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KAKAWWW!

I groan and cover my head with my pillow, willing to cling to my precious sleep but the wretched bird screams again.

Kakawww!

I stumble out of bed and look outside the window at the black feathered creature perched on the tree right outside.

I named him Fred, since the asshole has been waking me up bright and early every morning since spring sprung.

“Labor Day weekend has just gone, will you migrate already or hibernate or whatever birds do in the winter? I’d really like to sleep past six am.”

He looks at me with his little, shiny beady eyes and utters another ‘kakawww’.

“One of these days Fred, I’ll throw one of my shoes at ya.”

I don’t know what kind of bird Fred is: he’s black and roughly the size of a magpie.

Maybe a small crow?

The ping of my phone distracts me from my conversation with Fred and I check the incoming text message.

Joe: Meet me at Jewels Cafe in ten. We need to talk.

I can’t stifle the automatic eye roll at my ex-boyfriend’s message: he already dumped me the day after Prom, so the ‘we need to talk’ doesn’t really have any effect on me, it’s not like he can dump me again, right? 

Joe and I are co-captains of the Debate Club at school and we started dating last year after homecoming.

He was my first serious boyfriend and the first and so far only boy I’ve slept with.

He’s smart and witty and popular at school but as boyfriends go, he was selfish and cheated on me with Brittany, a girl in the Debate Club.

I make my way downstairs completely lost in my thoughts and I almost don’t see my parents as I walk past the living room.

“Onyx can we talk to you, sweetie?”

“Sure.”

I normally would’ve thrown myself into my dad’s arms but our relationship has been rocky since he and Mom announced that they were getting a divorce last Christmas.

I mean, who in their right mind splits up on Christmas Day?

But things hadn’t been going well for a while in our household and I guess the writing had been on the wall for a few months.

Apparently Dad had an affair with Mom’s boss: the owner of the Silver Springs Gazette.

When she discovered that her boss had been fucking her husband, Mom took a baseball bat to the office and destroyed everything that was breakable in the tabloid premises.

Obviously she was fired from her job and Sophie, her boss, dumped Dad too, saying that she couldn’t deal with his crazy ass wife.

I mean seriously, I’ve always been a daddy’s girl, Mom and I are too similar and we clash more often than not but when I heard the news, I developed a new respect for my mom.

I actually wish I could’ve been there to take a swing at the bitch’s computer screen too.

Since the split, Mom has been writing freelance and waiting tables at the local diner–she was obviously sentenced to repay the thousands of dollars in damages that her little rampage had caused at the gazette–and Dad had moved into a studio apartment at the edge of town.

No amount of groveling convinced Mom to take her cheating husband back and I’ve been resenting both of them for upsetting our seemingly perfect lives.

Money has been a problem since then with a mortgage and a rent that now fall almost solely on Dad, and my parents’ little stunt has totally ruined Christmas for me: Bah fucking humbug!

I can quote lots of different major and minor disasters that occurred on Christmas Day.

From me getting chicken pox one year, to the flu another year, to Dad’s flight getting canceled because of a snowstorm two years ago and causing him to miss Christmas with us.

Coincidentally Dad got stuck in Chicago and bumped into Mom’s boss.

That was the beginning of their affair and the beginning of the end for my parents’ marriage.

So I glare at my parents and fold my arms over my chest in a protective stance: like with Joe’s message before, what else can they do to ruin my life?

And do you know when people say ‘rock bottom’?

The next two events in my morning confirm my belief that there’s no such thing as rock bottom.

Believe me, you can find new lows when you least expect it.

“Onyx, we wanted to talk about Christmas ...”

I resist rolling my eyes at them: here it goes, Christmas strikes again.

“It’s September, can this wait? I was meeting someone before school and—”

So if I was hoping that Dad was here to see me off to the first day of my senior year at Stone Hill High, I was sorely mistaken.

Mom intervenes.

“We wanted to tell you that this year money’s going to be very tight, so the scale we normally do things will be reduced by a lot. We know it isn’t fair on you but—”

I sigh.

“Mom, do you really think that I care about presents? I think it’s safe to say that after last year, I fucking hate Christmas.”

I throw my most accusing glare at them: how could this be any different when last Christmas I woke up to them yelling at each other and to Mom aiming at Dad’s head with every plate, mug, and small appliance she had within reach.

And again I don’t blame her: when she locked up the gazette office for the Christmas break, Mom couldn’t remember if she’d left a window open in the bathroom and after a few break-ins in the area, she went back to check a few hours later, when she couldn’t relax, plagued by the doubt.

That’s when she walked into Dad and her boss.

Dad didn’t come home that night but when he showed up at home on Christmas morning, Mom was waiting for him jacked up on coffee and having had time to plan his welcome home.

So yeah, Christmas lost all its appeal when I saw Mom crying inconsolably on Christmas Eve and I had to witness my parents’ ugly row in the morning.

It was so awful that I couldn’t even bring myself to open any of the presents under the tree, most of them are still sitting in a dark corner of my closet, still wrapped.

My parents don’t seem to take any notice of my attitude and Mom continues:

“The reason why money is gonna be super tight is that I’m pregnant. And the baby is due around Christmas Eve.”

So I sit down, or more accurately my knees give in and I land on the couch, staring at my mom with my mouth wide open.

Where do I even start?

“But you don’t even look pregnant. How are you gonna have a baby in four months?”

Mom is tall and willowy, with long blonde hair and the stunning looks of a runway model.

I inherited my short stature and more generous curves from Dad’s side of the family,

I also got my paternal grandmother’s red hair and green eyes.

Mom sighs.

“Even with you, Onyx, I didn’t start showing until very late in the pregnancy. Plus loose clothes hide a lot.”

She lifts her flowing blue tunic to reveal a tiny baby bump in place of her normally flat stomach.

I take a deep breath, I’m about to hyperventilate and I don’t wanna give Mom the satisfaction.

“Who ... Who’s the father?”

Mom started dating pretty much immediately after the split, to piss Dad off more than anything and there’s been a constant flow of guys picking her up for dates. 

“Please tell me it isn’t Dave!”

Yeah, Dave was super obnoxious and sleazy looking.

Dad clears his voice, throwing Mom a sideways glance and comes clean.

“I’m the father, Onyx.”

“How? I thought you guys were over? You know, the whole divorce thing? The whole being unable to be in the same room without yelling at each other and without Mom throwing shit at you, Dad?”

Mom sits down next to me and looks at me guiltily:

“Well, your father and I hooked up last April. Remember when you got dumped at Prom and you called us in tears and Dad spent the night here to support you? Well, we ... And I might have been dating but I haven’t met anyone I like enough to, you know ...”

Gross.

Ok, not gross but am I the only one who finds the idea of my parents ‘doing it’ something that I’d rather not think about?

“So, are you two getting back together?”

They answer in unison:

Dad:

“Maybe.”

Mom:

“No!”

Mom clarifies that their ‘one night stand’ was just a slip-up.

“Onyx, I’m not saying that we hate each other. I still love your dad and we’ll always have you and your baby sister to tie us to one another but our marriage is over. The new baby doesn’t change what happened last Christmas.”

“Whatever!”

I seethe and walk away leaving my parents gaping at my back.

I know they probably think that this is about having less presents at Christmas and that I’m being a brat but they don’t understand that I miss them, I miss my family.

I miss snuggling on the couch with them to watch old movies, reading the gazette together on Sunday mornings at the breakfast table.

And having Dad make me toaster strudels for breakfast as a good luck ritual on debate days.

And I’m mad at them for bringing another child into this mess of a broken family because they couldn’t bother with protection.

In the last twelve months, I’ve had to be the responsible adult in this family and how will I explain all this mess to my new sister when one day she’ll inevitably wonder why Mom has the strange habit of throwing things aiming at Dad’s head?

I wasn’t already looking forward to Christmas but now I seriously dread it.
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I WALK ON THE PRETTY cobblestones that pave the area of Jewels Cafe’s entrance and look through the floor to ceiling windows when I don’t see Joe at the few tables that crowd the coffee shop’s cordoned area at the entrance.

The owners put the tables out in the summer and the weather should be nice enough to sit outside for at least a couple more weeks.

I immediately hate that Joe didn’t sit outside since this is a warm, sunny morning but I spot him at one of the tables by the left window.

I haven’t really seen him much since we broke up but he hasn’t changed at all: still buzz-cut black hair and green eyes, broad shoulders and a good physique if a little on the short side for how I usually like guys.

But his intelligent conversation definitely made up for his lack of stature, at least until he started treating me with an annoyed condescension and arguing with every single decision I was making as co-president of the Debate Club.

It was a total change of personality and I struggled to understand the reasons behind it, until he dumped me on Prom night and I found out shortly after that he was banging Brittany behind my back and everybody knew.

As soon as I sit down, the cafe owner Julian brings me a cup of peppermint tea.

Joe must have ordered for me, knowing full well that I hate the flavor of coffee, while he’s drinking an espresso, black like his soul.

“Ok, what did you wanna talk about?”

He sips on his coffee to hide his annoyance at my blunt tone: I haven’t forgiven him for cheating on me and I’ve purposely avoided every place in town where I knew I could run into him, spending most of my summer locked in my room or hiding away at Spell, Silver Springs Public Library, where I know he wouldn’t be caught dead because he’s allergic to dust and can’t go near old tomes.

“I know we broke up Onyx, but is there any reason to be so rude? We dated for eight months after all.”

I look into my teacup, concentrating on the steamy hot liquid: anything rather than looking at my ex-boyfriend.

“Yeah well, can you blame me for feeling a bit salty over being cheated on and dumped at Prom, so you could take Brittany to the after party?”

“I thought you got over it, that was ages ago. Sometimes you’re so immature!”

I glare at him: sure, it’s easy to take the high road when you’re the one doing the cheating.

He’s lucky that I’m not my mom and that I like this cafe, or I’d start throwing mugs at his face.

When I don’t grace him with a comment, he continues.

“Since you wanna dispense with common pleasantries, I’ll get straight to the point: you’re off the Debate Club and Brittany will be my co-president this year. I just wanted to give you the heads up to avoid you the embarrassment of showing up at our first meeting this afternoon.”

“What do you mean I’m out the Debate Club? Whose decision is that? You can’t do that to me, the club has to vote someone’s expulsion!”

Joe sighs as if I were particularly slow and explains that the club met last night at his house and they took a vote.

“Why wasn’t I there? That’s like an ambush. If your new girlfriend couldn’t bear to have me in the club, she should have given me at least the chance to defend myself. I want another meeting and the chance to—”

“Onyx, just accept this gracefully. We had the legal number for a meeting and if you look at the school’s by-laws a club meeting is legal even off school premises as long as there’s the minimum legal amount of members and the meeting takes place after official school registration. Sorry but this is what’s best for the team: I can’t have Brittany feeling insecure over having you there. You can go and complain to the principal, but we followed the club’s rules very carefully.”

I can’t believe him!

I gave all my free time to the Debate Club and it’s my only elective.

Winning debates looks good on college applications and each Stone Hill High student needs at least one elective class or qualifying club in order to graduate.

I explain this to Joe but he doesn’t seem concerned about the bind he just put me in.

“There are tons of clubs at school, just find yourself something else. I’m not gonna risk my relationship for you, Onyx. Sorry. And before you say anything else, may I remind you that I was in the club before you, so in the breakup, I get the club.”

I feel tears starting to push their way to the surface and swallow a few times: I don’t wanna give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

“I thought you loved me, you know? How did we end up here?”

Joe shrugs.

“To be honest Onyx, I’m into blondes. I asked you out because Brittany was dating Kevin, the student body president and then when that jerk dumped her, I stayed with you because you’d just decided to put out. After all what guy leaves certain sex to pursue someone who might not even be interested? But we’re in high school, love is a really big word.”

I stand up abruptly: I need to leave before I decide to throw my hot tea in his face.

If I make it to school early, I might have time to see the student counselor and find myself another elective.

I walk toward the cafe’s exit feeling miserable: this day couldn’t have started any worse.

But as I keep my eyes fixed on the ground, lost in my misery, I walk straight into Amber, the pretty blonde girl who owns the cafe with Julian.

We crash into each other and she drops her laptop and a few leaflets she was carrying.

I start uttering apologies, glad that she wasn’t carrying anything hot or fragile but she looks more concerned for my well-being than for the stuff she dropped.

I help her collect the leaflets and that’s when I notice that they’re for a job ad: they’re looking for a part time waitress here at the cafe.

I look at Amber and ask:

“Would you hire a high school student?”

She gives me a friendly smile.

“Sure. We had a few applicants already, but we haven’t started interviews. Why don’t you stop by tomorrow after school?” 

I thank her and promise to see her tomorrow afternoon: if I could get a job, I could help Mom and Dad with money for the new baby, ease some of their stress.

I just turned eighteen and somehow I doubt that Mom has kept any of my baby stuff, she must’ve thought that I’d be an only child at this point.

I know I didn’t react to their news the way my parents were hoping but it wasn’t out of selfishness, I swear.

It was out of disappointment that at least I got to live in a happy family for seventeen years but the new baby will know none of that.

If I can’t help my parents mend their relationship, I want to help at least with all the things that the new baby will need.
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“I’M AFRAID THAT AFTER registration has been completed, I don’t have much to offer in the way of electives, Miss Mancini. All the clubs seem to be full this year.”

I beg Mrs Hamilton to find me something, anything.

“Please, Mrs Hamilton. If I don’t find an elective, I’ll be in trouble. Plus I’m applying to colleges and I can’t have an empty resume for my senior year.”

The student counselor taps on her keyboard, producing a clicking sound with her acrylic nails.

“Well it seems you’re in luck, Miss Mancini. The Drama Club isn’t actually full. They’re having their first meeting today at four pm in the school auditorium. They’re the only club who has still room for new members.”

I try to explain that I know nothing about acting but Mrs Hamilton dismisses me with a distant smile.

“I’m sure you could help with costumes or something else, if you don’t want to act. I’m sorry, Miss Mancini but I have a scheduled appointment with a transfer student, so ...”

I take the hint and open the door just to crash against a large body: he was about to knock and didn’t expect the door to open so abruptly so it’s a full body collision.

I lose my footing and I’m ready to land on my ass when I’m lifted by two strong arms and I find myself staring into a pair of huge hazel eyes.

They belong to a tall, stunning guy: black hair buzzed short on the sides of his head and longer on top, falling defiantly over his forehead; a perfect square jaw and the broadest shoulders I’ve ever seen, encased in a black leather jacket.

We stare at one another quietly for what could be a second or five minutes and as I see his gaze wander down my body, I feel dizzy at how good he smells: something like wintergreen and ginger.

“Mr Dawson, are you going to come in or shall we have a meeting from the doorstep?”

His lips stretch in a little defiant smirk, as if he was thinking about a smart ass reply but then he opts for a polite:

“No, ma’am. Excuse me ...”

The ‘excuse me’ is hushed at me in his low, almost hypnotic drawl and I reluctantly get out of his way, closing the office door behind me.

I sit in home room and if you asked me who’s in my class this year, I wouldn’t even be able to tell you: my mind is on overload from the eventful morning I’ve had.

From my family’s situation, to Joe, to the encounter I’ve just had in Mrs Hamilton’s office.

That guy had a powerful effect on me, something I haven’t felt in a while and that only two other boys have ever made me feel.

And this is actually why I’ve been staying away from anything that has to do with the Drama Club.

It’s a story that very few people know, not even my bestie Holly.

Or at least, she knows the events but not how they affected me.

It was freshman year and I had a huge crush on two boys throughout middle school.

Robyn Witter and Allan Lindley are the hottest, sexiest male specimens I’ve ever seen.

They’re best friends and I know I’m not the only girl who finds them drool worthy.

They’re the most popular guys in school and it’s always been this way.

I’m not super shy or anything but I’ve stayed away from them since a Christmas party at Allan’s house in ninth grade.

Always fucking Christmas, I swear that holiday is doomed, it just brings me the worst possible luck.

I’d started crushing on Robyn and Allan but I didn’t know what to do about it because we hung out with different crowds.

Until one day, completely out of the blue, I got a Facebook friend request from Allan and I got invited to a Christmas party at his house.

I accepted and for the magical week leading to the party, both boys started to say hi to me at school.

Now don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t care less about popularity but those two are the best looking guys I’ve seen before the new guy I literally crashed into this morning.

They’re both blond but Robyn has the sexiest, most enigmatic dark blue eyes I’ve ever seen and a clean cut, classy look.

He often wears blazers and tailored jeans or slacks that without being skinny jeans, show off one of the most perfect butts I’ve ever seen.

Allan has lighter blond hair compared to Robyn and the most soulful brown eyes, eyes a girl could get lost in.

He has astonishingly perfect features and I’ve had the misfortune of seeing him shirtless last year in chemistry class, when his lab partner had an accident with their experiment and soiled his shirt with hot liquid.

Well, goddam!

He doesn’t have a six pack, I think I stopped counting at twelve, and his abs aren’t the only thing that’s perfect.

His chest is strong and defined and I fantasized more than once about resting my head on it while dancing ...

But to get back to the reason why I stay away: obviously the guys weren’t quite so muscular freshman year but to my fourteen year old self, they looked just as yummy as they do now.

So in freshman year I went to the party and if I thought that the whole school would be there, I was surprised to see that it wasn’t a huge get together.

The boys play lacrosse aside from being in the drama club, so there were people from both the club and the team.

A small group was playing Twister in the den, and some people were dancing in the living room.

Holly was there too but we weren’t friends at the time: my bestie used to be a bit of a mean girl and we didn’t become close until I saw through that attitude that came from some family trauma.

I wandered aimlessly between the two rooms, regretting going to a party where I didn’t really have any friends, when a warm voice startled me, coming from behind my back.

“Hey, you’re Onyx, right?”

Robyn was smiling at me and his eyes twinkled, impossibly dark, like two blue sapphires.

I nodded, my throat suddenly dry and when he asked me to dance, I took his hand and let him lead me to the middle of the living room.

His arms felt solid and safe but exciting at the same time and I couldn’t take my gaze away from his.

We danced for a few songs and he seemed happy to keep dancing with me, he didn’t make any attempt to stop and I didn’t want him to.

I was so lost in the feeling of Robyn’s arms that it did take me a minute to register that he stopped by the furthest corner of the room, near the patio doors that led into the backyard.

On one side of the doorway, there was a huge Christmas tree, but at the opposite corner, on the upper door frame, there was a sprig with green leaves and white flowers: mistletoe.

Robyn’s eyes were fixed onto mine and he whispered:

“We’re under the mistletoe. You know the tradition, that I should kiss you ...”

I smiled and nodded and when his soft lips brushed against mine, I thought my heart was gonna explode or my knees give in.

It was the best feeling in the world: his lips were warm and silky and after a few seconds, Robyn increased the pressure and a rush of warmth invaded my body.

His hands were cupping my jaw, gentle and warm and then I felt the tip of his tongue trying to tease my lips open and realized that Robyn wanted a real kiss.

I didn’t have time to succumb to his silent, sweet advance, because someone called his name, making him jump and break the kiss.

“Robyn! Dude, seriously, what the fuck?”

Allan was standing by the Christmas tree, his brown eyes flashing with fury and Robyn had walked away, following his friend without a word.

I hadn’t seen the two boys for the rest of the evening, until I decided to go home, unable to stop thinking about my first kiss.

But if I thought that that kiss had meant something to Robyn, I guess I was mistaken: he never talked to me again or so much as acknowledged my existence after that Christmas party and neither did Allan.

Maybe I was a bad kisser?

Or maybe that was the first strike from Christmas: only bad things happen during that holiday, I swear.

Thank God it’s only September and hopefully for this year the lack of money and the new baby in the mess that my family has become, will be enough and no other catastrophes will descend upon me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




4.



Her Bah Humbug


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Robyn 

––––––––
[image: image]


I’M BACKSTAGE, COLLECTING the scripts for today’s auditions, when Dylan elbows me to get my attention.

“It’s her! Look!”

I peer through the gap that he’s opened in the curtains and how could I miss the long auburn hair, the petite frame, the vibrant green of her eyes?

I always know when she enters a room, I perfected the art of watching her without her knowing.

And I know that I sound like a total creep but what’s the alternative?

I can’t lose my best friend over a girl, not even Onyx Mancini.

I glare at my cousin and my tone is harder than intended:

“What the fuck? You must be kidding me!”

He doesn’t take the hint and continues enthusiastically:

“No, it’s the hot girl I was telling you about! She crashed into me while I was going to see the student counselor. She’s pretty, I’ve been thinking of a way to ask her out, but if she joins the Drama Club, I’ll have a perfect excuse to hang out.”

I roll my eyes and I tell him that I’ll explain later why he can’t ask Onyx out.

Dylan has just moved in with my family because his parents–both army officers–got sent to Korea for a year and it’s an unaccompanied tour, so no dependents are allowed.

My mom offered my aunt to have Dylan live with us, and I honestly don’t mind, he’s a really cool guy but aside from spending every summer here in Silver Springs since we were babies, he doesn’t know anything about my life and of course the first thing he noticed was the girl of my dreams.

“Robyn, have you got all the scripts? We need to get started. I’m so excited about this year’s projects!”

Miss Devlin, our drama teacher, looks through the gap in the heavy red velvet curtains and claps her hands together with an excited squeal.

I love our drama teacher, she’s awesome but she lives in her own little world, always lost in some fantasy, always thinking about the next play we can produce.

The woman is fifty going on fifteen, I swear but I let her enthusiasm put a smile on my face, until I step on stage where Allan is waiting and my eyes find Onyx sitting in the second row.

I let my gaze rest on her only for a few seconds, but the look in Allan’s eyes tells me that I wasn’t as subtle as I thought.

My attention is back on Miss Devlin who’s introducing me and Allan as respectively the president and secretary of the Drama Club.

“Welcome to our tight-knit little family, I’m so pleased to see a few new faces among you! But without further ado, I’m really excited to announce the first production of the year! Allan, darling, can you pass around those scripts please?”

Allan jumps off the stage instead of using the steps by the side, fucking show off, and begins distributing the scripts.

When he gets to Onyx, he lifts his gaze in my direction, making a point of not showing any emotion and moving on quickly.

I love Allan like a brother but sometimes he can be such an unfeeling jerk, it’s not even funny.

When everyone has a script, Miss Devlin continues:

“So, as I was saying, without further ado, I’m pleased to announce that this year, the Drama Club will produce a modern rendition of a timeless classic: Charles Dickens ‘A Christmas Carol’. We’ll put on two shows on the twenty second and twenty third of December. We’ll start auditions immediately. Please have a look at the list of roles on page three and—”

“Bah Humbug! Not fucking Christmas again!”

Onyx hasn’t even opened her script, while Miss Devlin is talking, and her reaction turns every single head in the theater.

Everyone’s laughing, including me, Allan, and Dylan and then Onyx blushes adorably, muttering an apology and sinking deeper into her seat, as if that could hide her.

Miss Devlin claps her hands in her typical excited gesture and declares:

“It looks like we just found our protagonist! Come up here young lady, and read for me.”

Onyx sinks further down into her seat:

“No, thank you. I ... I’m not the right person for this. I absolutely despise Christmas, I—”

“That’s exactly why you’re perfect for it! This version of ‘A Christmas Carol’ is called ‘Her Bah Humbug’ and Scrooge in this play is a female high school senior who hates Christmas because for the past three years she’s been dumped on Christmas Eve, every year by a different boy. She’s closed her heart to love and to the magic of Christmas and three nights before Christmas Day, she gets visited by three ghosts who look exactly like her exes. Each ghost shows her the error of her ways and that the three boys left because of her selfish behavior, and that Christmas has nothing to do with her heartbreak. When on Christmas morning she decides to change, she’ll find love as her exes declare their undying feelings for her. So our protagonist promises each of the guys to give them a chance and that she’ll choose one. I’ve decided to leave the ending to the spectators: they’ll be given voting cards and choose. Among the people who choose the winning man, we’ll draw a prize for five hundred dollars worth of gifts from a few shops in town who have decided to donate.”

Onyx seems more and more horrified by each word uttered by Miss Devlin.

“Uhm, no, I’m definitely not the right person for this.”

The teacher giggles as if Onyx were joking.

“Nonsense! You just said the opening line Scrooge says. So it’s decided. You’re Scrooge. This is non-negotiable if you want to be a part of the club.”

***
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I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS!

There’s no amount of protests or pleading to convince our drama teacher to give the lead role in the Christmas play to someone else.

I wait until the end of the auditions to approach Miss Devlin but my plan to plead discreetly is thwarted by resounding protests, as soon as the full cast is announced. 

The protests come from a tall blonde girl with a nose ring, dressed in the tightest jeans I’ve ever seen.

Valentina Johnson is a regular in every school production, she’s always played the female lead and Holly and I hate her.

Holly hates her because Valentina is the classic mean girl and my bestie has come to blows with the school’s Queen Bee quite a few times.

I officially hate her in solidarity with my bestie but in reality it’s because she’s always hanging around Robyn and Allan.

I admit that I’m jealous and several times I’ve seriously wondered if she was more than friends with one or the other.

It’s hard to tell because I’ve never heard of anything official and Allan’s Facebook doesn’t shed any light by not specifying a relationship status but she behaves as if both boys were her private property.

“That’s complete bullshit, Miss Devlin! How can you give the lead to an inexperienced actor?”

I can’t hide a sarcastic eye roll: way to go, Marilyn Monroe! 

Antagonizing our teacher isn’t the way to change her mind.

And in fact Miss Devlin tells her that roles aren’t awarded according to seniority in the club but to the person who’s deemed better suited to a certain role.

That doesn’t convince Valentina.

“She’ll ruin the whole production. And she doesn’t even want to do it! Tell her guys!”

She turns to the ‘three ghosts’–as Miss Devlin has already begun to refer to them–but the guys don’t come to her aid.

They have three very different but equally silent reactions to the whole situation: Robyn seems startled and terrified, like a deer caught in front of headlights; Allan seems furious, with his dark gaze fixed on me and his jaw clenched so tightly, that I wouldn’t be surprised if it cracked; Dylan observes the whole scene with an amused smirk on his handsome face and I seriously wonder what’s so funny.
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Wish Upon
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Allan 
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MISS DEVLIN IS A REAL sweetheart and my favorite teacher at school but she’s one stubborn lady, that’s for sure.

She wouldn’t be talked down from forcing Onyx to star in the play as the lead, no matter the amount of pleading we did.

And after the auditions, Robyn and I pleaded with her to let Onyx off with a small role but to no avail.

This is a disaster in the making, since I was cast as the Ghost of Christmas Present, Robyn is the Ghost of Christmas Past and Dylan was casted as the Ghost of Christmas Future.

Especially because, judging by her Facebook status, she’s still single ever since that asshole of her ex broke up with her last spring.

“So, can someone explain what the fuck’s going on? Why do you hate that hot girl so much that you don’t want her in the play?”

I sigh and practically throw a can of soda at Robyn but he catches it easily and stares me down.

“We don’t hate her, dude. It’s the exact opposite of that. Your cousin and I have both had a huge crush on her since ninth grade.”

Dylan looks understandably confused and I explain what happened.

“When we were in ninth grade, I invited Onyx to my Christmas party. Obviously as the host, I had to make the rounds with everyone and that’s when your dumbass cousin took advantage of the fact that I was busy and asked her to dance. And he had the fucking nerve to kiss her under the mistletoe.”

Robyn reacts immediately:

“I had no idea that you liked her too, dude! I’d been crushing on her for years and I thought that was why you invited her!”

I scoff at his lame excuse, I’ve been hearing that for four years.

“Since we both like her and neither of us was willing to back down, we decided that she’s off limits.”

Dylan shakes his head.

“That’s fucking bullshit! So you couldn’t come to an agreement and the solution is to both be miserable?”

I sigh.

“You don’t understand, dude. Robyn and I have been best friends, brothers even, since kindergarten. After that party, we didn’t talk to each other for a whole week. It was the first, and so far only, time we fought. Onyx is the only thing that’s ever come between us and this is why we decided that to be fair, neither of us could have her.”

“So in four years, neither of you has lost interest in her?”

I don’t miss the disbelief in Dylan’s eyes but the reality is that we both still like her.

It’s not only that she’s pretty, she’s so smart, funny and kind.

She’s witty and fierce and her smile has the power to make my heart beat faster and to get me hard in seconds.

Especially when I imagine her luscious lips wrapped around my cock.

She’s perfect and she doesn’t even know it.

I have English Lit and History with her and I always make sure to sit behind her in class, so I can look at her.

I know it’s stupid but that’s the only thing I let myself have. 

Dylan’s looking between me and his cousin with a mischievous smirk on his face.

“So if you two are cock blocking each other, there’s no reason why I can’t ask her out, right? I bumped into her this morning and there was an instant spark between us. I know she felt it too because she looked hella flustered.”

I’m about to tell him no way but Robyn’s faster than me.

“Absolutely not! You live with me and we’re family, dude. So you’re bound to the same pact we have: unless any of us loses interest, we’re all staying away.”

Dylan doesn’t budge easily.

“That’s the most idiotic solution to a problem I’ve ever heard! Have you thought about the opposite? You could both date her. Or even better, we all could. She might not like all of us, in which case, the others should be honorable and let the best man win, or ... we could just all date her and like that we’d all be happy.”

Robyn and I look at each other and I can tell that Dylan’s idea is as shocking to him as it is to me.

He shakes his head.

“That sounds like a recipe for disaster. Have you thought that she might not even like any of us? I say let’s stick to what works and stay away.”

***
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One Month Later
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Miss Devlin
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I TREAD CAREFULLY AROUND the cobblestones that pave the road in front of Jewels Cafe and smile at the old sign right outside the cafe’s entrance: I remember one exactly like this one outside the cafe at the academy.

Weathered dark brown wood, slightly chipped around the edges.

It says: ‘Now Serving Pumpkin Spice Lattes” and has a hand-drawn cup with whipped cream drawn in white and orange chalk.

I wouldn’t expect any less from Julian and Amber and I’m truly happy to see them again, especially because I think they can help me.

I’ve known them since high school, I was their student counselor at the time.

Sometimes I miss the academy but I’m getting old and human students are much easier to handle than their supe counterparts, so now I teach Drama at Stone Hill High and I love it.

Julian is busy stacking some mugs on a shelf behind the counter and doesn’t see me until I clear my voice, startling him and almost making him drop the last mug.

“Is it you, Bean? Oh sorry ma’am, I thought it was my business partner.”

“Is Amber not here? I was hoping to catch her too.”

Recognition sparks in his gaze and he rushes out from behind the counter to greet me with a warm hug.

“Miss Devlin! What are you doing here? It’s been so long ...”

I smile indulgently: he’s not saying that I look much older than I used to but I use an aging spell to make me age at the same rate humans do, or it would be problematic to work amongst them.

And while other supes should be able to see through it, I got an extra strong spell, impenetrable to every type of creature, to avoid trouble.

After some chit-chat and a delicious moka, I get to the reason why I’m here.

I was very careful in choosing the right time to visit, after the lunchtime rush and before school ends and all the students start coming in for an afternoon treat, so Julian and I are alone and he can sit with me enjoying a latte.

“So, I believe that one of my favorite students works for you?”

He smiles fondly.

“You must be talking about Onyx. We hired her about a month ago: she’s a very nice girl: kind, smart and hardworking. Our customers really like her.”

I nod with a smile: this is where I need to be careful with my request, so I don’t ask directly but I start by telling him about the Christmas play.

“Oh yeah, Onyx told me all about that.” He chuckles. “I won’t lie to you, though ... she was pretty upset when she got the lead. And she really doesn’t like Christmas.”

“You’re right, darling. But I think our Onyx has judged Christmas too hastily. Regardless, she has a really kind heart and while it might not look like it at first, she’s quite shy when it comes to her feelings.”

“How so?”

Here it goes:

“Well, I’ve been observing her and it seems that Onyx has a crush on at least two of her co-stars. And I suspect that ‘the ghosts’ like her back but something is keeping them from opening their hearts to one another.”

I don’t tell him that I’ve been observing Onyx and the boys under the guise of a little black bird.

I take a shiny quarter out of my purse and hand it to Julian.

“I’ve heard that you and Amber will have a stand at the upcoming Harvest Festival?”

Julian confirms that they will and I make my request:

“Would you give this quarter to Onyx and ask her to use it to make a wish at the Magic Spring? I spelled it and while I can’t make someone change her heart, if her love is true, this will get her to open her heart to love.”

Julian takes the shiny coin, deep in thought.

“I’ve heard the legend of the Magic Spring. Do you know if it’s true?”

“No one knows for sure, my dear. But what’s a fact is that the spring’s location is an old magic site. You know how Silver Springs was built along some magic lines that are believed to run across the whole earth. The springs are on one of the points of a particular magic triangle, the academy is on another one, for example.”

Julian seems to be pondering something and I know I have to make him come to his own conclusions about helping Onyx.

I’ve heard rumors about his spelled Pumpkin Spice Lattes and how humans and supes alike have been falling in love after drinking them.

I know the old spell he must’ve used and the magic only works to reveal feelings that already exist: not even magic can change someone’s soul.

Onyx, like Ebenezer Scrooge, has closed her heart to love after being betrayed and disappointed too many times.

And those three boys, ‘the ghosts’, for some reason don’t have the courage to open their own hearts to her.

Julian’s PSL would be the perfect thing to solve the situation, but I know that his magic backfired several times in the past, so he lacks confidence in his ‘wonky magic’.

This is why I’m going for subtle and I hope that after he gives Onyx the quarter, he’ll decide to provide some extra help.

I think my job here is done, I’ve planted the seed and I know that Julian will do the right thing.

I’m about to get up and say my goodbyes when the shop door opens and Amber walks into the Cafe followed by a huge, hunky guy.

They seem to be coming back from a shopping trip and are laden with bags and Amber almost trips over herself when she rushes to our table to say hello.

The hot guy steadies her.

“Be careful, Ambear. Let me take your bags.”

He’s protective of her and she looks up at him with a warm smile.

“Thanks, Wes.”

I look at Julian and he’s smiling at them indulgently, not bothered by their obvious closeness.

Amber offers me another coffee and I accept, happy to reconnect with two of my favorite students.

***
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The Harvest Festival 
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Onyx 
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IT’S A CRISP OCTOBER afternoon and the whole town has turned up at the Harvest Festival at the Silver Springs Gardens.

Julian and Amber have secured a prime spot and we’ve been really busy since we opened shop.

The Pumpkin Spiced Lattes in particular are flying off the shelves.

I love this time of the year: it’s beginning to get cold but it isn’t freezing yet and the leaves on the trees are changing colors, making everything look prettier.

I love working at Jewels Cafe: Julian and Amber have taken me under their wing and they’re really cool bosses.

If it wasn’t obvious that they’re madly in love with each other, I could totally crush on Julian: he’s smoking hot and so sweet and funny.

But who am I kidding?

I’m totally doomed in the love department, my unrequited crush for Robyn and Allan has only gotten worse and to make my situation even more hopeless, I also like their friend Dylan.

He’s actually the most friendly out of the three since we started rehearsals for the Christmas play, but the spark I felt when I first saw Dylan must’ve been just in my head because like the other two boys, he’s all but ignored me.

They’re kind enough when we interact because of the play but it’s a cold, distant kindness.

It’s pretty obvious that we aren’t friends and that they aren’t interested in me, not even as a friend.

They seem to only have eyes for that Valentina Johnson, ‘mean girl extraordinaire’.

She’s always around and despite the fact that I’ve been playing daft, I’ve noticed how she constantly seeks their attention and she’ll get in the way every time one of the boys even talks to me.

She hates me because I got the lead role and she was cast to play ‘Tiny Kim’.

Yeah, in this version Scrooge is a girl, and so is Tiny Tim.

Marley is the school principal, who scolds Caroline Scrooge for refusing to participate in a charity bake sale to fund a scholarship for injured cheerleaders, after the cheer captain, Kim, has fallen off the top of the pyramid during the Homecoming game.

Kim’s injury is so bad that ‘she’ll never cheer again’.

“Robyn, I’m cold and thirsty! Will you get me a hot chocolate please?”

And speaking about the devil, or Tiny Kim, Valentina’s high-pitch voice pierces the crisp autumn air as she approaches our stand, her arms hooked in the crook of Robyn and Dylan’s arms.

Allan follows right behind them and when my eyes meet his briefly, I decide that I don’t wanna deal with them and since I haven’t taken a break yet, I turn to look at Julian to ask if I can go now.

He knows about my crush on the guys, he heard me telling Amber about it one day when they came to Jewels Cafe with Valentina and I all but bailed to the back of the store.

So when I nervously eye their approaching forms and I ask Julian if I can go on my break now with evident panic in my voice, I’m surprised to get denied.

“You can go on your break after the next customer, I need to talk to Amber for a second.”

And he steps away dragging Amber with him and leaving me to face my crushes and my nemesis. 

“Can we have a hot chocolate, please?”

Robyn’s tone is formal and his dark blue eyes are looking everywhere but at me.

I don’t even have time to say sure, that Valentina whines with her neck outstretched to look at him:

“I want a skinny hot chocolate with non-fat soy milk and sugar free peppermint syrup.”

Robyn sighs and gives me an exasperated look.

“What she said, please.”

Dylan chuckles behind them at his cousin’s pained expression but I’m not sorry for him, not even one bit.

Valentina’s a pain in the ass, he must be used to it since they hang out all the time.

I make a point of not looking at them while I pour the hot chocolate in a to go cup and for a second I’m tempted to not fit the lid all the way down and hope that Valentina gives herself at least a first degree burn.

But then I sigh and do my job right: I don’t wanna cause trouble for Julian and Amber and anyway, I’d just give Valentina the attention she craves if she could play the victim in front of the boys.

I turn around to serve the hot drink, trying to put on my professional smile and Valentina whines again.

“The cup’s gonna be too hot. My skin’s so sensitive! Can you carry it for me, Robie, until it cools down a little?”

Robyn rolls his eyes and takes the cup from me and when his fingers brush against mine, I hate myself for the hot tingle that spreads all over my body.

I feel my nipples harden inside my bra and my lower belly tightens in a sudden and almost painful throb.

I’m looking into Robyn’s eyes and I hope he can’t see how breathless I am after such a fleeting touch.

God knows I’ve never felt this way, not even with Joe.

“It’s four twenty five, please.”

He sets the cup down to reach for his wallet but Allan intervenes.

“I’ve got it. Here. Thank you, Onyx.”

When he puts the cash in my hand, I swear I could pass out: his hand is warm, dry and a little rough to the touch and my body, already in overdrive after the contact with Robyn, reacts as if I’d been electrocuted.

I feel goosebumps everywhere and I hope to God I’m not blushing.

“Come on guys, I want some cotton candy!”

Valentina’s voice cuts through my daze and I can’t help a snarky comment:

“I’ve heard they sell non-fat, sugar free cotton candy.”

She squeals delighted.

“Really?”

It’s my turn to roll my eyes.

Sugar free cotton candy actually exists but I have no idea if any of the vendors here sell it.

I can only hope that they do and Valentina binges on it, since the excessive consumption can cause laxative effects.

How do I know?

Mom has gestational diabetes and when she was craving cotton candy, I found her some.

Let’s just say that eating two whole bags wasn’t a great idea.

As Valentina drags Robyn and Allan away, Dylan is the only one who says goodbye and only when he walks away, I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

A few hours later, the sun has set and lots of fairy lights wrapped around every stand make the park look magical.

People are still walking around, enjoying the food and drink offered by a huge variety of vendors and taking the kids to the mini carnival at the opposite end of the park.

I know they have face painting, bouncy castles, snow cones and an ice skating rink: up until last year this was my favorite family outing and my dad and I used to do all the activities we could get away with.

For a second I think that soon I’ll have a baby sister to bring here but the thought makes me happy only until I realize that we won’t be coming here as a family, unless I wanna see Mom try to drown Dad in the park’s pond.

“Hey Onyx, everyone’s going to the pie eating contest. Do you wanna come get something to eat? Amber and Wes can watch the stand and we’ll bring them something back.”

My stomach growls at the mention of food and I nod enthusiastically at Julian’s offer.

We buy some corn dogs from Shanna’s stand and as I turn around to walk back to the Jewels Cafe stand, Julian suggests we take the long way around the park.

He asks me about school and if I could work one extra day a week during winter break.

“Sure, that would be awesome.”

He smiles.

“Amber and I love working with you, Onyx. If business keeps growing, we might need extra help during the summer. How would you feel about working at Jewels Cafe full-time before you leave for college?”

I agree and don’t tell him that unless I get offered a scholarship, my only option will be community college, because there’s no way my parents can pay for anything that requires me having extra living expenses.

Julian stops in front of a well that’s built with weathered gray stones.

“Hey look! Isn’t this the famous Magic Spring?”

I nod.

“Yeah. According to the legend, if you throw a coin in it and make a wish, it’ll come true.”

Julian digs into his pockets and as he extracts two quarters, he offers me the shiniest one.

I laugh at the old legend and tell him that I doubt that a pool of water could grant wishes.

Julian scolds me playfully but his voice sounds extremely serious when he tells me that life would be better if people believed in magic a little more.

“Let’s try it then! At my three: one, two, three!”

I throw the coin in the deep well with my eyes closed.

I wish there were more love in my life.

And I can’t help but imagine three sexy ghosts who don’t even seem to know that I exist.
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Onyx
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I HAVEN’T EVEN OPENED the auditorium’s doors when I hear yelling, it’s lots of different voices.

“This is our theater, you can go practice in a classroom!”

Valentina’s voice is so shrill that I almost stop to cover my ears on my way down to the stage where a group of people is engaged in a heated debate.

And debate is the right word because it’s the Debate Club that apparently claims to have booked the theater every day for the next two weeks in preparation for the Debate Regional Championship finals in Syracuse.

My ex-boyfriend is facing off with Robyn and he’s put on that know-it all, condescending tone that caused more than one fight between us when we used to date.

But the ones that attract the most attention are Valentina and Brittany who look seconds away from a cat-fight.

I’ve never noticed before but the two girls look eerily similar to one another: same shade of blonde hair, same layered haircut, same flawlessly applied makeup and tight jeans that look like they’ve been painted on their skinny bodies.

“We need you to go rehearse your play somewhere else. We’ve booked the theater and it’s not my problem if you didn’t bother securing a space.”

The only ones who are observing the quarrel with unperturbed expressions are Miss Devlin and Dylan.

When Valentina folds her arms over her chest and challenges Brittany to ‘make her leave’, our drama teacher finally intervenes and I see amusement in her eyes, so dark that they look almost black.

“Ok, ok guys. For today our practice is cancelled. I’ll see if I can secure the basketball court or the music room for the next couple of weeks. You’re all free to go except the lead and the ‘three ghosts’, I need to talk to you in my office, please.”

Valentina looks mightily pissed to have been excluded and whisper-yells to Allan that she’ll wait for them.

The reply comes in an annoyed tone.

“We’ll see you tomorrow at school, Tina. We don’t know how long this is gonna take.”

We follow Miss Devlin into her office, and as I’m about to enter the small room, Allan rushes to keep the door open for me, brushing his muscular arm against my shoulder.

He’s suddenly very close and he whispers ‘after you’, making me tremble with the sound of his voice and his subtle citrusy scent.

I hurry inside the office, glad that he’s behind me and can’t see me blush.

Miss Devlin wants us to find an alternative location to practice our scenes.

“With the theater unavailable, I doubt that we’ll be able to practice every day. Everyone else can afford to miss a day or two but you guys can’t. Your scenes are the most important and I’m sorry to say this, but you four lack chemistry. When you act in scenes with other characters you’re fine but together, you’re rigid and you look uncomfortable. So, you need to go through your scenes as a group and as pairs. Use any chance you can get, we have less than eight weeks to show-time!”

We’re dismissed and the boys begin discussing where we could rehearse without agreeing on a suitable location.

The library is suggested but quickly dismissed, Robyn’s mom is having the reception rooms at their house renovated, and Allan says that he can only have people around if his mom’s Art Club isn’t meeting.

“What about Jewels Cafe? I work there and if we go after the afternoon rush it’s quiet and I’m sure Julian and Amber won’t mind.”

The guys agree and we decide to meet up there around six thirty with the scripts to read a few scenes.

***
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Onyx 
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KAKAWWW!

The afternoon has turned cold and rainy and Fred has left his usual post on the tree by my window and he’s seeking shelter on my window sill.

I’m in my room, trying on every single outfit in my closet before walking to the Cafe to meet the boys and I know I’m totally pathetic to be putting so much effort into my appearance, since those three barely even know that I exist.

Mom’s out with Dad for a scan and I’m eating a sandwich before going out, so I’m home alone and my heart clenches in my chest at how miserable the little black bird looks.

I approach the window very slowly, careful not to spook him and open the pane when I see Fred walking back and forth on the sill, as if he was waiting for me to let him in.

He stays on the sill but comes closer to me, where the light rain can no longer reach him.

“Hey little guy! Are you hungry?

Kakawww

He says a lot more softly than when he wakes me up in the morning and I grab a few crumbs off my sandwich to offer to the bird.

He gently eats from my hand, careful not to hurt me with his sharp black beak.

His black beady eyes are shining with gratitude and he looks almost human.

“All right Fred, I need to get dressed and go. I’ll leave the window askew for you and you can eat the crumbs off my plate. Let’s declare a truce, huh? I promise to leave you some yummy crumbs every day, if you can let me sleep till seven on weekends. Do we have a deal?”

The bird puffs up and I laugh at the fact that I’m talking to a bird: Holly would totally say that I’m a weirdo if she saw me right now.

I snap a selfie of the outfit I chose and text it to my bestie: I decided to go for a black fitted sweater and a dark green mini-skirt with black tights and boots.

I came clean with her about my attraction to all my co-stars and surprisingly, she didn’t think I was crazy but she did warn me that Valentina has been saying that she’s sleeping with each of them.

Which makes sense because she’s one of the most popular girls in school and she’s starred with Robyn and Allan in every single school play since freshman year.

Normally Valentina’s had the female lead role, except for this play and this is why she hates me, because I stole her spotlight.

She’s playing Tiny Kim and she’s my understudy, which I know pisses her off all the more.

And Valentina’s shrill laugh is the first thing I hear when I enter Jewels Cafe.

It’s so high-pitch that it even covers the door chime.

She’s sitting at a corner table with the guys and she looks more dressed to go clubbing than for a rehearsal: she’s wearing a tight, sparkly silver dress that barely covers her thighs and a fluffy white bolero jacket.

I take a deep breath and approach the table.

I’m irritated that she crashed our rehearsal but after all, it’s not like this was a date or anything.

“Hey guys! Valentina, nice to see you, are you joining us?”

She gives me a quick once over with a malicious glint in her eyes and her lips curve in a derisive smile: she isn’t saying that I look ridiculous but her gaze is saying it for her.

“Of course I am! I’m your understudy after all and I’ll have to play your role if something happened to you, right guys?”

Is she threatening me?

When no one answers her passive-aggressive question, she says meanly:

“By the way, we’ve been here for ten minutes and no one’s come to take our order. I know this place is new but they won’t stay open long if the service is always this terrible.”

I don’t bite on her bait for a fight.

Valentina has been trying to come to a confrontation with me since day one, and while I’d like nothing more than to bitch-slap her, nothing good would come from that.

So I put on the fakest smile I can manage and take their order.

“I’d like a hot chocolate.”

I can’t help but make fun of her and I say in the highest pitch voice I can muster:

“Skinny hot chocolate with non-fat soy milk and sugar free peppermint syrup?”

She nods enthusiastically but the guys all chuckle at my impression and Dylan winks at me as I walk away on suddenly weak knees.

His hazel gaze makes me shiver for all the right reasons.

I walk behind the counter, starting to pour the guys’ coffees when Julian offers to help.

I thank him for letting us rehearse at the Cafe and he smiles mischievously.

“Anything for my favorite employee.”

I laugh at his joke.

“Gee, thanks! I’m your only employee, considering that Amber co-owns this place.”

“And Chase and Wes work for free.” Julian doesn’t miss a beat. “Can’t get anything past you, Onyx!”

I roll my eyes at him but I’m laughing: I love the way he treats me more like a little sister than his employee.

“By the way Onyx, what are you having to drink?”

“I’ll have my usual, a peppermint tea.”

Julian shakes his head.

“Don’t know how to tell you this, but we’re all out of tea bags. There was an afternoon rush, and we won’t be able to get any more until morning. But how about you try one of our famous Pumpkin Spice Lattes?”

I protest that I hate coffee but Julian insists that I won’t even know its coffee and that he’ll put in extra pumpkin spice mix to make it taste sweet and indulgent.

“Ok. After all, I guess I should at least try our best selling menu item.”

Julian beams.

“That’s the spirit! And look, I ordered you a custom-made mug with a black onyx on the side. So you can drink from a mug made just for you. I promise you will love it.”

His gaze is intense and I can’t help but admire the passion he puts into the running of his business.

When all the drinks are ready, I arrange them on a tray and that’s when Amber comes down the stairs in a pretty pink dress and black knee-high boots.

Julian’s gaze caresses her with evident love and admiration and I find myself wishing again that the boys looked at me the same way.

Amber greets me with a smile and asks Julian if he’s ready to go but stops mid-sentence when he notices the onyx mug with the pumpkin spice latte in it.

“Is that for Onyx?”

Julian’s gaze becomes suddenly more intense as he nods to his girlfriend. “Yeah. Isn’t that awesome? She gets her pumpkin spice latte in a personalized mug.”

Amber’s eyes narrow. “Did you make that latte way too strong like the one I first tried?”

“This one’s perfect, Bean. Onyx will love my latte.”

Amber’s gaze is suddenly intense. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. Juli, you really shouldn’t meddle.”

Julian wraps a protective arm around her shoulders and reassures her. “Onyx looks like she could use a pick-me-up tonight, Bean. And one of our special PSLs is just the thing.”

Then Julian turns to me.

“Amber and I are meeting Chase and Wes for dinner and dancing. Since you guys are the only people in the cafe right now, do you mind locking up when you’re done? I’ll flip the sign to closed so you don’t have to deal with any customers.”
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Pumpkin Spice 



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Onyx 

––––––––
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I REASSURE JULIAN AND Amber that I’ll lock-up once we’re done and make my way to the table where the guys are sitting, carrying the heavy tray with the hot drinks with both hands.

I’m a little klutzy and I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of my crushes and Valentina.

Not that the guys would even notice that I exist if we weren’t all in the school play, but I know that Valentina wouldn’t miss the chance to ridicule me if I tripped.

When I serve the drinks everyone thanks me except for Valentina who scowls at me as I sit between Allan and Robyn.

“Ok, shall we start from our scene, Onyx?”

Robyn is the Ghost of Christmas Past and as I agree to begin with the scene where Scrooge hears his chains rattling in her bedroom, unsure if what she sees is a dream or reality. I take a sip of the Pumpkin Spice Latte, enjoying the sweet whipped cream on top of it, sprinkled with cinnamon.

‘Julian was right that this is delicious’, I think as I set the mug down while Robyn reads his first line.

And then all hell breaks loose: before the mug touches the table, a huge, hairy tarantula lands right on the spot where I was about to set my mug down.

I hate spiders, I’m utterly terrified of them and this is so huge that if it’s been living in the Cafe, it should pay rent to Amber and Julian.

I let out a blood curdling scream, trying to jump as far away as possible from the monster and splashing my hot latte everywhere, hitting all the occupants of the table as the empty mug crashes on the floor shattering next to my capsized chair.

Another scream, louder and more high-pitch than mine comes from Valentina, horrified that her silver dress is stained by brown, wet splotches.

The latte hit her dress but got all the guys’ skin: Robyn had his mouth open while reading and got a direct mouthful of latte as I jolted back when I first saw the ginormous creature.

If I’d been aiming for his mouth, I’d never have got the bullseye.

After the first jump, I jerked around in terror, splashing hot liquid on Allan’s face and threw the mug toward Dylan who was hit on the back of his hand.

Both boys lick the latte off their skin, and I’m about to apologize and check that they aren’t burned.

That’s when Valentina grabs her heavy script and lifts it above her head, ready to swat the spider.

And I swear that in that exact moment, the spider’s black beady eyes meet mine and call me crazy but his eight eyes remind me of Fred and even though I’m terrified of the creature, I don’t want it to die.

“No!”

I push Valentina out of the way, standing in front of Allan and shivering as his hands grab my hips to keep me from tripping over his feet and falling face first onto the table, near the tarantula.

I already had goosebumps because of the disgust and terror the huge spider caused but the contact with his warm hands makes my skin tingle with a completely different kind of feeling.

“Don’t kill it! Eugene hasn’t done anything to deserve to die. Even if he’s a huge, scary, disgusting spider.”

I swear that the spider I’ve just named Eugene has a grateful glint in its beady eyes, much like Fred did earlier when I fed him.

“Eugene? Did you just name that fucking icky thing?”

Valentina’s face is contorted with disgust and I explain that I normally name every animal I come across.

It might be because I’ve always wanted a cat but Mom has never let me have one, claiming she’s allergic to cats and dogs.

“Whatever, freak!”

She sneers, flipping her blonde hair arrogantly while Allan lifts Eugene with both hands and deposits him on the cobblestones right outside the Cafe’s front door.

“There. The little dude will go find a different girl to terrorize now.”

Allan comes back and stops very close to me, running his thumb along the edge of my bottom lip and stopping at the corner of my mouth, where he wipes off a smear of whipped cream.

He then brings his finger to his lips to lick off the residue, looking into my eyes while he does so.

And I swear that those eyes, as velvety as milk chocolate, cause my core to clench with a throbbing need I’ve never felt before as I feel heat rise to my cheeks.

“A—Are you guys all right? I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a hot pumpkin spice latte shower.”

Robyn and Dylan reassure me that they’re fine but it’s Valentina who complains loudly.

“What about me? You completely ruined my dress, you fucking useless loser! It was designer, I should sue you or the owners of the cafe for damages! Robyn, take me home. I feel sticky and gross.”

Robyn tells her that we haven’t even started rehearsing and if she wants to go, she’ll have to find her own way home.

“But it’s pouring outside!”

Valentina’s outraged protest doesn’t change his mind.

“I’ll call you an Uber. After all, I told you that we didn’t need the understudy for these extra rehearsals.”

His blue eyes are fixed on me when he tells her that the whole point of these sessions is to improve their chemistry with me.

“Whatever! She’s such a terrible actor that she couldn’t have chemistry with a whole lab! You stay here with her, I’m gonna wait for my Uber outside!”

She storms out and turns when she’s about to open the front door, probably expecting to be stopped by the guys but when none of them intervenes, she slams the door so hard that the glass rattles.

Thank God it doesn’t break or I’d have a field day explaining what happened to Julian after he let us use the cafe to rehearse.

***
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AFTER WE READ SEVERAL scenes, we decide to call it a night and reconvene here tomorrow.

I’m fastening my coat when Allan asks me how did I get to the cafe.

“I walked.”

“Let me give you a ride home, Onyx. I don’t want you to walk alone at night, in the pouring rain.”

“Or you could come with me and Dylan.”

Robyn offers, setting an intense gaze on his cousin.

“Nah. I’m going down her way anyway, you guys go home and I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”

“Right.”

Robyn and Allan look at each other for a long moment and if I didn’t know that it was impossible, I’d think they’re facing off out of jealousy.

But I know that Allan’s just being kind, neither of them has ever shown the slightest interest in me since that party in ninth grade.

Robyn and Dylan leave while I lock the cafe’s door and then follow Allan to his SUV and I’m surprised when he rushes to open the door for me.

We drive quietly through the dark roads of Silver Springs: on a rainy and chilly night like this one, very few people are out and I don’t mind it. I find the empty, wet roads peaceful and it feels comforting to imagine how people are snuggled in bed in their warm homes.

“Hey Onyx, I’m hungry. How about we get some tacos before I take you home? We could drive through, so we don’t even need to get out of the car and get wet.”

I look at Allan’s perfect profile and a part of me wants to say no, because I’m sure that he doesn’t really want to hang out with me and he’s offering just because the taco place is on the way and he doesn’t want to drive all the way back if he takes me home first.

But it’s been a long time since that sandwich I shared with Fred and the minute I think about food, I realize that I’m starving.

We both order steak tacos with extra guacamole and I tuck in enthusiastically, just to stop at the second bite with the taco suspended on its way to my mouth.

Allan is staring at me, so I ask him what’s wrong.

He smiles but it isn’t a derisive smirk, he seems genuinely happy for some reason.

“Nothing wrong. I love a girl who eats, that’s all. Valentina would have ordered a taco salad minus everything but lettuce.”

I can’t help but giggle, snarking at the mean girl’s eating habits.

“She’d order a non-fat, skinny taco.”

Allan laughs, throwing his head back and he looks so much less intimidating than with his usual, brooding expression.

His eyes shine with amusement when he says:

“You’re funny, Onyx Mancini.”

And why couldn’t I just take the compliment and move on?

Another snarky observation comes out of my mouth and I spy Allan’s reaction, hoping that I didn’t offend him.

“Well, one of you must not mind the calorie obsessed, whiny type. If you’re dating her.”

He stops laughing and looks confused.

“Who’s dating her?”

I shrug.

“One of you must be dating her, she’s always where you three are, dangling from your arms and making you buy her stuff and drive her around.”

Allan sighs and turns in his seat to look straight at me.

“None of us is dating Valentina. I don’t know why she’s always around, it’s been this way since we joined the Drama Club in freshman year. To be honest, we see her more like an annoying little sister than anything else.”

“But she obviously likes you. All three of you.”

Allan shakes his head.

“Yeah, well it isn’t mutual. We warned Dylan not to hookup with her or she’ll cling permanently.”

“I guess that improves my opinion of you three. I honestly thought that you were all hooking up with her.”

Allan’s reaction to my provocation isn’t one I was expecting.

“Right! You’re one to talk! What were you thinking, dating that douche? The Debate Club president? I was this close to grabbing him by the ear and kicking him out of the theater earlier on. He’s such a fucking jerk! And he’s got small man syndrome. I’ve always wondered what a great girl like you saw in that loser.”

I’m surprised by the vehemence in his tone: I seriously didn’t even think they knew I existed, let alone noticed who I was dating.

But I don’t have a chance to say anything, because he takes my empties and runs to the trash can before restarting the car and driving toward my house.
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Closer
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Allan

––––––––
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I CURSE MYSELF FOR my big mouth the whole way to Onyx’s house, until I kill the engine right in front of her driveway.

I mean, the fucking douche-bag dumped her at Prom and he was cheating on her but her silence makes me think that I offended her by questioning her dating choices.

So before she has a chance to get out of my car, I apologize to her.

“I’m sorry, Onyx. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh. It’s just that you deserve better.”

She lets go of the door to look at me with those huge green eyes of hers: the only light in the car is provided by a streetlight but Onyx looks gorgeous under any light, no matter how harsh.

She smiles and reassures me that she isn’t mad.

“You’re right, Allan. I do deserve better. If anything, Joe taught me a lesson about what I don’t want in a boyfriend.”

One of the things that I’ve always found attractive in her is how open she is, how she always wears her heart on her sleeve, not playing games like some of the other girls, like Valentina.

I could ask her what she wants in a boyfriend but I chicken-out, scared that whatever she says would exclude me as a possible suitor and I do the only thing I can think about: I take her hand pulling her closer and crushing my lips onto hers.

She doesn’t move for a second and my heart is beating so loudly in my chest that I’m sure she must be able to hear it.

I’m terrified that she’ll push me away but when she doesn’t and she kisses me back, I deepen the kiss.

Her lips are soft and warm and I want more, so much more, so I lick at the seam of her mouth to demand entrance, to taste her and explore her the way I’ve been dreaming of since I invited her to that Christmas party four years ago.

We kiss for a long time, lost in each other, our tongues are tangled as we hungrily kiss, lick and suck at each other’s mouths.

But soon even that isn’t enough and I pull her onto my lap, grabbing her hips and lifting her over the center console of my car.

She’s straddling me, each of her knees pushing against my outer thighs, her chest touching mine, while the rain falls outside, battering against the metal of my car and producing a sound that mixes with our breathing.

She feels so soft against me that my body reacts immediately by going painfully hard in my jeans.

Onyx moans, nipping at my bottom lip and grinding against me and I have to really exercise every ounce of self-control I have left not to recline my seat and start to rip her clothes off of her.

Instead one of my hands delicately cups her jaw and then starts a slow, sensual descent all the way down her neck, shoulder blade and tits, tracing the soft lines of her body with my eyes fixed onto hers.

When my fingers reach the edge of her sweater, they play with the material, lifting it slightly and coming into contact with her smooth, warm skin.

She doesn’t move away from my touch, she closes her eyes and lets her own hand wander on my chest and abs, reaching the buckle of my belt.

By then, we’ve both forgotten where we are, surrounded by the torrential rain in the quiet fall night.

She hesitates for a second, looking at me as my hand is tracing along her rib cage traveling up toward the edge of her bra.

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want, Onyx.”

She sounds short of breath when she asks me what I want.

“I want you, baby. I want everything you’re willing to give.”

Her smile tells me that she wants the same and I kiss her again with total abandon while her fingers begin undoing my belt.

A knocking sound on the fogged up car window makes us freeze and a masculine voice reaches us through the noise of our labored breathing.

“Onyx, is that you?”

“Shit, it’s my dad!”

She whisper-yells and as she starts squirming to try and return to the passenger seat, the car door opens.

“Baby girl?”

Onyx is about to jump over the center console but she returns to my lap when we both feel pulled together by a few threads of her sweater that are stuck on my belt buckle.

Onyx’s father looks at us through widened eyes from under a huge black umbrella: what we were doing is pretty obvious and the only redeeming factor is that we’re both still fully dressed.

“Dad, what are you doing here?”

Her father looks as embarrassed as we are when he explains that Onyx’s mom was worried because Onyx was out without a ride in this terrible weather and when she heard the engine of my car, she sent him out to check.

“But what were you doing here? Shouldn’t you be back in your own apartment?”

Mr Mancini explains that he’s staying the night after taking his ex-wife to a doctors appointment.

“The baby’s fine but your mom’s blood pressure is way too high and the doctor decided to put her on bed rest. So I’d be much more at ease if we could avoid leaving your mom alone for too long. This is why I decided to stay when I saw that you weren’t home. But can we talk about it in the house?”

Onyx’s cheeks are flushed with embarrassment and at this point we’re both frantically trying to free her sweater from my belt.

The quickest thing to do is to take it off and as soon as I pass my belt through the loops of my jeans, Onyx climbs out of the car, still trying to disentangle the buckle from her sweater.

“Don’t worry, you can give me the belt tomorrow. I ... Can I call you later?”

She’s still blushing but she smiles and nods.

“I would like that.”

“Goodnight, Mr Mancini. Good night, Onyx.”

And I dare to lean out of the car to kiss her cheek: I’m not scared of her dad, I have the most honorable intentions toward his daughter.

***
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Allan

––––––––
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I DRIVE BACK HOME THINKING about her, still feeling her soft lips on mine, already replaying every kiss, every touch we shared.

I’m so distracted that I almost don’t notice Robyn’s car in my driveway.

I barely have time to turn the engine off, that Robyn and Dylan get into my car and begin a third-degree interrogation.

“What took you so long? We’ve been waiting here for a whole hour!”

I sigh at the accusatory looks in their eyes.

“We ate dinner and then—”

Robyn shakes his head.

“I knew I shouldn’t have let you take her home! You took advantage of the situation to turn the ride home into a date!”

I sigh and admit it.

“Yeah, what if I did? I like her, Robyn. I’ve liked her since before middle school. Aren’t you in my same boat? How many girlfriends have we had between us in all these years? A big, fat zero! Hookups? Sure, we’ve done that but none of us is interested in anyone else. Let’s admit that neither of us will back down, ok? This staying away deal isn’t working out. It’s just making us both miserable.”

Robyn nods.

“You’re right. But what else do you suggest we do?”

Dylan clears his voice.

“Don’t forget that I like her too. And before you get bent over backwards over the fact that you’ve known her longer, I call bullshit. You’ve been longing for her, watching her from afar but neither of you has gotten to know her until she joined the Drama Club. So I have as much claim on her as you two assholes.”

I groan: this isn’t gonna end well.

I don’t know what happened, but since our rehearsal session earlier on at Jewels Cafe, all my carefully practiced indifference has gone out of the window and I’m no longer able to keep my feelings for Onyx a secret.

“I love her, guys. I don’t wanna lose your friendship but I can’t stay away from her. I wanna kiss her and hold her again and I wanna hold her hand in public, take her to the Winter Formal and to Prom.”

Robyn hides his face in his hands and his voice comes out a little muffled when he admits the same feelings for Onyx.

“I love her too. I’ve been trying to tell myself that it was ridiculous but since she set foot in the school theater, it’s become harder and harder to shove my feelings aside. And you’re right, Allan. Today something happened at Jewels Cafe and if before I could sit there and watch her date losers and pretend I didn’t know that she existed, now I just wanna be that loser. As long as I get to hold her hand and to kiss her.”

We hear a groan from the backseat: Dylan is shaking his head and his next words aren’t entirely unexpected.

“Shit! I liked that girl from the first time I saw her in the student counselor’s office. And you’re right that she’s sexy and pretty but she’s also kind and compassionate. I know I’d sound totally crazy if I said that I love her but call it a crush, call it a spark that’s lighting a wildfire, call it whatever the fuck you want but I can’t go back to not knowing her.”

So what now?

We all look at each other, at a loss about what to do and then Dylan tells us again that maybe we shouldn’t compete for Onyx’s heart.

“Why can’t we all be with her? Who said that she has to choose only one of us? I mean, if that was what she wanted, I’d accept it. If she wanted one of you, it would hurt but at least I’d know that you’d treat her right. And I’m sure you’d find a way to accept it if she wanted just me. But what if instead of fighting each other, we fought for her? To make her happy? We already do everything together, is it that hard to imagine that we’d all fall for the same girl? I know that since the last time I lived with Robyn in third grade, I’ve only spent the summers with you guys, but you two are the brothers I’ve never had. And I know that Onyx would be lucky to have you as boyfriends.”

This time we don’t tell him that he’s crazy: Dylan’s right.

If we all feel the same way about her, we should just be open and find out how she feels about us and take it from there.

“So, what’s the deal then? What if she chooses one?”

Dylan shrugs.

“It’ll hurt but I’ll accept it. And to be honest, I’d rather lose her to one of you than to that douche of the Debate Club president. I can’t believe Onyx ever dated him. But if Onyx likes us all, we can make her happier together than just one of us ever could. And if she didn’t choose, none of us would get his heart broken.”

When he puts it this way, it sounds like a good thing.

After all, I love Onyx and I wanna see her happy and if my brothers were part of the picture, what difference would it really make?
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Field Trip
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Onyx 
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THANKFULLY DAD DIDN’T say anything about the compromising situation he caught me in in Allan’s car.

I know I’m an adult and Dad hasn’t exactly been a great example this last year, so when we walked into the house, his focus wasn’t on who I was making out with but on Mom’s situation.

I told him that I’d help and stay with her whenever I wasn’t at school, work or rehearsals.

Dad still looked worried and I thought it was because being on bed rest, Mom couldn’t work at the diner.

I told him not to worry, that the reason why I took the job at Jewels Cafe was to help out with money.

I explained that regardless of bed rest, I hadn’t wanted Mom to be on her feet all the time once heavily pregnant.

Dad had wrapped his arms around me and his voice was full of emotion when he said that he knew how much he screwed up with Mom.

“But I love you two and your baby sister with all my heart, Onyx. And I’m trying. I’m gonna spend my life trying to earn yours and your mom’s forgiveness. Thank you for being so helpful and so mature about all this.”

A ticking noise coming from my window distracts me from my thoughts: Fred’s beating against the window pane with his little black beak.

Kakawww.

I open the window and offer my feathered friend the end piece of my croissant.

His little black beady eyes shine with gratitude and I smile thinking about how until a few weeks ago, I wanted to throw my shoe at him for waking me up in the morning.

“I know it’s early, Fred. But I’m going to Syracuse on a school field trip with the Drama Club. Miss Devlin is taking us to see a classic rendition of a Christmas Carol. She says it’ll help us perform our version if we have a comparison with the classic.”

I shove my phone in my book bag and say goodbye to Fred.

We’re traveling to Syracuse by bus and we’re meeting at school at seven am sharp.

I’d be lying if I said that I’m not excited about seeing Allan after last night.

He called me to say goodnight and to check that Dad wasn’t mad for catching us in his car: he even offered to come and apologize again in person and while that wasn’t necessary, his concern made me like him even more than I already did.

***
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I SPOT HIM AS SOON as I exit my car: his light blond hair standing out against the background of a sky that’s still dark.

The days are getting shorter and chillier and I wouldn’t be surprised if it snowed early this year.

His lips curve in a soft smile as soon as he sees me, the same lips that I got to know so well last night.

Just the thought of their warmth makes me blush and as soon as I approach him, he wraps his arm around my shoulders pulling me closer and kissing my temple.

I won’t lie that I’m relieved that he isn’t pretending that nothing happened between us last night.

I look into his soulful brown eyes and I don’t even have the time to dwell on how his heated gaze makes me feel that I’m pulled away from Allan’s side to be enveloped in Robyn’s arms.

It’s definitely just a friendly hug but tell that to my heart when it starts beating so furiously in my chest that I’m pretty sure everyone can hear it.

Dylan hugs me too and his scent of wintergreen invades my senses, as delicious as ever.

He keeps me close to his side and I’m surprised to see that the others seem to find this new closeness totally normal.

Something seems to have changed in the way the guys behave around me: they went from barely acknowledging my existence to treating me like a friend.

Or much more than a friend in Allan’s case.

Dylan interrupts my thoughts with a question.

“Onyx did you hear what I just asked you?”

I blush, glad that they don’t know that I was thinking about kissing Allan last night.

“Sorry, I was miles away. Can you repeat?”

Dylan smirks.

“If I hadn’t noticed that you really were distracted, I’d have thought that you were playing hard to get by making me ask you out twice.”

Ask me out?

“We’re going to that new nightclub, Vee tonight. Would you like to come with us? We can come pick you up after dinner or we can order pizza at our home, since my aunt and uncle are going out tonight.”

Of course I wanna go out with them but I voice my perplexity at the choice of venue.

“It sounds fun but Vee’s a nightclub and we’re all underage ...”

Dylan’s smirk widens and he lowers his voice to explain that he got us all fake IDs.

“And I know one of the bouncers, so as long as we don’t cause trouble, we’re golden.”

“You got a fake ID for me too?”

He shrugs.

“I hope you don’t mind. We have your photo on file from when you joined the Drama Club and I convinced Robyn and Allan to let me borrow it.”

I don’t have time to say anything when Valentina’s shrill voice interrupts our conversation.

“At what time are you guys picking me up?”

The guys give her a blank stare and Robyn is the first one to speak up.

“It’s a nightclub, Tina. You don’t have an ID.”

Valentina looks at Dylan through narrowed eyes.

“Then get me one. You just said you got her one!”

She says ‘her’ as if I were the scum stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

But Dylan doesn’t miss a beat and dismisses her sounding totally nonchalant.

“I only had money for four.”

She raises her voice.

“How much do you want? I’ll pay you!”

Dylan tells her that it’s too late to get her one for tonight.

“Then we’re going somewhere else!”

I have to give it to her, she’s got nerve but I’d take a hint that I’m not wanted and quit before sounding too desperate, while she seems totally unconcerned about it.

Robyn shakes his head.

“No, we’re going to Vee. Miss Devlin said that we lack chemistry with Onyx and there’s nothing better than dancing to get in tune with one another.”

My guts twist with disappointment: so it’s a work thing?

“Robyn’s right. It’s a work thing. Only for the lead actors.”

Dylan’s confirmation stings and I try to step away from him but his arm tightens around my shoulders, keeping me by his side.

“But I’m the lead’s understudy. What if something happened to Onyx? If she couldn’t perform, I’d get to play Scrooge.”

I don’t like the way she says it, there’s a glint in her pale blue eyes and her upper lip curves in a cruel smirk while she gives me a once over .

Miss Devlin’s voice interrupts our discussion as we get summoned onto the bus.

***
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THE PLAY IS AWESOME and Miss Devlin knows the director, so we get invited backstage to hang out with the cast.

The guys are always by my side and I’d be lying if I said that I’m not enjoying it but I wonder what made them change their attitudes, since until yesterday morning they seemed to barely notice me.

Robyn sits on one side of me and Dylan on the other during the play.

“Hey sweets, would you like a twizzler?”

He takes a pack of my favorite strawberry flavored licorice and offers it to me.

“Thank you! Those are my favorite!”

He chuckles.

“I know. I got these just for you. Remember that composition we had to write in fourth grade about our favorite Halloween candy? Yours was about how much you love twizzlers over red vines.”

His eyes are intense in the dark theater and the fact that he remembers what’s my favorite candy is, makes butterflies take flight in my stomach.

The day would be perfect if I didn’t see Valentina stare at me every time I turn around.

On the way back to Silver Springs, Robyn saves me a seat next to him and I’m excited to talk about the play and how we want to portray the relationship between Scrooge and the ghosts, since in our modern version the three ghosts resemble the protagonist’s exes who dumped her at Christmas.

But the early start, the nervous tension caused by the boys’ sudden change of behavior and by Valentina’s constant and malicious glare have the best of me and I end up dozing off soon after we leave Syracuse.

I sleep deeply and I dream:

I’m at the Harvest Festival with Julian by the magic springs that give our small town its name.

I throw a shiny coin in the deep well with my eyes closed.

I wish there were more love in my life.

I open my eyes as the bus drives over a speed bump and I find myself staring into Robyn’s dark blue eyes.

I’m pretty sure that I didn’t fall asleep with my head on his shoulder and his arms around me.

He smells so good, like dark chocolate and cinnamon and for a long moment, I think I’m still dreaming, because this is the closest we’ve been since that Christmas party four years ago.

“Onyx ...”

His voice is soft and low, his eyes are focused on my lips and for a second, I fear that I’m drooling or that I have something stuck to my mouth.

But one of his hands cups my jaw, the tips of his fingers finding the sensitive spot behind my ear and stroking it lightly.

His gaze is so impossibly intense that I have to remind myself to breathe.

“I like you, Onyx. I more than like you, I—”

He never finishes the sentence but crushes his lips on mine and they’re warmer and softer than I remember them, they taste like the strawberry licorice candy we shared earlier.

Our first kiss four years ago was innocent and shallow but this kiss has nothing in common with it, because I’m not the innocent girl I was in ninth grade and he’s no longer the skinny blond boy with glasses I used to admire from afar.

This time his tongue enters my mouth and his kiss is strong and confident, explorative and hot.

I grab a fistful of his jacket to anchor myself to him and thank the heavens that we’re sitting down or I know that my knees wouldn’t support me.

Our kiss becomes more intense and hot with every stroke of his tongue against mine and I can tell that he’s practiced a lot since we were thirteen because he knows exactly what he’s doing.

And yet I feel that he’s reining himself in, especially when he nips at my bottom lip with his teeth, immediately soothing me by sucking lightly on the skin he just bit into.

His hands are holding my hips and the look in his eyes tells me that things would go much further than a kiss if we weren’t on a school bus with the whole Drama Club and our teacher on it.

I wish we were alone, free to let the situation evolve between us and he must feel exactly the same because he breaks the kiss and says with his lips still on mine:

“I wish we were alone. I wish I could ... you’ve no idea how you make me feel, Onyx. Kissing you like this is like a dream.”

Like a dream?

His words hit me with unexpected force and I think about the dream I was having just moments before he started to kiss me.

The wish in the magic springs ... I wished for more love in my life and I thought about Allan, Robyn and Dylan.

At the time I laughed when Julian was so adamant that wishes made at the spring came true but now I wonder if it’s at all possible.

His behavior was also quite odd the other night at the Cafe and if I weren’t sure that Julian’s a nice guy, I’d think that he put something in that drink he gave me.

Because sure enough, it’s since that night that the guys’ behavior toward me changed.

But while you can roofie someone to make them compliant, or more likely to tell the truth, I doubt you can put something in a drink to make people feel attracted to someone they’re not.

So the drink can’t have anything to do with the change in the guys but what about the wish I made a few weeks ago?

And if all of a sudden they want me because of that wish, is this even real?

I want love in my life and God knows how much I’ve wanted the guys to like me but not if it’s because of magic.

Not if it isn’t real.

“Onyx, are you all right?”

Robyn looks concerned and I really don’t know what to say, how can I tell him that I’m freaking out because I’m afraid that his sudden interest in me has been caused by magic?

I’m still thinking about an answer but I’m saved by the bus coming to a stop and the driver announcing that we’re back at Stone Hill High.

I get up and Robyn is right behind me, getting my rucksack and walking so close that his chest is touching my back.

And strangely I wish he weren’t so close, because when one of the guys is touching me, I can’t think clearly.

On our way down the bus aisle, Valentina passes us and shoves me, pushing her shoulder into mine.

When Robyn glares at her, her eyes fill with concern and she smiles softly asking me out loud if I’m all right.

But when Allan and Dylan distract him by asking him a question from behind us, she smirks cruelly and whispers a ‘slut’ only I can hear.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




10.



Motherfucker Jones
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Onyx
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THE GUYS WANTED TO take me out to dinner before going to Vee later on but I needed to check on Mom and be alone with my thoughts for a while.

I know that it sounds silly but I can’t get it out of my head that Julian has something to do with the guys’ interest in me and either at the Cafe or at the spring something happened.

But I can’t explain what or how and I sound paranoid even to myself.

Mom’s settled on the couch writing a lifestyle piece for Spell Library’s seasonal magazine: it’s a piece about the Magic of Christmas and our town’s traditions and she put on some Christmas music to find inspiration.

I’m making mac and cheese with little hot dogs chunks for our dinner and granted, with her blood pressure issues, maybe not the healthiest meal, but Mom’s been really craving it and I just cheated a little by getting everything lower sodium and the hot dogs are tofu.

I’m stirring the cheese sauce when ‘Last Christmas’ by Wham! blares from her laptop and it makes me think about Robyn and the way he kissed me at that party to then ignore me for years, until two days ago.

I sit next to her on the couch with my plate, still thinking about the change in the way Robyn looked at me.

“Onyx, what’s wrong?”

I tell her what’s been on my mind and Mom sighs, taking my hand in hers.

“A wish come true? It’s an odd way to think for someone who doesn’t even believe in the magic of Christmas.”

I roll my eyes at her observation.

“There’s nothing magic about Christmas! The only good thing about it is that there’s no school. But other than that, that stupid day only brings misery and bad luck.”

Mom shakes her head and apologises for ruining Christmas for me, last year.

“It’s not just that, Mom. It’s also the pressure to feel happy on that day, which makes you all the more miserable if for some reason you aren’t. That song just reminded me that Robyn kissed me at that Christmas party to then walk away without a word. And he really didn’t talk to me again for almost four years. Not until I got cast in this stupid play.”

Mom objects that maybe the play is the way Christmas will redeem itself by bringing me and Robyn closer again.

“Or is it Christmas’s way of making me get closer to him and the others to then make it all the more painful when things go back to normal after the play is over?”

“Well sweetheart, for what it’s worth I don’t think that magic has anything to do with the reason those boys are into you. And before you say that of course I think you’re smart and beautiful because you’re my daughter, that’s not the reason. I don’t think that kind of magic could ever work if you don’t believe in it.”

I don’t have time to respond to her theory because the doorbell rings: Robyn and Dylan are on my doorstep and greet Mom politely. I told her that we’re going to a party without specifying where, because somehow I doubt that she’d be ok with a nightclub and fake IDs.

Allan is waiting in his car: he decided to sacrifice and be our DD tonight.

***
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I’M NERVOUS WHEN WE approach the entrance to the exclusive nightclub: what if the big, burly bouncer by the cordoned entrance understands that our IDs are fake and calls the cops?

Dylan spots the concerned expression on my face and surrounds my shoulders with a comforting arm and of course the thrill that invades my body when he whispers with his lips touching my ear is anything but soothing and reverberates in places that I dare not even mention.

“Don’t worry cutie, Reggie is a friend. As long as we don’t behave like idiots, he doesn’t care if we’re underage.”

And surely enough the chunky, imposing guy who wears sunglasses despite it being nighttime, doesn’t even card us and lets us in after one of those bro handshakes with Dylan.

He chuckles at my curious stare and explains that he and Reggie met playing poker at the game Allan’s older brother hosts once a month.

I’m about to comment something but once we’re in the nightclub, my breath is taken away by the cool decor.

One side of the huge room is taken by a black wood bar that stands out against the red lighting around it.

A gorgeous, curvy woman is behind the bar serving several people and the music coming from a DJ booth on one side of the large dance floor thrums through my body with its hypnotic beat.

Instead of walking to the bar, Dylan steers me toward what looks like a VIP area with booths adorned by heavy red velvet curtains, probably there for privacy even though right now only a few are occupied and all the curtains are open.

Dylan pulls me into one of the booths, sitting by my side while Allan sits opposite us with Robyn.

The boys grab one of the drink menus and ask me what I want.

“I don’t know. I drank before with Holly but only cheap vodka or whatever she can steal off her parents liquor cabinet.”

Dylan looks at me with amusement sparkling in his hazel eyes.

“Then you wanna try Rose’s specialty: The Motherfucker Jones.”

“The ... what?”

His boyish grin makes him look cute, as opposed to his normal cool and brooding expression.

He explains that the gorgeous bartender Rose is a huge Jamie Foxx fan and named her signature cocktail ‘Motherfucker Jones’ after the iconic character in Horrible Bosses.

“It’s like a margarita but she uses bourbon instead of tequila. She called it Motherfucker Jones because it goes down so smoothly that you want a second one but if you do drink two it’s at your own risk, because it will fuck you up.”

I agree to try a Motherfucker Jones and while Allan and Robyn go to the bar to give Rose our orders, I’m left alone with Dylan.

For a moment neither of us says anything: we’re just looking at each other.

It’s the first time we’re really alone since we met and the instant attraction I felt to Robyn’s cousin has never really gone away, the reason why we haven’t got to know each other as more than acquaintances is that the boys have totally ignored me until our first rehearsal at Jewels Cafe.

Dylan smiles and tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear: and as soon as the tips of his fingers brush against my skin, I feel an electric current that carries that touch straight to my nipples and my lower belly.

I open my mouth to say something but I’m totally breathless and all I can do is stare at his mesmerizing hazel eyes and wonder how soft the strand of hair that has fallen onto his forehead would feel if I touched it.

Dylan looks toward the bar: there’s a long line of customers, so it looks like our drinks will be a little while.

“Onyx, would you like to dance?”

I nod and follow him to the dance floor where an instrumental, hard metal version of ‘Let It Snow’ starts playing.

What the fuck? Christmas is seriously taunting me and messing with my head.

Tomorrow is Halloween and the first song played on the dance floor is a Christmas song? Do I have to take this as a bad omen?

But as soon as Dylan’s body rubs against mine as we move in sync with the music and he grabs my hips to keep me close, I couldn’t care less what kind of music they’re playing.

All that matters right now is his hands on my hips, his sexy wintergreen scent and the way he’s looking at me, as if we were the only two people not only in the nightclub but in the whole world.

But it’s a short-lived feeling because some kind of commotion happening by the DJ booth causes the music to stop.

There’s a cop standing there and an announcement is made that the police has received an anonymous tip that there are some underage customers in the club.

Everyone will be asked to show their ID and that they’ve been stamped with an underage marker if under twenty one.

“Shit!”

Dylan stops dancing and grabs my hand heading toward one of the two ways out of the room, while everyone’s distracted looking at the cop.

“We haven’t been stamped and I don’t know how good our fake IDs are.”

I follow him without question: Silver Springs isn’t a huge town and some of the cops might know my mom from when she worked as a reporter for the gazette.

It’s not like Mancini is a super common last name and the last thing Mom needs right now is more stress.

We make it out of the room and Dylan guides me through a dimly lit hallway, passing some bathrooms and what looks like an office, until he opens an emergency exit door and we find ourselves outside in a dark alleyway in the chilly night.

The cold air makes me shiver and Dylan closes his arms around me to warm me up, but my thoughts right now are for Allan and Robyn who are still inside.

“What about the guys?”

Dylan smirks.

“It’s not the first time we’ve gone to Vee. They know to meet us here if anything goes wrong. They aren’t stupid, Onyx. They’ll be here soon.”

“What if the police checks the back exit and finds us?”

He shrugs.

“You can access the alleyway from the road, so they can’t prove that we were in the club. It isn’t illegal to hang out here.”

I shiver again and he tightens his hold on me, leaning us against the brick wall of the club’s building.

He doesn’t say anything but his hand finds that spot behind my ear again and my breath catches in my throat at the way his touch and his intense gaze make me feel.

“Onyx, you’re so beautiful ...”

When his lips crush on mine, any thoughts of cops and raids and fake IDs are erased from my mind.

All that exists in the world is his kiss, his mouth tastes minty and delicious and each expert stroke of his tongue against mine sends an electric current straight to my core, making me hug him tighter, trying to leave no space between our bodies.

I never knew what being kissed breathless felt like until this moment but I suspected that kissing Dylan would feel this way since I first saw him on the first day of school.

Our kiss deepens, hungry and consuming and soon he’s pressing me against the wall and the contact with his hard muscles makes me tremble in his arms.

He stops kissing me for a second and he asks me if I’m ok and really, I’m not ok.

I feel like a total dork to be ruining this moment but I voice the thought that made its way into my mind while my body was set on fire by his kiss and all I should’ve been able to think about was how much I want Dylan.

“Cutie, what’s up? Am I going too fast? I know that you haven’t known me for as long as you have Allan and Robyn, but I like you. I like you so much that you’re all I can think about.”

“You’re going fast but it’s ok because I like you too, Dylan.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

His eyes are smoldering with intensity and I almost don’t open up but I have to be honest with him.

“Allan and Robyn. I like them too. I like all three of you and ... I kissed Robyn earlier on the bus and Allan last night, when he drove me home. I don’t think I can choose among you. I’m sorry.”

If I was worried about his reaction, I’m really surprised when instead of being angry, he smiles softly and brings his lips closer to mine again, almost touching but not quite.

“It’s fine, Onyx. We were hoping that you’d like all of us. We talked about it and if you’re happy to date all three of us, we’re happy too. We’re family and we only want to see one another happy, and what makes us all happy is being with you.”

“Are you sure?”

“As sure as the fact that Christmas comes every year on the twenty-fifth of December.”

When he kisses me again, I don’t hold back and let him explore my mouth pulling him closer to me, biting on his bottom lip when I feel that I can’t catch my breath.

Dylan’s lips leave mine to start trailing kisses down my neck and when he reaches the base of it, I moan at how good it feels and hold myself tighter to him.

That’s when he grinds against me and I feel that I’m not the only one that feels more and more excited with every kiss and touch.

He’s rock hard against me and when I moan again, he repeats the movement, grinding his hardness against my center.

There’s only the fabric of his jeans and the thin material of my little black dress between us and each grind of his hard length against me feels better than the last, so I lift one of my legs, curling it around his hip to get the most of this contact.

That encourages Dylan to thrust against me harder and faster, lifting me by placing his hands under my thighs and using the wall to lean against.

Our chests are touching and my hands slip inside his t-shirt, to feel the muscles of his back, encased in the softest, smoothest skin I’ve ever touched and I wish that we weren’t outside, fully clothed.

But his thrusts feel so good even through our clothes that soon I feel my core starting to clench as the small nub in my center is on fire with the relentless rubbing against Dylan’s hard-on.

I can barely breathe and I realize that the desperate moans I hear are coming from me.

“Let go, Onyx. I want to hear how you sound when you come.”

His voice is so low, almost rough as he keeps grinding against me, with those dark hazel eyes fixed onto mine.

And I let the feeling of his body against mine take over when the first long, intense wave of pleasure washes over me and Dylan keeps moving against me until my orgasm ebbs away, holding me tight against Vee’s back wall.

He sets me back down on my feet slowly and keeps a supportive arm around my waist.

My heart is still beating fast and my body feels pleasantly sated but I can feel that Dylan is still hard against my hip.

I’m about to say something, when the nightclub’s back door opens and Robyn and Allan spill out into the alleyway.

They’re holding some cocktail glasses and Robyn offers me one.

“Your Motherfucker Jones, my lady.”

I take the glass from his hand and by the way he looks at me, I know he must’ve noticed my swollen lips, mussed hair and flushed appearance but he smiles and he’s gentleman enough not to make any comment.

“The cops are gone. We hid in the bathrooms until they left and then Rose was kind enough to give everyone a drink on the house. Let’s have these and then go back in to dance?”
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Three Little Words
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Onyx
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THE NEXT FEW WEEKS are a whirlwind of activity as we get our theater back while the Debate Club is away for their regional competition.

I can’t help thinking that I should’ve been competing with them and when we get news that Stone Hill High lost in the finals with both Joe and Brittany losing their debates to a fancy Prep school, I feel vindicated but surprisingly I don’t feel happy.

My new reality is playing Scrooge in the school play, looking after Mom and hanging out with my three hot boyfriends.

I know that looking at my situation from the outside, I look like a lucky little bitch, to say it with my bestie’s choice of words when I told her about my relationship with the ‘three ghosts’.

And really, if I have to be picky, the only thorns in my side are Valentina’s constant put-downs and malicious stares and my own self-doubt.

My self-declared archenemy doesn’t miss any opportunity to try and make me look bad: she’s learned all my lines and at the tiniest mistake I make, she’s quick to correct me.

I know it was her calling the cops that night at Vee as retaliation for not being invited.

I have no proof but her smug look on the Monday after, when she asked Dylan how was the nightclub, told me all I need to know.

And as for my self-doubt, I can’t get it out of my own head that the guys now like me because of that wish and that somehow none of this is real and the other shoe will drop eventually.

I have to give it to Miss Devlin, she chose the right person to play Scrooge, because the fact that Christmas is fast approaching is another stress factor.

Christmas and I have been at odds for years and I keep wondering what horrible things the wretched holiday has got in store for me this year.

I’m lost in these sorts of gloomy thoughts on the day we try on our costumes for the play and I have to try my best to ignore Valentina’s evil smirk while we put on our costumes in the girls changing room.

The room is small and we’re the last girls to try our costumes on.

Hers is a cheerleader outfit, while I’m wearing a black, shimmery ball gown in the opening scene, a simple pair of jeans and a sweater in the daytime scenes, and a white lace nightie with spaghetti straps during the night time scenes when I’m visited by the ghosts.

As soon as I put on the nightie, I know something’s wrong: this is definitely the wrong size.

It must be a size two, so definitely too small for my size six frame: my boobs are spilling almost completely out from the front of my garment and this thing’s so short that it barely covers my butt.

Miss Devlin is standing outside our door waiting impatiently for us to come out and show her how we look.

I’m really embarrassed by the amount of flesh I’m showing and when Miss Devlin urges me to come out, I shout that my costume is the wrong size.

“Just let me see, Onyx. Maybe we can alter it.”

I open the door and show her: only magic could make this costume two sizes bigger.

Miss Devlin is standing there joined by Valentina and flanked by the boys in their ghosts costumes.

Valentina looks at me in her perfectly fitting cheerleader outfit with her hands on her hips and a derisive smile on her face.

“What happened, did you gain some weight? Or is there some truth in the rumor that one of the guys knocked you up?”

When I don’t say anything to her cruel taunt, she arches one of her perfect blonde brows and continues:

“After all I’m not surprised that you’re such a whore. Your mom’s been fucking half the men in Silver Springs and your dad isn’t any better. Are you and your mother gonna give birth together?”

I’m about to bitch-slap her: she can insult me but not my mom and Dad. I know that they aren’t perfect but they’re good parents. They love me and it’s just very sad to see that they’ve lost their way to each other.

She doesn’t have the right to berate them.

I never have the chance to speak up because Allan tells her to shut up but she obviously doesn’t know when to quit because she shrugs, trying to look innocent and doing a very poor job at it for the excellent actress she claims to be.

“Allan, as the club’s secretary you’re in charge of ordering all the costumes. You must’ve ordered my size out of habit, since I’ve always played the lead in every production since freshman year ...”

But he doesn’t let her get away with it.

“Dude, that’s a low blow even for you! You were in charge of double checking the orders and the invoices as the club’s treasurer.”

She juts her chin up and her tone is defiant when she says:

“It’s not my fault if your girlfriend’s fat!”

“Miss Johnson, this is enough! Boys, please make sure that all the costumes are stored securely, while Miss Johnson and I discuss her poor attitude with the principal.”

Allan and Dylan walk toward the theater storage room but Robyn follows me unexpectedly into the changing room, locking the door behind himself.

The Ghost of Christmas Past outfit really suits him, it looks like what a gentleman would’ve worn in the 1800s: his slacks are made of black silk and stop right below his knee.

He’s wearing a long blue evening jacket in what looks like velvet.

He stands so close to me that our chests are touching and when his hand caresses my cheek, I lean into his touch.

All the stress of the last few weeks finally has the best of me and I can’t stifle my tears.

“Hey sweets, no. Why are you crying? We’ll fix the costume, Onyx. Don’t listen to Valentina, she’s just bitter because you got the role she wanted and because the guys and I want you and not her. You aren’t fat, you’re perfect and beautiful and you’ve no idea how much I’m trying to be a gentleman but how much I wanna touch your tits. Have I told you that you’re the sexiest girl in the whole school? Fuck, you’re the sexiest girl in the world to me!”

His blue eyes are darkened by his concern for me but I also see a fire lurking behind Robyn’s always composed attitude.

When his lips kiss my tears away, I don’t shy away from the contact and I kiss him back as soon as he finds my mouth.

Our kiss is passionate, intense, salty, and a little bitter because of my tears.

His hands skim over my naked shoulders and his touch is reverent and feverish at the same time.

I gasp when one of his hands closes on the swell of my breast, rubbing his palm on my nipple through the thin lace of my nightie and I bite on his bottom lip, immediately forgetting why I was upset and surrounding his neck with my arms.

Robyn takes a step forward stopping when my butt comes into contact with the edge of the vanity desk where the actors are supposed to do their makeup.

His solid body presses against mine and I feel his growing excitement against one of my thighs, grinding instinctively against him.

Suddenly all that matters is that I wanna feel his kisses and his hands everywhere and he doesn’t disappoint, when his lips start a hot descent down my neck while his hands skim down my waist and settle on my hips.

When he bites softly at the base of my neck, where my shoulder starts, I push his jacket off his broad shoulders revealing his silky white shirt.

He looks like I’ve always imagined Mr Darcy to look in Pride and Prejudice, Robyn is handsome and hot but always a little reserved, as if he tried to keep the outside world at arm’s length.

He lifts me up, making me sit on the edge of the vanity, as his hands push down on the spaghetti straps of my nightie, freeing my breasts for his hot kisses.

The feeling of his lips, tongue, and teeth against my soft skin is delicious and I arch toward him when he takes one of my nipples into his mouth, grazing it softly with his teeth and then soothing it by sucking on it.

That’s one of the most exquisite things I’ve ever felt and I know he must like it too because his hips are settled between my thighs and now he’s so hard that I hope he’ll grind against me, like Dylan did in that alleyway a few weeks ago.

But Robyn has different plans because he pushes the thin material of my panties down my hips and I instinctively lift off the table to help him slide them completely off.

He runs an exploratory finger on my bare skin and a deep, appreciative moan leaves his throat when he finds me soaking wet.

He stops kissing me for a second, settling the deepest, bluest gaze on me and that’s when I know what he wants: everything.

His eyes are so blue and dark that I lose myself in them for a moment: I’ve always wanted to look into them like this, openly basking in their depths.

“Onyx, I want you so fucking much ...”

I nod, unable to find my voice and our fingers meet at the button of his pants, pushing them down and making even quicker work of his boxer briefs.

His hard length lines up with my opening, the silky skin of his tip touching my skin and making my core clench in anticipation of what’s gonna happen next.

And that’s when I think that I’ve only been with one guy before, and even if this isn’t my first time, I feel the same anticipation I felt when I lost my virginity but for a different reason.

This feels right because I’m doing it for the right reason and with the right person.

I had sex with Joe because I knew he expected it and I had just turned eighteen, so I thought it was time.

With Robyn it’s completely different: I’ve always wanted him and I realize that I love him and I always have.

He pushes closer to me but stops when we come into full contact, just shy of entering me.

“I ... oh shit! I don’t have a condom.”

His pupils are dilated with excitement and his breathing is labored, his solid chest visibly rising and falling with each breath.

“I’m on the pill, Robyn. And before today I’ve always used condoms.”

He smiles.

“Me too—”

I interrupt him, a little taken aback.

“You’re on the pill?”

He chuckles, brushing his lips against mine.

“No, silly. I’ve always used condoms. So I’m clean, if you’re ok with— ”

“Yes.”

And then he thrusts inside me with one smooth push of his hips, stopping only when he’s in as deep as my sitting position allows.

The feeling of his steely hardness encased by the smoothest skin I’ve ever felt, makes me immediately clench around him and he pushes me closer by grabbing the bottom of my thighs and making me lean backwards, allowing him to go deeper inside me.

And then he starts moving slightly lifting his hips every time he pushes himself back in and my body reacts with spasms of electric pleasure with every deep thrust.

Soon enough, we lose ourselves in the exquisite sensations our bodies are creating and nothing else matters but the way our bodies connect.

The only noises we can hear are our moans, mixed together in the most sensual sounds I’ve ever heard.

This is when something happens: after a particularly deep thrust, my inner walls start contracting around him and I know I’m about to come apart.

It’s never happened before with my ex: I never had an orgasm just through penetration, he had to touch me to make me come.

“Robyn, I—”

My voice comes out in a desperate pant and he responds with a deep thrust, pushing harder against me and tipping me over the edge.

“Oh God!”

He grunts trying to resist the contractions of my inner walls but succumbing to my body’s assault and following my release with his own.

I feel him twitching inside me and flooding me with several warm gushes, and that’s such an amazing feeling that it amplifies my pleasure as I keep pulsing around him until we lean into each other, exhausted and still joined, unable and unwilling to move.

Our breathing slows down and he softly kisses my lips, withdrawing from me and helping me off the vanity table.

When I’m standing on my own two feet, he tucks a strand of my red hair behind my ear and his eyes are intense and so gorgeous when he whispers three little words.

“I love you.”

And then I don’t know what happens: I should kiss him back, be happy and say it back because God knows that I feel exactly the same way and I have for a long time.

But all I can feel is sadness and a sense of foreboding as my heart clenches painfully in my chest.

How can any of this be real? Up until three weeks ago, I’d be lucky if Robyn or any of the guys said more than hello to me.

And that was after I joined the Drama Club, before that I was totally invisible.

So I look away from him and all I can see is a flicker of hurt in his dark blue eyes.

“Uhm, you don’t have to say it back, Onyx but—”

And something in his hurt tone makes me flip-out: hot, angry tears stream down my cheeks and I put both my palms on his chest, pushing him away.

His body heat and his sweet scent are falsely comforting and they’re confusing my stormy feelings, with him so close I can’t think.

“You say you love me? You’re either lying to me or none of this is real, you tell me which one it is, Robyn!”

He takes a step back, surprised by the vehemence in my tone.

“Onyx, if you don’t feel the same, it’s just fine. I can wait. But I don’t understand.”

I lash out, more and more convinced that his feelings have been caused by that wish I made or by some kind of magic.

Or that this is Christmas’s way to strike again and that the boys have got close to me because of the play and on Christmas Eve, after the last show is over, everything will go back to how it was.

So on Christmas Day I’ll know how it feels to have had the boys and to have lost them.

“Do you wanna understand, Robyn? Be my fucking guest! Do you guys have some kind of bet? Or what the fuck’s going on? Until a month ago, you didn’t even acknowledge my existence and before the school year started you never so much as said hi to me at school or if we crossed paths in town. Then after that rehearsal session at Jewels Cafe, you all started to like me. Can you explain why?”

He looks confused. 

“A bet? There’s no bet, Onyx. We like you, sweets. More than that actually. I love you ...”

I shake my head.

“Ok, then it isn’t real.’

“What do you mean it isn’t real?”

And then I come clean and confess what I did, that I tossed that coin into the Magic Spring and wished for their love.

“So you see? This is why you love me. It’s the spring’s magic, it isn’t real.”

He smiles and it rubs me the wrong way: is he making fun of me?

“Don’t you dare laugh at me, asshole! How else would you explain your sudden change toward me?”

“Onyx, you’re not thinking clearly ...”

“Am I not? You were my fucking first kiss, Robyn. And after you kissed me, you walked away, never to speak to me again.”

I accuse him and like in a bad dream, he leaves.

He walks out of the changing room without another word.
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Confused
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“SHE’S CRAZY. BATSHIT fucking crazy! We’d just done making love and I told her that I love her and she accused me of being in love with her only because she made a wish at the Magic Spring. And then she started yelling at me for walking away after giving her her first kiss.”

I run my hands through my hair in an exasperated gesture and the guys have opposite reactions to my revelation.

Dylan smirks and pontificates that ‘all girls are crazy’, while Allan sets his hardest gaze on me.

“Is she the crazy one? Dude! She accused you of walking away after you kissed her all those years ago and what the fuck do you do? You walk away from her after you fucked her?”

“Made love to her! Not just fucked her!”

I snap but Allan won’t let go.

“Same difference, dude! You walked out on her.”

And then I lose my shit, so maybe Dylan is wrong, it’s not just girls that are crazy, guys are too.

“I walked out because she wouldn’t listen to reason, she spiraled down into a crazy paranoia and wouldn’t listen to anything I said. She wouldn’t let me touch her or go near her. I thought if I walked away, it’d give her a chance to calm down. And if you remember the correct version of the events of four years ago after the party, I walked away because you freaked out about me kissing her.”

Allan sighs.

“True. But what did you expect? I friended Onyx on Facebook after agonizing for months over asking her out and when I finally had the perfect excuse to hang out outside of school and to tell her that I liked her, you fucking kissed her!”

“Yeah, but in my defense, you never fucking told me that you liked her.”

He immediately retorts:

“Neither did you!”

Dylan’s the one to interrupt our spat.

“All right, all right, assholes! I thought we’d already been over that. You got all jealous and made that stupid pact to stay away from her. I don’t blame Robyn entirely for walking away, though. If Onyx was as upset as he said, she probably wouldn’t have listened to anything he could have said.”

Allan nods.

“Perhaps. But we need to make her listen, we need to tell her that we’ve always been in love with her. That there’s no magic or sudden love. I get how it can seem that way to her but she’s wrong. I’ve wanted to act on my feelings for her for years and the only thing that changed, after that night at Jewels Cafe is that I couldn’t stay away anymore. That the spark I felt when she doused us in Pumpkin Spice Latte, made me decide that I’d do anything to be with her, including share her with you two.”

I sigh.

“Yeah, I feel the same way, dude. And I’m sorry for having made a mess of things with Onyx ... again.”

Allan claps me on the shoulder in solidarity.

“I get it, bro. When I’m with her my heart takes over too. But what about you, Dylan? Robyn and I have been in love with her forever, you’ve really just met her.”

My cousin nods.

“I don’t know if love at first sight exists. I don’t think you can love at first sight but you can definitely fall for someone with just one look. And while I might wanna wait before using the L-word with her, I know that’s where I’m headed. That every day my feelings for her grow. And I think I have just the idea to explain our feelings to her. She’s working at the cafe today, right?”

Allan and I nod.

“Do you have Jewels Cafe’s phone number?”

***
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Onyx
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I ALMOST CALLED AMBER to tell her that I didn’t feel well today but I know her and Julian count on me and I didn’t wanna let them down.

Plus Dad is staying with Mom today and they would’ve picked up on my upset feelings straight away and tortured me until I told them everything about it.

Maybe seeing people and keeping busy will keep my mind off the situation with the boys.

I approach the cobblestone road in front of Jewels Cafe, still lost in my gloomy thoughts.

Kakawww ...

Fred is perched on the upper edge of the old wooden sign right outside the entrance.

“Did you follow me, little guy?”

Kakawww.

If I didn’t know that it’s impossible, I’d say that Fred has a worried expression. His little black beady eyes are fixed on me and he walks back and forth along the edge of the sign.

I’m worried too: not only do I keep wondering if what the guys feel for me is real, but I keep replaying Robyn’s words in my head.

I love you.

And guilt makes my heart clench painfully in my chest.

I acted like a total lunatic, a complete psycho-bitch; right after what was arguably one of the best moments of my life.

I had been upset because of Valentina’s constant provocations but regardless of my doubt on the nature of Robyn’s feelings for me, I shouldn’t have behaved the way I did. Not after he declared his love for me. 

Even if I doubt that his feelings are real, I shouldn’t have freaked out on him.

Now I’m pretty sure that I ruined everything and the guys will probably go back to pretending that I don’t exist.

I work side by side with Amber during a few busy spells: she makes the drinks and I take care of the register and of serving the customers who decide to drink in rather than take out.

When the afternoon rush dies down, I busy myself in the storage room at the back of the cafe, reorganizing the spice mixes and the exotic tea flavors that Jewels Cafe has to offer.

“Hey Onyx, there aren’t any customers right now. Do you want to try something cool? Since the Pumpkin Spice Lattes have been such a hit, I thought we could make a new specialty drink for the holidays. Candy Cane Hot Chocolate with a twist! I think it’ll be a huge success now that it’s almost December.”

I follow her back into the shop area and sit next to her at a corner table inhaling the minty aroma of the hot chocolate Amber puts in front of me and taking a cautious sip.

And I burst into tears: this drink smells like all my boys put together: chocolate like Robyn, mint like Dylan and something bright and orange-y like Allan.

Amber looks concerned.

“Is it that bad? Damn, I thought it was delicious!”

I keep sobbing while I try to explain that the drink is actually really good.

“No, Amber. I’m so sorry. It just smells so good it reminded me of—”

And to my surprise, I spill the whole story. 

Not that Amber isn’t friendly and she’s only a couple of years older than me, but I didn’t think I was ready to open up about this with anyone other than my mom or Holly.

Amber doesn’t dismiss my feelings but listens intently to my story and to my doubts and fears.

I see understanding in her eyes, especially when I tell her how I’m worried that somehow this is all the result of my wish or some kind of magic and how I’m terrified to get my heart broken if things went back to how they were before.

Before that night we rehearsed here at the cafe.

“What if after the play, they go back to ignoring me?”

She covers my hand with hers in a comforting gesture.

“Onyx, the only real magic is love. Love can’t be made up or summoned unless it’s already in someone’s heart. Trust me, I should know. The hopes and desires you put in that wish at the Magic Spring are projections of your own feelings. And maybe the universe listens and gives you a spark, something to ignite what’s already there.”

I lift my eyes, suddenly hopeful.

“Do you mean that the wish could only come true if the guys already liked me?”

She nods. “I saw the way those guys were looking at you and trust me, it was obvious that they liked you from the start. So maybe your wish and our beautiful, romantic cafe provided the spark the guys needed to act on their feelings?”

“Like an aphrodisiac?”

Amber giggles.

“Maybe. What I mean is that you guys have been spending lots of time together. Being away from school and that rude girl that was here that night might have done the trick. You know, set the right atmosphere for those feelings to find their way out into the open?”

I hope Amber’s right and since she’s been so helpful, I confide in her about how mean Valentina is.

I tell her how she taunted me and fat shamed me earlier on and my boss shakes her head in solidarity.

“The best thing with people like Minerva ... I mean Valentina ... is to ignore them. Sooner or later, they’ll get what they deserve. Trust me. But watch your back, just in case, and you’ll be just fine. She’s only bitter because you got the role she wanted and the guys like you and not her.”

A few customers come into the cafe and another busy couple of hours go by really fast.

Before we know it, the sky is dark and the stars glisten on a cold end of November night.

Amber gets a text and smiles at her phone screen: it must be good news.

“Onyx, do you mind closing down for me? Julian, Wes and Chase just texted that they have a surprise for me. They want me to meet them outside Spell Library. I wonder what it could be!”

I tell her to go and enjoy her evening and begin cleaning and tidying up before closing.
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Three Ghosts
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THE LAST THING I HAVE left to do after wiping everything clean and sweeping the floor ready for tomorrow’s morning rush, is to collect my coat and bag from the storage room at the back of the cafe.

I kept mulling over what Amber said and I really want to believe she’s right.

If I have to be entirely honest with myself, I’m still worried that whatever the origins of the guys’ feelings for me, everything will go back to how things were on Christmas Day, after our final show either on the twenty-third or on Christmas Eve, if we get an extra show, since the tickets sold out in mere hours when they went on sale.

As I fasten my coat, the lights go out: the whole cafe suddenly plunges into complete darkness.

There’s only a very faint light coming from the streetlight outside the front door.

“Shit!”

I mutter looking for my cellphone in my coat pocket, so I can have some light to lock up and shoot Amber a text to let her know what happened and ask her if there’s anything out of the ordinary that she wants me to do, since the building has no power.

And then a bright light shines in the dark cafe: it creates a cone of brightness, like a theater spotlight.

A tall, blond figure in old fashioned clothing is standing in the light and I immediately recognize Robyn’s costume.

I don’t have time to react in any way because he starts reciting a line from the play.

Or is it?

Robyn’s voice is soft when he says:

“Onyx, I’m the Ghost of Christmas Past, your past. Rise and walk with me.”

I take in his blue velvet jacket and the same black slacks he was wearing earlier at school.

“Robyn, what’s this about?”

He takes a few steps toward me until he’s close enough to touch my chest.

“Bear but a touch of my hand there, and you shall be upheld in more than this.”

That’s a line from the play and I want to ask him again what he’s doing but he takes my hand and takes a couple of steps further from the cafe’s door and another spotlight comes on at the same time as ‘Girl Crush’ by Little Big Town starts playing.

I’ll never forget that this is the song we were dancing to at Allan’s party when Robyn gave me my first kiss.

He takes me into his arms and as we sway to the music, my body relaxes against his but it’s my heart that won’t stop beating furiously in my chest.

Robyn suddenly stops next to the furthest corner from the door and lifts his head, urging me to do the same by putting a gentle finger under my chin.

And then I see it: a sprig of mistletoe is hanging on the wall.

I don’t have a chance to react to the memory as his lips descend on mine in a sweet, almost timid kiss, very similar to the first one he gave me four years ago.

When his lips leave mine, I almost feel dizzy with love, hope and fear.

“Robyn, what—”

“Onyx, don’t you see? I love you and I always have. Since that night at the party. But I’ve loved you since fourth grade, when I found out that we had the same favorite candy. I don’t know what you think is going on but I’ve always loved you, and there’s never been anyone but you in my heart. Four years ago, the night I kissed you was one of the happiest of my life.”

I ask him why did he leave then: both after our first kiss and earlier today.

But I never get an answer from Robyn because another spotlight comes on, showing me Allan in his Ghost of Christmas Present costume: a pair of dark blue jeans and a thin grey sweater under a black blazer.

“Come in. Come in and know me better, Onyx.”

I take a tentative step toward him, Robyn doesn’t follow and Allan beckons me with another line from the play:

“I am the Ghost of Christmas Present. Look upon me.”

“Allan, what—”

He takes my hand, pulling me toward him and his brown eyes have such warmth that I let him hold me against his chest.

“Onyx, the reason why Robyn walked away four years ago is that I walked into the room and he saw how mad I was when I found you two kissing. I felt the same way he did about you and I have for all these years. I love you Onyx, with all my heart. After that party, when we realized that we were both in love with you and that neither of us was prepared to back down, we made a pact. A silly pact to stay away from you, to protect our friendship. And that’s what we’ve been doing until that night here at Jewels Cafe. When I realized that I didn’t want to stay away from you, that I couldn’t anymore. So please baby, forgive me. Forgive us for all this. We’ve been watching you from afar for years, wanting to get to know you, to ask you out, to kiss you and dance with you but we were afraid that our friendship wouldn’t survive when you chose one. When you walked into the auditions and we were forced to spend time with you, it became impossible to continue to stay away. I love you, Onyx. And I’ve felt this way for way too long.”

When his lips touch mine, I can feel it: how much he cares.

And I realize in that moment, that maybe it doesn’t really matter if my wish has something to do with what’s happening between me and the guys.

Maybe Amber is right that you can’t create feelings out of thin air and it seems that Allan and Robyn have liked me back for all these years but never had the courage to act on those feelings.

I can totally understand that, because I’ve been dreaming about being in their arms and being kissed by them for all this time too but I never tried to get closer, too afraid to be rejected.

Allan has the softest smile on his normally serious features and his warm breath causes me to shiver with anticipation when he whispers in my ear:

“I can’t wait to be alone with you, Onyx. To be inside of you and make you come and show you that we belong to each other in every way.”

I don’t have time to respond to his hot promises because another spotlight comes on, illuminating Dylan in his Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come costume.

He’s wearing a leather jacket adorned by chains and a hoodie underneath that hides his handsome features.

Dylan approaches me with one outstretched hand and for a moment, he doesn’t say anything.

Unlike the other two ‘ghosts’, he doesn’t follow the plot of our school play.

He lowers his hoodie to look at me and pulls me closer to him, his upper lip curves in his usual amused smile but what always draws me in is the light in his hazel eyes.

He has a warmth in his gaze that makes him look sweet and mischievous at the same time and I’m as attracted to it as a moth is to a flame.

“Onyx, all this shit is to tell you that we all want you. I’ve wanted you from the first day of school, when you almost ran me over coming out of Mrs Hamilton’s office. And I might not have been in love with you for years, but the minute our eyes met, I knew I wanted to know you and that you’d be someone important in my life. Every day that I get to know you, I know that it’s true and that my heart belongs to you. I’m falling for you, Onyx. And the only magic involved in it is that smile you have, that casts light on everything around you.”

I’m looking into his eyes and I know that he means it: he isn’t saying what he thinks I wanna hear but he’s baring his soul to me.

“Ok, maybe also your ass. You have the hottest ass I’ve ever seen.”

I giggle at the way Dylan says that and Robyn intervenes.

“Don’t forget her tits, dude.”

Allan agrees with his bestie.

“Yeah, I dream about those tits pretty much constantly.”

Dylan’s dark chuckle makes me look up at his eyes again.

“What we’re trying to say, cutie, is that we’re yours if you want us. We’re all in: hearts, bodies and souls.”

Allan and Robyn step closer and the latter is the one who speaks first.

“I’m sorry if I walked away from you earlier. But Onyx, I freaked out. And I knew that the only way to fix things and to get you to see how we feel about you, was if we all showed you. Together.”

Dylan chuckles again.

“And of course, he couldn’t help but be ... theatrical.”

Robyn protests his innocence.

“Hey! If I recall correctly, this was your idea.”

Dylan doesn’t skip a beat and retorts.

“Yeah, like it was my idea to stop your stupid pact and get close to Onyx and use our energy to make her happy rather than to make each other miserable. So you’re welcome, bro.”

Allan looks at the two cousins and rolls his eyes.

“Can you see what I have to deal with, pretty much constantly? I’ll tell you what, baby. While these two finish locking up and decide whose idea it was to come here tonight, I’ll drive you home.”

He wraps a protective arm around my shoulders and I don’t even notice that I left my coat and purse behind.
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Twelve Days Of Christmas 
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“CUT! CUT! ALLAN, THE Ghost of Christmas Present has to touch Scrooge on her chest, not grope her. Seriously, keep your hands in an appropriate place or the principal will force me to rewrite that scene. And the ghosts have to look a little scary, not make eyes at Scrooge! You can look at her that way when you play the ex-boyfriends, not when you’re the ghosts. Are we clear? Let’s call it a day, shall we? Hopefully tomorrow you’ll be more focused.”

“Yes, Miss Devlin. Sorry.”

Allan doesn’t look very repentant when he apologizes to our drama teacher and winks at me.

I have to stifle a giggle because Miss Devlin is right: we’ve been distracted and it’s been hard to keep our hands off of each other.

After the boys surprised me at the cafe, telling me that they’ve had feelings for me way before I made that wish at the Magic Spring, Allan  took me home and kissed me good night on my doorstep.

It was a hot, passionate kiss, one of those kisses that are hard to break and I’d have totally invited him into the house but with Mom at home on bed rest, that wasn’t an option.

And as soon as I stepped into the living room, any plans of sneaking out to Allan’s house when Dad could be at home with Mom vanished into thin air as I was informed that Dad had to fly to Europe for a ten day business trip.

So my father arranged for Mom’s sister to come and check on Mom when I’m at school or rehearsal and I’m on Mom duty the rest of the time.

The boys have been coming to the house bringing gifts in a sweet and kinda funny twelve days of Christmas fashion.

Allan began by bringing me a basket of pears and a stuffed animal resembling a bird: his version of a partridge in a pear tree.

Mom has been watching them with amusement and tried to explain to them that the twelve days of Christmas are a religious tradition and they actually start on Christmas Day and end right before the epiphany but the boys kept bringing me gifts inspired by the famous song.

So I’ve been spending time with them but with Mom always around, there’s been no chance for any physical intimacy and this is why we just got in trouble with Miss Devlin.

Of course Valentina didn’t miss the opportunity to highlight how she’d be the perfect choice for the lead role and how I’m gonna ruin the play.

She’s been circling around me like a vulture, trying to badmouth me with Miss Devlin at every mistake and whispering into the boys’ ears that I’m cheating on all of them because she doesn’t know about our arrangement.

We decided that while we aren’t going to hide our relationship, we won’t particularly advertise the fact that I’m seeing all the boys.

So life has been good but challenging as I try to balance school with the approaching finals, the play, my job at the cafe, looking after Mom and finding the time to steal a few kisses from the boys.

“Miss Devlin, we have less than a week before our premiere and how don’t you see that Onyx is a disaster? She spends all her time trying to dry hump the ghosts rather than working on her non-existent acting skills. If you let me tryout as Scrooge, you’ll see that I’m the better choice—”

While our teacher tells Valentina that she has no plan to review the cast of the play, Allan grabs my hand and walks me to the girls changing room, sneaking in with me and crushing his lips on mine as soon as the door slams shut behind him.

There’s something to be said about stolen kisses: they taste dangerous and exciting and as I open my mouth to let Allan taste me, my hands run through his blond hair, pulling him closer to me.

“God Onyx, I—”

His hands find the hem of my nightie, skimming up my hips as he whispers with his lips against mine.

I can’t help but think about what happened between me and Robyn the last time we were alone in this room and my body reacts by tightening and throbbing everywhere under his touch.

One of my hands finds the taut skin of his abs, skimming over the rippling muscles that his thin cashmere sweater can barely hide and I’m surprised when Allan stops me by closing his fingers around my wrist.

“No, baby. Not here, not this way. I want our first time together not to be a stolen quickie where someone could walk in on us.”

I half smile, half groan because while my body couldn’t care less if the whole school saw us right now, I don’t blame him for wanting to avoid another embarrassing moment like when we got caught in his car by my dad.

“When’s your dad back?”

I smile softly at the intense heat in his brown eyes and tell him that Dad should be on his way back home as we speak.

“Awesome. My parents are going Christmas shopping in New York for the weekend, so my house will be all ours. Can I cook you dinner tonight?”

I nod, running the back of my hand down his cheekbone and feeling the very slight hint of stubble starting to appear on his jaw.

This is where Allan is different from the other two boys: Dylan and Robyn are more impulsive and wouldn’t have even tried to rein their desire in, like the hot moments I shared with each of them outside Vee and in this very room prove.

Allan doesn’t shy away from spontaneous, but he’s a planner by nature so he’d rather wait until he knows we can have time alone rather than rush things between us.

I tell him that I’d love to eat dinner with him tonight and our lips meet again but it’s fleeting as now all we can think about is to get out of here so that we can truly be alone.

I quickly change into my street clothes and I’d be lying if I said that I don’t feel a little shy when Allan doesn’t turn but looks at me with a hungry gaze that promises a hot evening and makes my body react with a wave of hot desire that makes me feel a little dizzy.

“Goddam, Onyx. You’re so fucking beautiful! Let’s go check on your mom and then I’ll be selfish and keep you all to myself all evening.”

His lips brush against the sensitive spot behind my ear and I take the hand he offers me, following him out of the changing room.

As Allan opens the door, we find ourselves face to face with Valentina who was about to come into the room.

Her face contorts into a snarl but rather than attack me as she usually does when none of the boys is around, she tells us that Miss Devlin wants to see us all before we go home.

I feel her eyes burning holes in my back and I squeeze Allan’s hand tighter, anxious to put distance between me and my self-declared archenemy.

Miss Devlin informs us that the principal has agreed to add a third evening to our show after all the tickets sold out in a matter of hours when they went on sale at the weekend.

“So we agreed on a final afternoon show on Christmas Eve. We’ll be done by four pm, so everyone will be free to follow their own Christmas traditions but it’s exciting to see how the whole town wants to see our play. I have it on good authority that our mayor Christina Jones will be here on the twenty-fourth.”

Everyone’s excited about the amount of attention our little school production is getting but I can’t lie that the idea makes me a lot more anxious about it and about Christmas in general.

I’ve been trying to listen to my mom that nothing bad will happen this Christmas but I can’t relax because we all know how I feel about Christmas.

Miss Devlin’s voice distracts me from my musings:

“Oh, drat! I forgot the lights are on on stage. Can one of you be a darling and turn them off and could someone also check that I locked the props room? Other clubs use it to store their own equipment and I don’t want anything to be accidentally damaged or misplaced.”

The teacher is looking in my direction but Valentina precedes me offering to turn the lights off.

“Onyx, could you take care of the props room while I get the guys to take a look at a last minute change that I was thinking to make on their lines for the final scene?”

While the guys all huddle close to our teacher to read their notes, I go to check the storage room, finding it locked.

After, I cross the backstage area to walk to the other side of the stage where the five steps to leave the stage are located and I don’t even see the huge spotlight crashing down on me with a deafening sound as its light smashes into the stage’s wooden floorboards.

I hear the guys yell to be careful and the only reason why I’m not injured by the heavy spotlight is a swish of air that literally pushes me out of the way.

The boys run on the stage where I’m lying mere inches away from the now destroyed spotlight.

Valentina comes from the opposite direction and reaches me first, crouching down to whisper in my ear.

“You’re one lucky bitch. Next time I press the release button rather than the off switch, you might be standing in the right spot.”

But when the guys reach me, she acts concerned and helps me back onto my feet.

Miss Devlin wraps me in a maternal hug and asks me several times if I’m okay and then she sets her dark brown eyes on Valentina.

“What happened?”

My understudy shrugs, looking remarkably innocent when she says that she might have pressed the wrong button.

“I’m so sorry, Onyx. Luckily you’re ok. If you were limping the only role you’d be fit to play would be Tiny Kim and we’d have to swap ...”

Valentina looks at me with a smile that doesn’t reach her blue eyes and I know then that I really need to watch my back.
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Together 
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WE DON’T TALK MUCH during the short car ride to my house: I keep stealing glances at her while I drive and she looks troubled.

I guess the accident with the spotlight must’ve really shaken Onyx.

If it was even an accident ... I need to speak to the guys to make sure that we keep an eye on Valentina.

I suspect that losing the lead role in the play to Onyx started some kind of ill feeling toward our girl but the fact that the guys and I haven’t hung out with her anymore in the last few weeks might’ve exacerbated the situation.

And I wouldn’t put it past Valentina to try and hurt Onyx in a bid to take back what she sees as rightfully hers.

But any thoughts that aren’t related to me finally being alone with Onyx literally evaporate when I pull into my driveway.

Onyx looks around as I lead her into the kitchen through the living room: she’s been here once four years ago for that Christmas party.

“So, what are you making me? I didn’t know you cooked.”

Her smile is so cute that I have to tell myself that there’s no rush and I don’t want her to think that the only reason I brought her here is to jump her as soon as we’re in the house.

“My mom loves to cook and it’s become our thing since I was little. She’s very busy with her law practice all week but at the weekends we choose something decadent and time-consuming and we cook together. Right now though, I’m not gonna go for anything complicated because I want to spend time with you. So I think I’ll make pasta with vodka sauce.”

I open the fridge and as I pull out bacon, cream and Parmesan cheese, I feel her gaze fixed on me.

“Can I help?”

I ask her if she wouldn’t mind slicing some vegetables for a side salad and I’m impressed and a little mesmerized at how efficiently and precisely she uses the chef knife I gave her.

“What?”

Shit! I need to stop staring at her with my mouth hanging open like an idiot.

“You’re really good at making salad.”

You’re really good at making salad?

Really Allan? God, I’m so fucking excited to be alone with her that my brain turned into mush.

Or to be honest, my little head is taking control because I can’t take my eyes off of her and all I can think about is that I wanna touch her.

Onyx gives me another one of her soft smiles and explains that she grew up hanging around her grandma’s kitchen.

“When your grandma is ‘Nana Mancini’ you learn how to cook almost before you learn how to walk. I’m an only child and my gran was my best friend. She’s the first American born in her family: her parents came here from Italy sixty years ago. She learned how to cook from her mom and she was adamant that I needed to learn because ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’. I know it sounds old fashioned and a little chauvinistic but—”

I close the distance between us with one single stride and take the knife out of her hand, placing it back on the chopping board.

My lips are a breath away from hers as I murmur:

“How can you be so fucking perfect? You’re everything I’ve ever dreamed about. But let’s put that knife down, I don’t think that knives and kisses are a good combination.”

She giggles as my lips finally touch hers and I’m surprised by the heat in her reaction to my kiss.

Her mouth opens to let me in and she matches the strokes of my tongue with her own while her arms surround my neck and our chests touch.

Our kiss goes from hot to frantic as I grab her hips and grind against her while my hands find their way into her sweater as if they had a will of their own.

She gasps when I touch her tits through the thin lace of her bra and tugs my shirt out of my jeans, exploring the planes of my stomach with her soft fingers.

I’m so hard that it almost hurts, I’ve never been so excited in my entire life.

“Baby, I want you so much ... but if you’d rather have dinner before we—”

“Fuck dinner!”

She pants now tugging at the buckle of my belt and that makes me totally lose it.

I lift her in my arms and take her up the stairs and into my room, lowering her gently onto my bed.

I kiss her again, hard, pressing my lips against hers with a bruising intensity and my tongue tangles with hers while her fingers make quick work of the buttons of my shirt.

When I have to break the kiss to take her sweater off, it almost hurts as if I needed to kiss her more than I need air.

Before I know it, we’re naked and I look down at her beautiful body thinking how I’ve been dreaming about looking at her like this for as long as I can remember.

“I’ve been dreaming about you too, Allan.”

Shit, did I say it out loud?

I realize that it doesn’t really matter: I’ve had a huge crush on Onyx and I’ll go as far as to say that I’ve been in love with her for years.

But that love was for her beauty and the kindness that transpired in everything she does, for the image of her that I built up in my head.

Now I love the real her: her sense of humor, the irony she uses to look at life. And the softness and the sensitive side that she hides from the rest of the world but that she showed me when she was worried about our love being real and not the result of some kind of magic.

What she doesn’t know is that love is always a little magic because it makes you start to care for another more than you do for yourself and that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.

I love the way her skin feels against mine and I trail soft kisses down her neck and shoulders, all the way to the swell of her breasts.

I use my lips, my tongue, and my teeth to explore her and I relish the feeling of her hands tracing the muscles of my back.

My hands follow my lips in a wondrous journey and I stop at the apex of her thighs, tracing the soft, bare skin in search of her most sensitive spot.

She gasps when my fingers find a little bundle of nerves and her breathing rate increases as I tease and stroke that little nub, wetness coating the tip of my fingers.

She’s so beautiful that I can’t wait any longer, I need to feel her around me, to plunge deep inside her soft heat.

“Onyx, I —”

She grabs the base of my shaft guiding me toward her opening and wrapping her thighs around my hips, pushing me inside of her until our crotches are flush together.

I’ve never felt anything so warm, silky and tight and I have to breathe slowly or I know I’ll embarrass myself and let Onyx down.

I move my hips slowly, giving her time to adjust to my size and trying to gain control over my greedy body but she feels too good and I’m in too deep, so I whisper into her ear.

“Baby, bring your legs down, close them together.”

She does what I ask and fuck! It’s still too good.

Like this she feels tighter but the shallower penetration helps me to keep myself in check and I know that as I thrust into her, the base of my shaft rubs against her center.

It must feel good because she begins moving her hips to meet my thrusts and I feel a little proud of myself when she grabs my butt to push me deeper inside of her.

“Oh my God, Allan. Please don’t stop.”

I continue moving in and out of her, my hands caressing her tits, my eyes locked onto hers.

We move, breathe and feel as one, completely fused together and lost in each other until her inner walls begin tightening around me in rhythmic spasms that make it impossible to hold back any longer.

My orgasm hits me with unexpected intensity, wave after wave of pleasure washing over me as I flood her with my release, holding her tight against me until the feeling slowly ebbs away.

A loud growl startles both of us and I realize that it’s Onyx’s stomach only when she blushes and giggles against my shoulder.

“I believe I was promised dinner?”

I can’t resist and I tease her, biting softly on her bottom lip:

“Only if you promise that you’ll be my dessert.”
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‘Twas The Day Before Christmas 
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“SCROOGE, YOU’RE ON in five!”

I look at my reflection in the mirror and I smile nervously, wiping a non-existent lipstick smudge from the corner of my mouth.

In the opening scene of the play I’m at a Winter Formal dance and I bump into my three exes who all have different dates.

This is when my character ignores them and is really mean to Tiny Kim, thus causing the visit of the ghost of recently deceased principal Marley who announces the visit of three more ghosts who will show Scrooge how her behavior will cause her to die alone.

So for the first scene I’m in a long black dress that shimmers whenever I move under the bright stage lights.

Robyn joked that the black, shimmery dress is perfectly suited to my name: black and shiny like an onyx.

The first two shows of our play have been so well received by the whole town, that there’s talk of having a further show on New Years Day in Silver Springs town hall theater.

After our debut there was a glowing article in the Silver Springs Gazette praising Miss Devlin’s clever re-writing of the timeless Dickensian classic and my acting as a perfect modern Scrooge.

So things have been going well with the Drama Club and Miss Devlin is already planning a new show for the end of the year: I believe she’s rewriting a Shakespeare classic this time.

I’m excited about it and I’m really enjoying being a part of the Drama Club, I just wish that my parents could be here at the show but with Mom on bed rest and the baby coming any day now, Dad hasn’t felt confident enough to leave Mom by herself, not even for a few hours.

Another thing that has been going well is my relationship with each of the guys: we’ve been spending all our spare time together one on one and we’ve been going on a couple of dates as a quad.

I’ve had a couple more heated encounters with Robyn and Allan while surprisingly Dylan wanted to talk to me about going a little slower.

He explained that since we haven’t known each other as long as I have his friends, he wants to ‘woo me’.

So after that incredibly hot moment behind Vee, he’s taken me out on a date and he’s been the perfect gentleman waiting until he drove me back home to kiss me good night on my doorstep.

I like that he cares enough to be romantic and he’s not trying to immediately get in my pants and I admit that I’m a little surprised because he has that bad boy aura about him.

So my life right now is looking pretty damn good but I’m nervous about Christmas: I can’t wait for it to be over, possibly without creating any havoc in my life like it often does.

The other blemish in an otherwise great picture is Valentina, with her constant put-downs and snide remarks when the guys are out of earshot.

Even now she’s touching up her own makeup at the vanity next to mine but she keeps shooting side glances at me when she thinks that I’m not looking.

I’m distracted from my musings when the door opens and Robyn comes into our changing room, looking dashing in a dark grey tuxedo.

He comes to stand behind me and when our eyes meet in the mirror and his hands land on my shoulders, warmth immediately seeps into my body, making my heart beat faster.

His lips brush the side of my head, right on the top of my ear and I cover one of his hands with mine, needing more contact.

“Hey sweets are you ready? I came to tell you that the guys and I will take you home after the show. I know you wanna spend Christmas Eve with your parents and to be honest we don’t care much about the after party if you aren’t there. It’s snowing heavily anyway and I don’t wanna get stuck on the other side of town with a bunch of drunk actors. Also, the guys and I have a little gift that we want to give you tonight. We all bought you individual presents that we can exchange tomorrow but we have something from all of us that we want you to have tonight.”

Valentina snarls.

“What is it, an STD?”

Robyn shakes his head and scolds her.

“Tina, what the fuck?”

She turns to look at him, her knuckles turning white as she grips the arms of her chair.

“What? The whole school is talking about the four of you. There are bets on which of you she’s fucking. And I put my money on all three of you. Fucking skunk!”

The last expletive is directed to me and I’m about to tell her that who I’m ‘fucking’ is none of her business when Miss Devlin pops her head into the changing room and yells:

“One minute!”

So I sigh and grab the black high heeled shoes that match my dress, securing the straps around my ankles.

Robyn follows me out putting a hand on the small of my back and it’s good because my step falters and he avoids me having an embarrassing fall in front of Valentina.

“You ok, sweet girl?”

“I don’t know what you find in that tramp. She can’t even walk properly in heels, she has the grace and the size of a walrus. I wouldn’t be surprised if she made the stilettos snap under her fat ass!”

I nod, trying to walk properly on these sky-high heels and ignoring the cackle that comes from my nemesis who follows us out of the changing room with Tiny Kim’s bejeweled crutches under her arms.

As soon as I step onto the stage, I notice the mayor sitting in the front row next to the principal and the town sheriff.

Stone Hill High’s small theater is completely full and I force myself not to think that all these people’s eyes are on me.

Somehow being in the Debate Club wasn’t as unnerving because the only audience during debate competitions were teachers and parents who were involved in the club, not literally everyone I know.

Miss Devlin suggested to calm my nerves by imagining that the whole audience is naked but to be honest that’s rather distracting as I discovered on our first show when I almost forgot my lines as I was staring at Julian, Amber, Wes and Chase in the third row.

In the first scene, all of Scrooge’s exes ask her to dance but she refuses, shoving Tiny Kim on her way out of the ballroom when the injured cheerleader captain tries to convince her to sign up for her senior class Secret Santa project.

“I have no time for your stupid Christmas nonsense! I have to study if I want to be Valedictorian. Christmas is just an excuse for lazy people to gorge on too much food and for sleazy boyfriends to hookup at drunken parties. This dance is lame anyway, I’m going home! Bah Humbug, now move!”

I mimic a shoving gesture but when I take a step forward it’s as if the ground was sliding under my feet and I fall forward.

I instinctively try to grab one of Valentina’s crutches to slow down my fall but she actually moves the crutch in front of me tripping me even more.

I see the stage’s floorboards approaching fast as I’m about to fall face first and when the impact happens, I feel a sharp pain before everything goes black.
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Onyx
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I OPEN MY EYES AND there’s a hot guy staring at me: he has blond hair in a man bun and his shoulders are huge.

“Thor ...”

I whisper as he shines a light in one of my eyes but the Norse god doesn’t greet me back, shining the annoying penlight in my other eye and telling me not to move my head.

When he gets off of me, I realize that he was straddling me and before I can ask him why he isn’t wearing a skirt he straps a collar on my neck.

I don’t understand what’s going on until I see Miss Devlin leaning over me and telling me that my dad has been notified of the accident and he’ll meet me at the hospital.

And then I remember: I fell during the opening scene of the show.

So the hot guy is a paramedic, not a Norse god.

My head is throbbing and so is one of my legs, and I have to close my eyes because the stage lights are so bright that it hurts.

I can’t focus on anything, just the throbbing pain and it gets worse as I’m moved onto a stretcher and strapped in to be taken into an ambulance.

“Can she take her dress off? I’ll need it since now I’m playing Scrooge. The show must go on!”

It’s Valentina’s shrill voice that makes me open my eyes again and that’s when it hits me: where are the guys?

I don’t see them anywhere but I’m distracted again by Miss Devlin’s voice as she tells Valentina to go find a spare gown among the old costumes.

“Onyx, Mrs Hamilton is riding with you in the ambulance, your father will be there when you arrive. I’d come with you but there’s all these people here—”

I get lifted and carried off the stage and outside the theater and I instantly shiver at the frigid temperature: the sky is white and big and fat snowflakes fall in a furious flurry.

When I’m lifted and secured into the ambulance, my thoughts start to become clearer and I ask Mrs Hamilton:

“Where are my shoes? They were—”

The student counselor shakes her head.

“One of the heels of your shoes broke, Onyx. That’s why you fell, darling. Valentina said that she tried to help with her crutch but you ended up tripping over it.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath: I remember trying to grab Valentina’s crutch to stop my fall but she used it to trip me, so I ask Mrs Hamilton to take my shoes off and give them to me.

The student counselor does what I ask but I can see from the quizzical look on her face that she thinks I’m delirious because of the concussion. And maybe I am, I mean I thought that Thor had come to my rescue after all.

When I look at my left shoe, I know that despite the concussion, I haven’t gone completely crazy: the heel snapped clear off the shoe, it looks as if someone had sawed it off just enough that it wouldn’t be completely obvious but my weight finished the job.

I have confirmation of it when I examine the other shoe: the heel is still attached but it’s half sawed off.

I show it to Mrs Hamilton and she asks aloud a question I think I have the answer to:

“It looks like your shoes have been tampered with. Who could have done something so mean and dangerous? You could have broken your neck!”

But I don’t say anything because I can’t prove my suspicions.

Valentina was the only person who had something to gain from me being out of commission and she’s made no mystery of the fact that she thought that the lead role in the play should’ve been rightfully hers.

The role in the play and the guys ...

The voice in my head sounds annoyingly like Valentina’s and I close my eyes with a pained whimper.

The guys.

They stayed behind to finish the play. And while part of me doesn’t blame them because they had a duty to the Drama Club and to Miss Devlin, it hurts that none of them was even around to check on me while I was lying on that stage.

They said they loved me ... Or at least Robyn and Allan did, but was it love or did they just wanna get laid?

Maybe their ‘feelings’ for me weren’t caused by magic but by mere opportunity as with us having the lead roles in the play, we ended up spending a lot of time together.

Plus I’m not nearly as annoying as Valentina.

A tear slides out of my eye, burning a hot track all the way down to my neck: it doesn’t matter why they were with me.

What matters is that they didn’t care enough to show any concern and that again when the situation got even remotely inconvenient, they walked away.

I’m drowning in self-pity when another thought makes its way into my concussed mind: Christmas!

Of course, fucking Christmas!

That wretched holiday won again and played a long game this time around.

This is why I was cast as Scrooge to begin with, so I’d get close to the boys and get my heart broken once and for all.

Christmas just finished the job it started four years ago at that party, when Allan didn’t even talk to me and Robyn walked away after kissing me.

It hurt being ignored for four years by my two crushes but it hurts even more now after I let myself fall in love with them.

And with Dylan, because for as much as the relationship with him was just beginning to blossom, he didn’t stick around either when I needed him.

So I shed more tears in the back of the ambulance because while Scrooge had three ghosts to show him the error of his ways, I don’t know how to fix this and I doubt that my broken heart can ever be fixed.
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Let It Snow
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“DUDE, CAN YOU DRIVE faster?”

I lean between the front seats of the car, urging Allan to stop driving like an old lady.

Actually in all fairness, he drives way worse than any old ladies I know: my great grandma is eighty-five and drives like a nascar driver. 

She might use a cane when she walks but when she’s behind the wheel, she thinks she’s Danica Patrick.

“It’s snowing heavily, Dylan. I can’t see more than a few yards in front of me, I’d rather get there twenty minutes later than crash the car and not get to the hospital at all.”

Yeah, whatever! At least if we crashed the car, we could get to the hospital by ambulance and it’d certainly be faster than the way Allan’s driving.

“I’d just like to get there before Christmas!”

I chide and Allan snaps back without hiding his irritation.

“If you keep this up, you can race me to the hospital on foot and we’ll see who gets there first!”

“Guys, can you shut the fuck up? I know we’re all worried sick about our girl but arguing among us won’t get us there any quicker.”

Robyn’s right, he’s always been the calmest out of us three.

I’m just beside myself because after 911 had been called, and the paramedics were checking Onyx while she was still unconscious, we were told that we couldn’t ride in the ambulance with her.

And despite Onyx being eighteen, the principal insisted that someone from the school staff go with her, since the injury happened on school premises and during a school sanctioned activity.

So we decided to meet the ambulance at the hospital but it had snowed so heavily that we had to de-ice the car first, wasting even more time.

“Yeah, bro. Sorry. I just need to know that she’s all right. That was a bad fall.”

My cousin nods and voices a thought that has been bothering me too, since I was the closest to Onyx when it all happened.

“The way that she fell was weird. She’d been complaining that her shoes felt funny and it was a split second but I’d swear that I saw Valentina use her crutch to trip Onyx.”

I slap my fist against the palm of my hand.

“Yeah! Me too. I saw that too! But why—”

Allan intervenes:

“She’s jealous of Onyx. She’s bitter about not playing the lead role and that we’re not into her. She’s been quite clear that she wanted to hookup with me and Robyn since freshman year.”

I roll my eyes: the psycho bitch has tried several times to get into my pants too when she kept inviting herself to hang out with us.

“Yeah, well we all dodged a bullet there, thankfully none of us took her up on her no-strings attached offers. Nothing good ever comes from sticking your dick in crazy.”
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I’M MOVED FROM THE stretcher on the ambulance to a gurney and wheeled into the hospital building at such speed that the gurney wobbles sideways and I feel nauseous.

How embarrassing would it be if I puked all over the hot paramedic with the blond man bun?

I close my eyes to try and keep the nausea at bay but reopen them immediately when two familiar voices call my name.

“Onyx!”

“Mom? Dad?”

My mom is on a similar gurney being wheeled in the opposite direction I’m going and I notice her labored breathing and Dad’s troubled expression.

“Mom, what are you doing here? Are you all right?”

Dad leaves Mom’s side for a second and comes to check on me, holding my hand in his.

“We got a phone call from your drama teacher, telling us what happened and that 911 had been called. I was getting ready to come here but your mom’s waters broke and she started hyperventilating and feeling faint, so I call 911 too and we just got here by ambulance. She’s having contractions and I think your baby sister will be with us soon. I ... I don’t know where to go. I need to be there for your mom and Sister but I’m worried about you.”

“Go with her!”

Mom and I say it in unison and Dad looks ready to pass out with worry.

This is when Thor intervenes to get Dad out of the pickle he seems stuck with.

“Go with your wife, sir. Your daughter has a concussion and might have a broken leg but it’s nothing life threatening and I promise I’ll make sure that she’s looked after before I leave. I’ll tell her doctor what’s going on and where to find you.”

I smile for a second, thinking that in the past I’d be absolutely elated to be looked after by a hottie like Thor, but when I look into his light blue eyes, I think about a pair of darker blue eyes and my heart breaks all over again that the boys didn’t even check on me before I was taken away.

Thor hands me over to a nurse who immediately begins to check my vitals while he quickly informs her of why I’m here.

The nurse looks kind but overworked on this snowy Christmas Eve.

“They closed the highway because of the blizzard they predict for tonight, so we’re the nearest hospital for the four towns around us and we’re swamped. Would you mind staying with this young lady while I find her a doctor and order an x-ray of her leg?”

The hot paramedic nods and once the nurse leaves my bay, he sits down and asks me how I’m feeling.

“My leg and my head are both throbbing. The leg more than my head, the headache is dull now.”

He nods and tells me that he thinks that the leg is broken. 

“It’s a shame that you got hurt. My shift is almost over, do you want me to go and find out how your mom is doing as soon as the doctor gets here?”

His kind tone makes me miss my boys even more and my voice breaks when I thank him.

“Thank you, Thor. You’ve been so kind—”

I stop in my tracks, wishing for the floor to open up and swallow me whole when I see his grin and I realize that I just called him Thor out loud.

But he doesn’t seem mad and he chuckles pointing at his name tag before reassuring me.

“It’s Max. But don’t worry, I’m used to it. I think I’ll get a haircut in the New Year.”

I don’t tell him that he’d look hot with any haircut and thank him again as we’re joined by a doctor ushered in by the nurse from earlier.
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“SO MISS MANCINI, IT looks like you have a fracture to the lower part of your tibia and a mild concussion. Which color do you want for your cast? A nice red one for Christmas?”

I’m about to tell him no, that I fucking hate Christmas when the curtain that gives my bay some privacy is violently opened and three boys literally spill into the small space.

“Onyx, baby how are you?”

“Sweets, I was so fucking worried about you!”

“Cutie, you must be freezing in that strapless dress! Do you want my leather jacket?”

Robyn, Allan, and Dylan are looking at me with matching concerned expressions and I’m so overwhelmed by so many different emotions that I can’t even speak and all I manage is to burst into tears.

Which makes all the boys run to my side.

The doctor looks perplexed, probably wondering which one of them is my boyfriend but he doesn’t say anything and when he excuses himself to go find the nurse who had just left us in a rush, Robyn addresses him answering the question the doctor asked me before they literally burst into the bay.

“She wants purple. It’s her favorite color.”

When we’re alone, I notice that they’re all still wearing their tuxedos from the show.

“Are you coming from the theater? How did the play go?”

My voice is stiff and cold as I try to stop crying and try to regain my dignity.

Robyn looks confused while Allan shrugs.

“We don’t know. I guess Miss Devlin used our understudies or she cancelled it. But to be honest, I don’t give a damn about the play. We left immediately when they said that they were taking you here but didn’t let any of us ride with you in the ambulance. Sorry it took us so long, baby. First we had to de-ice the car and then the roads were so dangerous that—”

“Or more than anything, Allan drives slower than my great grandma. But yeah, that blond paramedic and the principal didn’t let us ride in the ambulance and then it took us forever to get here. It’s snowing a lot.”

I burst into tears again: I’m sure it must be the concussion that’s messing with my emotions, I’m not always such a fucking hot mess.

When the guys crowd me again, asking me what’s wrong and if they need to call the doctor, I come clean about my feelings.

“I ... I thought you guys had stayed to finish the play. I thought you didn’t care if I was hurt. I’m sorry, I know I suck.”

I lower my gaze, ready to face their disappointment but I’m wrapped in Robyn’s arms and when I look up into his deep blue eyes, I realize how wrong I was to think that he didn’t care.

“I guess I deserved it. I walked away from you twice but that day in changing room was the very last time I ever walk away from you, Onyx. I swear that I’ll always be by your side, no matter what. But please don’t cry, sweet thing. When you cry, I feel paralyzed. I love you, Onyx.”

Allan comes to surround me with his arms from the opposite side.

“We’re idiots for not telling Mrs Hamilton that we were coming to the hospital. But we were scared that someone would try to stop us. Onyx, no one’s ever been as important to me as you are. Well, maybe except Robyn. But please believe me when I tell you that I love you with all my heart and my feelings for you grow every day.”

Dylan steps in front of me and glares at his bestie before taking my hand in his.

“Hey what about me?”

Allan chuckles.

“Yeah, you’re growing on me too dude. A bit like fungus.”

Dylan rolls his eyes at Allan but then sets his incredible hazel gaze on me.

“Onyx, I don’t want to rush things but just know that I’m falling for you. Hard and fast. There’s no other girl, and there’s never been from the moment we walked into each other outside of Mrs Hamilton’s office. I actually texted you to tell you that we were coming while we were de-icing the car.”

I squeeze his hand and explain that my phone is with my street clothes in the changing room at school.

He brushes his lips against mine and this is how the doctor finds us when he comes back to put my cast on.

He asks the boys to step outside but there’s no convincing them to leave my side.
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The Most Wonderful Time Of The Year
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ALLAN PARKS IN MY DRIVEWAY and when I ask Dylan for the crutches they gave me at the hospital, he chuckles as if I’d just told the funniest joke he ever heard.

Instead he opens my car door and hauls me into his arms, carrying me to my front door while Robyn unlocks the door.

“Thank you, but I could’ve walked.”

He deposits me on the couch and shakes his head.

“Under the soft layer of fresh snow, ice is starting to form. I didn’t want you to fall and break your other leg or worse.”

I sigh with mock frustration.

“Are you guys gonna coddle me now?”

Allan smirks when he says that the doctor discharged me into their care and taking care of me is what they’ll do until my parents get back home.

I wanted to go see my mom but after getting quite dilated, she got stuck at six centimeters and the doctor said it could be a long night and with my concussion, I needed to rest, so the guys took me home under strict doctor’s orders.

Before we left the hospital, we caught up with Mrs Hamilton, who’d been waiting for me and had news for all of us.

The show had been cancelled and a new one would be scheduled once I was up and running again: apparently the whole town wanted to see me play Scrooge.

Valentina hadn’t taken the news gracefully and had a major meltdown in front of Miss Devlin.

She complained that she tampered with my shoes for nothing and that everyone in Silver Springs was an idiot because she was twice the actress I was.

Mrs Hamilton had informed the principal that she had my shoes and that together with what Miss Devlin had heard was enough to expel Valentina, effective immediately.

The student counselor informed me that I could press charges and that a police investigation would be carried out but I don’t want to take this any further.

I know what Valentina did was terrible and it wasn’t her first attempt to harm me but I hope that being expelled from school will give her a much needed reality check.

The boys fix me a snack and after we eat, I snuggle on the couch between Dylan and Robyn, basking in their warmth and almost drifting into sleep.

The day has been harrowing to say the least and I’m still anxious about my mom and wish I were there with her.

“Before you fall asleep, baby, there’s something the guys and I wanted to give you. Merry Christmas.”

Allan crouches at my feet and hands me a little red velvet box with a pretty silver bow tied on top.

“Oh, guys! My presents for you are upstairs in my closet. I can go get ‘em ...”

Robyn places a soft kiss on my knuckles and tells me to stay put.

“Our other presents for you are at home. We can exchange them later or another day, if the blizzard doesn’t end. But this one is from all of us and we wanted to give it to you tonight.”

Dylan tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear.

“Open it.”

I untie the bow with trembling fingers and gasp in awe and delight when I see the beautiful white gold chain with the most exquisite pendant.

It looks like some kind of leafy plant with berries on it. The berries are diamonds.

I beam at the guys and tell them that it’s beautiful and I’ll never take it off.

“It’s mistletoe.”

Robyn explains with a grin, taking the necklace out of the box and securing the clasp around my neck.

His face is mere inches away from mine and his warm breath tickles my lips when he whispers that since I’m wearing mistletoe, a kiss is in order.

His lips are warm and gentle and the kiss is as sweet as the first we shared many years ago.

“You were my first kiss too, Onyx.”

I feel my heart burst with love for this gorgeous, smart, serious boy and I’m about to say something when I’m pulled away from his arms and another set of lips land on mine.

Dylan’s kiss is hotter and faster, more impulsive like the sexy, black haired boy I’m beginning to fall for.

And when my heart fills with so much emotion that I don’t think I can take it, Allan takes me into his arms and whispers against my lips:

“All those years ago, before the party, I hung mistletoe all over the house to have an excuse to kiss you. We know that didn’t work out, but now you’ll always wear it, so I can kiss you any time.”

His brown eyes are warm and intense and I smile, cupping his perfect jaw with my hand and bringing his face closer to mine.

“Do you think you need an excuse to kiss me, Allan? I love you.”

The kiss that follows reaches deep into my soul as his lips own mine with the scorching hot passion that Allan puts into everything he does.

Our tongues tangle together and we kiss until we’re both breathless.

***
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Onyx 
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I WAKE UP TO THE SOUND of someone clearing their throat behind the couch where I fell asleep wrapped in Allan’s arms.

I open my eyes and I see Robyn asleep on the recliner nearby and Dylan wrapped in a throw blanket on the floor.

The throat clearing noise happens again and Allan groans, nuzzling my neck and trying to hide his face in my hair.

“Hmm, whoever’s being a dick, shut up! People are trying to sleep here.”

The noise happens a third time but it’s no longer behind us and I see my dad’s shoes stopping right in front of the couch we slept on.

“Dad?”

Allan immediately wakes up, shooting up to a seated position and I can’t help but smile at the redness that creeps up his neck when he looks at my father.

“Oh, shit! I mean, sorry sir. I’m Allan Lindley, your daughter’s boyfriend. Merry Christmas sir.”

My dad tries to look stern but I see an amused glint in his eyes and I’m relieved he’s not mad because this is the second time he’s caught me and Allan in a compromising position.

But any thoughts of embarrassment dissipate when I see Mom standing behind Dad with a little bundle in her arms.

I wobble to her, using the couch for support and look at my sleeping baby sister, in awe at how tiny and perfect she looks.

“Mom, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?”

Dad gives her an eye-roll and explains that Mom raised hell to be discharged so that she could be home for Christmas.

“The only reason why they agreed to let her go is that the doctor who delivered your sister happens to live on our road and will be home all day today.”

Mom nods.

“Yeah and I got his cell phone number and I had to swear that I’ll go in for a check-up tomorrow morning. But now Onyx, meet your sister: Obsidian Elisabeth Mancini.”

“You called my sister Obsidian?”

Dude, she’ll be mad when she’s old enough to understand that my mom’s obsession with black precious stones gave her one of the weirdest names I’ve ever heard.

“It’s quite a mouthful.”

Dad graces Allan’s comment with another fake stern look and explains that we’ll call her Cindy.

“Do you want to hold her?”

Mom passes me Cindy and as I hold my baby sister in my arms, I’m overwhelmed by love, joy and sadness at the same time.

My parents notice the look on my face and ask me what’s wrong.

“I don’t know. She’s so beautiful and perfect and she needs us. All of us. Have you two decided on a truce? Look, I know you guys have stuff to figure out about the divorce, but can you try and be nice to each other for Cindy’s sake? I don’t want her to grow up seeing Mom aiming at your head with the toaster, Dad. Whatever shit’s going on between you two, can you try and get along for her sake?”

A look passes between my parents and Mom wraps one arm around my shoulders.

“We were gonna tell you at dinner but since we spent all night at the hospital and neither of us remembered to take the ham I was gonna bake out of the freezer, we might as well tell you now. Your dad and I decided to give our marriage another try.”

She must see my perplexed expression because she explains:

“I know your father cheated. But I’m not completely blameless in what happened. I got wrapped up in some personal things and I drifted away from him long before he strayed. But we never really stopped loving each other. Your sister is living proof of that.”

I feel tears streaming down my face and for the first time in forever, they’re tears of happiness.

My mom voices my feelings when she kisses my temple and then Cindy’s forehead.

“How’s this for a Christmas miracle?”

And she’s right: I think Christmas has redeemed itself once and for all, as I look at all the people I love the most all in the same room.

I nod and when Allan comes close to me and asks to hold the baby, I pass him Cindy extremely carefully.

He beams at my baby sister and his voice is full of wonder when he says:

“She’s beautiful, Onyx. You two have the same lips and eye shape.  And you look even more wonderful than usual with her in your arms, you know? I think holding a baby suits you.”

I don’t have time to comment on his words, because my dad intervenes.

“Young man, you better not be getting any strange ideas in your head. Onyx is only eighteen and if you both don’t finish college and get married before even thinking about babies, I— ”

I groan, embarrassed and touched at the same time by my dad’s protectiveness while Allan tries to explain that he didn’t mean what Dad thought.

“Ha! If you keep this up, I’ll be Onyx’s parents’ favorite boyfriend in no time!”

Dylan taunts his bestie with a shit eating grin but Dad turns a confused look toward me and the guys.

“What does he mean my favorite boyfriend? Which of these young men are you dating, Onyx?”

Oh sweet baby Jesus! I told Mom about my unusual dating situation but not Dad.

I’m saved from explaining everything by Cindy, who wakes up and starts crying loudly, waving her tiny fists in the air.

“Ok honey, that’s enough for now. We’ll talk about the boyfriends situation later on. It’s past noon and both your youngest daughter and I are starved. If I feed her, can you find something to feed the rest of us? It’s still snowing heavily and I think the boys should let their parents know that they’re safe and sound and they’re gonna spend Christmas here.”

Dad throws one last suspicious look at the boys but then considers that there isn’t a lot fit for a Christmas meal.

“We’ll have to order Chinese food, hoping that they can deliver it in this weather. I’m sorry girls, we might end up with boxed mac and cheese.”

Allan clears his voice and offers his help:

“We might not have to resort to that, sir. I looked in the fridge last night when I made a snack for Onyx and I saw that you have all the ingredients for my pasta with vodka sauce. If you give me twenty minutes—”

“Dad, his pasta with vodka sauce is delicious.”

I say blushing at the memory of eating that on Allan’s lap, wearing just one of his shirts after he and I made love for the first time.

“Ok, if Onyx says it’s good—”

Dylan and Robyn both chide Allan.

“Way to get into Onyx’s dad’s good graces. You giant suck-up!”

“Oh don’t worry, guys! While Allan cooks, you two can set the table while I go check on my wife and youngest daughter. Onyx, baby, you sit  down and then I’ll come check on you too. Mom and I spoke to your doctor before coming home.”

“I’m fine, Daddy. Better than fine.”

Dad shows Dylan and Robyn where to find everything to set the table and after lighting the fireplace, we settle down with a hot cider by the bay window near the Christmas tree, observing the guys fast at work.

I hear a clicking noise, as if someone were tapping on the window and when I turn, I see Fred on the window sill.

I open the window and look into his inquisitive, black beady eyes. 

“Dad, I think Fred’s hungry. Can you get some bread for him?”

As my father goes into the kitchen, Fred is looking at me expectantly, tilting his head to the side.

Kakawww?

I smile at my old friend and reassure him that everything is all right.

And when he takes the piece of bread from my hand, his eyes look almost human before he flies away, greeting me with one of his ‘kakawwws’.

“See you soon, my little friend. And Merry Christmas!”

––––––––
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THE END 
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Bonus Recipe 


Pasta With Vodka Sauce
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INGREDIENTS FOR 2 PEOPLE:

180 gr (about 6 or 7 oz) of penne pasta

Half a small yellow onion, diced

A generous knob of butter

50–70 gr (2 or 3 oz) of Italian pancetta or bacon cut in one thick slice (diced)

1 teaspoon of tomato purée 

1 double shot (50 ml or 3 oz) of vodka

200 ml (6 oz) of thick double cream. In the US the best would be Mexican crema or half and half

Salt and cayenne pepper powder to taste

50 gr (2 or 3 oz) of grated Parmesan cheese

––––––––
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IN A LARGE FRYING PAN sauté the bacon and onion with the butter until cooked but not too brown (you don’t want the onion to burn).

Add the tomato purée and mix it around the pan for about 1 minute and then add the vodka, putting the burner on high and let the liquid evaporate.

At this point add the cream and lower the flame, letting it simmer for a few minutes or until slightly reduced if using half and half.

In the meantime, cook the pasta following the instructions on the box and drain ‘al dente’.

Try the sauce and adjust the salt but be conservative because Parmesan cheese is salty.

Add a pinch of cayenne pepper (optional).

Return the drained pasta to the pan with the sauce and stir on medium heat for a couple of minutes, until well combined, adding 3/4 of the Parmesan cheese in the pan, letting it melt.

Serve in pasta bowls, sprinkling with the reserved Parmesan cheese.

Bon apetit!

––––––––
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Moonstone by Lucy Felthouse
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Christmas gifts aren’t the only surprises Ginny is going to get this year.

Moonstone Guinevere ‘Ginny’ Miles is in Silver Springs visiting her parents for the holidays. They moved to the town five years ago, and adore their new life here. Used to the hustle and bustle of London, England, Ginny isn’t convinced at first—what’s so great about a small town in Upstate New York, anyway? Despite her own opinions, it’s clear to Ginny the move has done her parents the world of good—they look years younger. There’s clearly something magical about this town.

Following some exploration of her own, Ginny discovers Silver Springs has its charms—Jewels Cafe is amazing, for starters, as is its pumpkin spice latte. Ginny’s drunk a lot of lattes in her thirty-three years, but nothing quite like this.

Her taste buds are still tingling from the tasty treat when she comes across a broken-down truck on the way back to her parents’ place. And when she spots the three gorgeous guys with the vehicle, it’s not just her taste buds that are tingling.

Is Ginny’s vacation in Silver Springs about to get a whole lot more interesting?
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Moonstone 
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Chapter 1 preview:

Moonstone Guinevere Miles—known as Ginny to people who didn’t want to incur her fierce and everlasting wrath—heaved her suitcase off the luggage reclaim belt with an “Oof!” and placed it on the floor, a sigh of relief escaping her. At least the thing had wheels—she didn’t really have the energy for carrying a heavy suitcase all the way through Customs and out to Arrivals. The long, tiring flight had seen to that. No matter how much she tried, no matter how exhausted she was, she simply could not fall asleep on a plane. Ever. Eye mask, ear plugs, bloody whale music—nothing helped. She’d long since resigned herself to staying awake while snores from other passengers emanated around the cabin. At least it had only been about seven and a half hours since taking off from Heathrow—she couldn’t imagine what state she’d be in if she ever flew any longer than that—to Australia, New Zealand or somewhere.

Doubtful that would ever happen, though. It had taken long enough for her to get her backside out to the east coast of America, where her parents had been running a retreat since retiring five years ago. But then, things were different now, weren’t they? Which was why she was even here in the first place—it wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.

Thinking of her parents brought an inevitable smile to her face, and inserted a little more spring in her step. Despite the energy and mood suck that had been the flight, she was excited to be here. She was eager to see her parents, and to find out exactly what they’d built up over the last five years. She’d seen photos and videos, but it wasn’t the same as actually being there.

When they’d first announced they were using their retirement nest egg to open a retreat in Upstate New York, she’d been floored. Who the hell retires, only to take on a massive project like that? Surely the whole point of retiring is to wind down, enjoy some free time, relax? But no, her mum and dad—who, to be fair, had never been what one would call conventional—had set their hearts on it. They’d had a huge purge of their belongings, sold their cars and house, and jetted off across the pond, leaving Ginny shocked and not a little bereft. She’d been so used to having them close by and had quickly realized just how much she’d taken that for granted.

At the same time, her own career had taken off and she’d become so busy that her parents’ sudden distance hadn’t made the blindest bit of difference. She barely saw the inside of her own flat, never mind her friends and family. This was the first Christmas she’d had off work since then, too, and she was looking forward to spending it with her parents more than she could put into words. They’d been big on the festive period ever since she was a baby, and as such, Ginny’s brain was stuffed full of warm, fuzzy memories of Christmases past. They’d been useful to get her through the last five crappy ones, too, where a microwaved ready meal was the best she could hope for, if she hadn’t managed to wangle a free meal from the place she’d been working at at the time.

Her smile widened, and she walked faster still—God, just how big was this bloody airport?—desperate to see her mum and dad and start the Christmas holiday with a bang. Anticipation rushed through her. They’d have turkey and roast potatoes, pigs in blankets, mounds of vegetables, desserts laden with enough calories to last them until Valentine’s Day, Christmas carols, amazing decorations, a beautiful tree, fairy lights...

And Santa Claus. Two of them, in fact, jumping up and down enthusiastically and waving wildly at her, with not a rotund belly in sight.

Ginny was so excited, she couldn’t even be bothered with the embarrassment she might have felt at being greeted in a public place by her parents dressed up in Santa outfits. Plus, nobody knew her here anyway, so who cared?

She scurried around the barrier, almost flipping her case in her haste to turn a corner, then covered the remaining distance between them in seconds flat and released the handle of her suitcase. A series of squeals and exclamations went up—from all three of them—and then everything went dark as Ginny was enveloped in a warm, fluffy embrace, her face crushed up against what she suspected was the white fur trim on her mother’s jacket, and kisses rained down on her. It was all she could do to suck in oxygen as she was squeezed and squeezed them right back. Unintelligible murmurings reached her ears, but she didn’t bother to reply since she had no idea what was being said. And she didn’t need words, anyway. All she needed at that moment in time was to soak up the enormous outpouring of love she was experiencing.

She was so bloody happy, she thought she might pop.

http://books2read.com/moonstoneJC
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FOR THE LATEST NEWS, games and teasers about my writing, follow me on my Facebook page and readers group and on Instagram.

https://m.facebook.com/MelissaAdamsLakeEmeraldChronicles/

https://m.facebook.com/groups/1094321797409294?ref=share

And Instagram: melissa.adamsr

And you can join my newsletter:

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScvXsC-kdQQd_MrzpF4_w3JScYFx_bNIgp4ag3Mi_Wydt40pA/viewform?usp=sf_link
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