”


My heart aches. All at once, it feels infinitely hotter than it did even a moment before. I’m acutely aware of my sister watching this unfold from the car.


“I’m sorry,” I start, my voice hoarse.


“You’ll read them to me,” Remy says with a shrug. “Or you may choose to act out the scenes.


From memory. Whichever you prefer. Way better gift. Can’t believe you didn’t think of it.”


“Remy,” I breathe.


He strides forward then, taking my face in his hands. His lips crash into mine as he pulls my body


flush with his. My elbows are locked in his grip, my knees trapped between his. When he pulls back,


his eyes are dark and hungry. I am out of breath. I’m overcome. I’m—


“I love you.” The words aren’t a soft, sweet expression of feeling. Remy growls them, he snarls


them at me like it hurt him to hold them back. “I’m not letting you walk away again. And I’m sure as


hell not sharing these smut books—or letting you share these smut books—with anyone else.”


My lips quirk up into a tentative smile.


“I’m not sure I deserve you,” Remy continues. Every cell in my body protests that, but I don’t


dare interrupt him. Not when he’s looking at me this way. Possessing me. “But I will spend the rest of my life trying. You’re my queen, Caroline. You always have been and you always will be.”


His lips are on mine again, and he’s scooping me up with two strong hands under my ass. I can’t


touch enough of him. My hands search his hair, his shoulders, his back. I want to memorize him and


still see the imprint of his form when I close my eyes.


His hands give my ass a squeeze before he lets me slide down his body back to the ground. They


curve around to my own hands, stopping at my wrists to grab them. Remy brings my right hand


between his legs to feel where his cock waits, stiff and ready for me. He groans, his head rolling


back, right as I squeal and smack his chest.


“Remy!” I giggle. “My sister is in the car. I had her wait in case things went bad.”


“I’m not stopping on her account,” he tells me very seriously. He cracks into a grin. “Guess we’ll


have to take this inside and hope she gets the hint to go.”


And with that, he heaves me up like a fairytale princess and makes a break for his still-open front


door. I wave Ellie on her way with one hand, only just glimpsing her face before Remy gets me inside


and hurtling down the hall to his bedroom.


Smut writers are going to write poems about what I’m about to do to this man. Not just tonight—


but for the rest of our lives.


EPILOGUE: REMY


“Lord. You two already had nicknames for each other. You didn’t have to run off and make new


ones.”


Ellie is observing us from her seat down the table, her arms crossed in a grand show of


disapproval. Still, I can tell she’s holding back a smile.


The nicknames were Caroline’s idea. Something about wanting to screw with her sister’s


perception that the perfect guy and perfect relationship were pure fiction? I didn’t care; I happily


obliged. I’d call Caroline my supreme master if it would make her happy.


Plus, you know, the name would imply that she would dominate me in the bedroom. Which I


would also be more than happy to get behind.


Caroline grins over at me now, elbowing me under the table. She stirs her rice and beans,


prodding them this way and that. “Can you pass me the salt… sugar daddy?”


“Of course I can, sugar baby.” I wink at Ellie.


She rolls her eyes. I know that she knows this is a show. But it’s still fun to mess with her.


“Honestly, Cay,” Bonnie interjects. “Sugar baby? Sugar daddy? The waiter is going to think I’ve


raised a house full of sexual delinquents…”


She glances around the Mexican restaurant as though even now someone might be watching and


listening with a notepad in hand to jot down all the things her girls might do wrong. She shifts in her seat until she’s sitting all the way on the edge.


I notice Caroline watching her thoughtfully.


“We’ll lay off the nicknames, Mom,” she promises. “Really.”


Bonnie gives her the barest nod before glancing back at her plate of enchiladas and salsa. She


picks up a tortilla chip, inspecting it in the light before braving a dip of her salsa.


She’s still Bonnie Wells. Hell, she still hasn’t gotten my name right all through dinner, or any of


the other times I’ve come by Caroline’s house before this.


But she’s here. She’s accepting me and her daughter, she’s keeping the commentary to a minimum,


and she’s even pushing herself to try new foods. It’s all pretty monumental for her.


“Are you excited this place will be so close to your apartment?” Mary-Ann leans across the table


to look at us.


Caroline glances up at me, her face breaking into a new smile. “Excited,” she agrees. “But also


terrified for my waistline. These margs are to die for.”


“There are even better spots along my new commute,” I chime in. “Caroline is lucky. She just has


to resist this one temptation. Meanwhile, in Downtown Athens there’s a Greek spot, a Chinese joint,


an Italian place—”


“And the Italian place is really that good?” Mary-Ann asks. “Even compared to your mom’s


home cooking?”


“It’s better. Don’t tell Ma I said that.” I wince dramatically and Mary-Ann giggles.


“It’s not like Remy will have much time to stop for dinner, though,” Caroline says. “Garret has


him on this crazy schedule with Special Teams. They’re going to need him pretty late into the night on weeknights.”


“Pretty late into the night?” Ellie repeats. “And Caroline, you’re okay with setting up the new


place all by yourself? With not seeing your boyfriend on those late, lonely nights at home…”


I spy Ellie walking her fingers across the table over to Caroline’s arm, then giving it a suggestive


pinch. In response, Caroline just glances back over at me, her ears turning pink as she surely recalls what I’m thinking about right now.


I got my own office when Garret took me over to the UGA staff with him. One of the perks of


having what he called “balls big enough to stand up to the douchiest coach he never voted to hire.”


As soon as we picked out our new place in Athens, Caroline and I made our first visit to the new


office. We found out my window had  very discreet blinds that went all the way down, and my new desk turned out to be the perfect height for a woman to comfortably bend over it…


I smirk, my dick twitching just thinking about it. Caroline will be coming by the office a  lot.


“I’ll be fine,” Caroline assures her sister, reaching under the table to squeeze my knee. “I have


plenty of things to keep me… busy.”


Ellie’s face goes flat again. “Oh Lord, that was another innuendo, wasn’t it?” She sighs and


slumps down in her seat. “Maybe I need to get out of the romance-writing biz. My real life is


becoming too inundated by happy couples.”


“Maybe you just need to become part of a happy couple yourself?” Caroline muses.


“Maybe I’ll just invest in silk sheets and a high-quality vibrator.”


“Eleanor!” Bonnie’s face has gone purple. She eyeballs a waiter still several feet away, as well


as the only other occupied table all the way on the other side of the restaurant.


My phone buzzes in my pocket. I let go of Caroline’s hand and dig it out.


“That’ll be Giulia,” I mutter, clicking on the little screen.


 GIULIA: Pls don’t make me ask again. 


 REMY: lol. I’m doing this on my own time. Not yours. 


Three little dots pop up at the bottom of the message, and I’m sure my sister is struggling not to


text me something snappier.


Not that I can blame her. There’s a lot of exciting stuff about to go down.


Giulia was with me when I stopped by that jewelry store. We’d been sent out by Ma during a


family dinner to run to the grocery store and pick up sausage, but I’d seen Miner’s Gems next door


and hadn’t been able to resist a quick peek inside.


The room was overwhelming. Stone after stone and a million questions about cut and clarity and


other C words I didn’t exactly understand.


Giulia had lit up like the Fourth of July.


She’d pulled out her phone, scrolled through her apps, and presented me with a Pinterest board


bursting with diamonds. She winked as my mouth gaped open.


“I had a little time between Tomasso’s naps.” She shrugged. “You’re welcome.”


My phone buzzes in my palm again.


 GIULIA: Alright, alright. I’ll stop bugging you. But so help me, if you make me wait through


 this entire weekend…


I turn off the phone, suppressing a giddy smile as I slip it back into my pocket. I clear my throat


and lean over the table.


“Bonnie, may I be excused? I just realized Caroline and I left something in our car.”


Bonnie’s eyes widen. It might be the closest expression to pleasure I’ve ever seen from her.


“Why… Yes. Yes, you may.”


She turns to Adeline beside her and leans into her ear. My secret smile widens as I hear her


mutter, “Surprisingly polite.”


Under the table, I grab Caroline’s hand and pull her with me to get up.


“C’mon, babe. Let’s be fast. Can’t miss dessert.”


She raises an eyebrow. “We have to run… to the car?”


I grin. “Yep.”


When she’s out of her chair, I push her in front of me and urge her toward the exit with a hand on


the small of her back. She glances back at me, that eyebrow somehow even more skeptical than


before. When we reach the hall outside our private dining room, she swings around and crosses her


arms.


“What are you up to?”


I glance down the hall, making sure no waiter is headed our way before I pin her to the wall.


Caroline’s mouth drops into a perfect, pretty O as I thrust my hips up to meet hers. In a moment,


my mouth is on her neck, and my fingers have found the top button of her blouse.


“Good God,” she giggles. The sound quickly dissolves into something closer to a moan, though,


as her hands come up to my chest and knot in my thin t-shirt.


“There’s a family bathroom just down the hall,” I mutter.


“I can’t believe you’re making toilet germs and flickering lights sound sexy to me right now,” she


murmurs back.


“We could do it right here, if you’d rather. Anything for you, princess.”


She laughs and smacks my chest. When I pull back to look at her, those blue eyes are sparkling


and her cheeks are flushed.


“You’re a horndog.”


She’s not wrong. I am.


But I don’t care—I’m going to spend the rest of my life making things up to this girl. She’s going


to relive that first time a million times over, and I’ll make damn sure it gets better every time. I’m obsessed. Consumed. On fire.


It’s then that I feel the weight of the little box in my pocket. Now isn’t the time; I’ve just been


carrying it around, trying to find the perfect moment. Still, I like the way it feels there.


I reach a hand up and run my fingers over her exquisite cheekbone.


“Just pick your venue, woman. I can’t wait.”


I retrieve my phone from my pocket, fiddle with it for a moment, then flash her the screen.


“I’ve got the audiobook all cued up and ready to go.”


She erupts into laughter. It’s the best sound I’ve heard in my whole fucking life.
 
THE END


***
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