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Chapter One


Birdie

College is exactly how I pictured it.

I don’t know if that’s disappointing or a huge relief.

I’m sitting on a ratty-ass couch in a frat house with a red solo cup wedged between my knees, scooting closer and closer to the torn arm as the couple making out beside me become connoisseurs of each other’s mouths. The scent of shit cologne and fruity body wash and Pabst Blue Ribbon is so strong, it’s a wonder no one has keeled over from it. Maybe I’ll be the first if the utter unoriginality of my surroundings doesn’t do me in.

The song changes and Halsey’s voice rasps out from the portable speakers wedged in between empty cups and paper plates on the coffee table. I tip my head back and let it rest on the back of the couch, trying not to fantasize about the quiet haven of my dorm room. If I was there right now, I’d have my sketchpad on my lap, creating new stage looks for my beauty pageant coach sister-in-law Naomi. Maybe I’d be listening to The Moth podcast or studying for my Trig test next week. Whatever I decided to do, it would be for myself.

This party? This whole scene. It’s for someone else entirely.

A lot like me, Birdie Bristow, rushing a sorority. It wasn’t something I planned, but walking through the quad one day after class, I heard one of the sorority sisters on a bullhorn talking about the attributes of their organization. Kindness, charity, community, drama. It was impossible to ignore how familiar those things sounded. How they reminded me of someone whose memory I’m determined to preserve. So I stopped at the Kappa Kappa Gamma table and signed up for rush week. I’m in the midst of it now and I feel trapped in someone else’s body, but I have to admit, the sisters have been pretty nice. Only one of them flinched when I walked into the opening day luncheon with my shock of blue hair and Cool Story Bro T-shirt.

The saliva soul mates press even closer, the guy’s Drakar Noir punching me in the throat and I shoot to my feet, throwing an absent salute my roommate, Carline, who is dancing across the room. She signals to the packed kitchen, then mimes taking a sip from an invisible cup.

“Movie? No. TV show!” I nod. “Okay. First word…”

Her forehead creases. “What?”

“Charades.” She’s nonplussed. “Never mind.” I wave her off, muttering to myself as I weave my way through my peers toward the kitchen. “Next time she listens to Hootie and the Blowfish ironically, I’m not going to pretend like I get it.”

I wave a cloud of marijuana smoke to the side and sidestep into the kitchen. Two huge kegs hold the place of honor on a rickety wooden island straight out of Ikea. Dudes sporting backwards hats and football jerseys play bartender, pouring foaming golden liquid into the almighty red chalices and pass them around while women—many of them fellow Kappa Kappa Gamma pledges—dance in the limited space around them. Carline was clearly urging me to have a drink and loosen up, but my mouth opens to ask where I can find a bottle of water instead. I’m passed a full beer before I have the chance, though, and a chilled wave of lager coasts down over my knuckles.

“Okay. Thanks.” I start to reverse back out of the kitchen, planning on dumping the beer in the dead potted plant by the frat’s front door—but a dude I’ve never seen walks into the kitchen. And how the hell did I miss him? He’s big. Like, pull a big rig with a chain tied around his waist big. At least half a foot taller than everyone in the room, he’s wearing a football jersey that indicates he’s a senior with a white S—and while the garment is probably the biggest size produced, it’s struggling to contain his huge chest and overall wideness. Everyone has to cram together to give him berth as he carries a metal keg over his head into the kitchen and sets it down with a thunk on the island.

A cheer goes up among the mass of bodies, but the big guy doesn’t smile or acknowledge it. There’s a line of concentration between his eyebrows so deep, it could cradle my finger and it only deepens as he scans the room with a guarded look. A couple of his teammates slap him on the back, but his body doesn’t move. It’s like pebbles bouncing off a boulder. Why am I still in the kitchen staring at him?

I don’t know. Maybe because he’s the one thing tonight that’s out of place. Wait. Sorry, make that two things, since I am also distinctly out of my comfort zone. But he’s in a football jersey in a frat house—the epitome of belonging—and he couldn’t look more uncomfortable.

He reaches up with a paw complete with five thick fingers and tunnels them through his short, midnight-black hair. That hand pauses midway through its journey when we make eye contact across the jam-packed kitchen…and my stomach performs a pirouette.

Oh.

I’ve been caught staring and I still can’t look away. Maybe I have contact high from all the pot smoke circulating through the house. It’s just that he’s also not looking away and my body seems to appreciate having his attention. My belly is still flopping like a hooked fish and I have the oddest impulse to angle my body in an advantageous way. Or fix my hair, even though it’s not broken, as far as I know. I’ve brushed it at least once in the past couple days, right?

What am I wearing?

I wet my lips nervously and try to remember my outfit without glancing down, because that would make me look either crazy or straight up thirsty. Oh right. Black leggings and a black tank top. Lime-green bra, the straps of which are probably showing. Boots.

Okay, Birdie. Whoa. Turn the crazy train around. A. Since when are you interested in athletes, and B. Since when do you think one of them would be interested in you?

Taking this whole sorority girl persona a little too far, aren’t I?

I take my first real sip of beer tonight and turn on a heel, traveling back through the marijuana smoke and reentering the living room. There’s a weird twist in my chest and I can’t completely check the urge to look back over my shoulder at the big guy. And he’s still watching me. Although now he seems embarrassed over getting caught, dropping his gaze to the ground and shifting on his size nine hundred feet. I twist back around with a grudging smile on my face. Jesus, I really need to get out of here. My brain is being a dumbass.

Noticing the saliva soul mates have ventured into groping territory, I set my mostly full beer down on the cluttered coffee table. “Leaving this for you guys in case you want to refuel…”

They make no move to stop kissing.

“Cool.” I wave at Carline across the room, letting her know I’m heading home, and give her the international signal for you coming? She gives me a subtle head jerk in response, indicating the football player she’s been seeing off and on for a couple weeks. In other words, I’ll probably have the room to myself tonight. I’m kind of looking forward to it, because I’m overdue a phone call with my brother, Jason, and my new sister-in-law. I don’t want an eavesdropper—especially when I speak with Naomi. Probably because she’s the only person in the world I can be one hundred percent honest with at all times. When I tell her I’m rushing a sorority, she’s going to have questions. Uncomfortable ones that make me think too much about why. I’d rather not have my roommate eavesdropping on that conversation.

I swallow hard. On second thought, maybe I’ll call Naomi next week.

“Big J!” A loud shout from the kitchen draws my attention and I pause on my way to the front door. “Where are you going, man?”

One of the keg-operating football players is addressing the black-haired, gargantuan-pawed giant and he seems reluctant to respond. “Upstairs,” he says finally. “You need something else before I go?”

Holy shit. His voice is like an earthquake. It’s deep, rich and…rumbling. Strong. It makes my nipples gather into tight buds inside my bra, forcing me to swallow a gasp.

“Uh, yeah.” Keg dude grins. “Can you bring up one more keg from the basement? It would be a pity if we ran out too early.” Some foam spray catches him in the forehead and he wipes it off with the shoulder of his hoodie. “I’d go, but I’ve got my hands full pouring drinks.”

I wait for Big J to call bullshit on his teammate and point out the real reason he doesn’t want to carry a keg up from downstairs. He’s not physically capable. At the very least, it would require a major physical effort, whereas it’s probably like lifting an apple for Big J.

I’m not sure why I continue to stand there in limbo, caught between the living room and the door. But there I am. Arrested by Big J’s reluctant nod, the way everyone in the kitchen essentially ignores him. Not one person addresses him or says hello as he wades through the people half his size, careful not to step on anyone’s feet. No one even says thank you to him for being their beer delivery service. Why is this irking me so bad?

I back into the shadows as he passes through the living room. He hesitates at the top of the stairs, turns and scans the room. Whatever he sees—or doesn’t see—makes his big shoulders sag. And then he’s gone. Vanished down what I assume are the basement stairs.

My empty dorm room is calling me. I’ve almost made it alive through the rush process and have a good chance of pledging Kappa Kappa Gamma. I’ve earned a night without people or talking or wearing pants. Yet I continue to shift in my boots, a tug in my belly guiding me toward the basement door. It’s not fair that he’s fetching and carrying for his teammates and no one is helping him. Or even thanking him.

He wouldn’t have been Natalie’s type.

The thought doesn’t come out of nowhere. My sister’s tastes and personality are considered, no matter if I’m picking a sorority or deciding which satellite radio station to play in my dorm room while cleaning. Not for the first time lately, the looming question of What Would Natalie Do? makes my palms damp, makes discomfort rise.

I give myself a quick mental shake and refocus on the guy who just vanished down the stairs. I did partake of the beer, didn’t I? Albeit only a small amount. A thank you is in order. Right. That’s exactly what I’ll do. Say thank you, ask if he needs help and then I’ll go home.

That’s what I tell myself. But as my bootsteps echo on the hollow stairs and I descend into the basement, my heart sure is pumping hard in anticipation of a casual thank you…
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Jerimiah

Who was that girl?

My boots make heavy thuds on my way into the basement, loud creaks a sign that the stairs don’t appreciate my huge, lumbering ass. I appreciate the darkness that wraps around me so completely when I reach the bottom, though. I don’t even bother with a light. There’s no stainless steel refrigerators around to show me a reflection. Or fellow students to stare at me without speaking, their sympathetic expressions speaking volumes all on their own.

Except…that girl—the one I didn’t recognize—she didn’t have an ounce of sympathy on her face when we locked eyes. Not a flinch. Or a wince. She’d just looked. I’m not sure I can remember the last time I’d felt seen like that, even in a crowded room full of people.

There are two places where I feel at home. One is on the football field with a helmet hiding my oversized features. Out on the gridiron, my freakish size is a good thing. Everywhere else, it seems to make people uncomfortable. Sure, I’m not the only big man on the planet. A lot of them are revered. Celebrated. My total lack of social skills and the fact that I stay quiet even when actively engaged in a conversation? Doesn’t exactly make me endearing. It’s that combination, size and silence, that makes me useless for much of anything but carrying kegs up the stairs. Sacking the quarterback. I’m not sure my teammates would have any use for me if it weren’t for those skills. So when they ask me to shoulder a keg…I do it.

I do it because saying no would make me unnerving and useless.

Before I reach the final keg where it rests in the corner of the basement, I stop and turn, looking back toward the stairs. There’s only one reason I’m not as eager as usual to linger in the darkness and it’s because of that girl. Who was she? Why did I get that sinking feeling in my stomach when she left the kitchen? My fingers drum against my thigh and I consider leaving the keg behind to go search her out. Immediately, I discard that notion. There isn’t a woman alive that wants to turn around and see me stomping after them long after night has fallen. She’d probably drop dead from fright.

A little tug in my conscience tells me I’m wrong about that, though. That this girl who looked me square in the eye, almost inviting me to make a move, wouldn’t back down from anything. How would I make that assumption when we’ve never exchanged a single word?

With a sigh, I stoop down to throw the keg over my shoulder, but the door closes at the top of the stairs before I get the chance. The slam is followed by a drawn out, feminine curse, a rough jiggle of the doorknob and then all goes silent. I straighten with a frown and back up two paces, peering up the stairs where a figure stands huddled against the door. I can barely make out whoever it is due to the lack of light, but the voice tells me it’s a girl.

I clear the rust of disuse from the throat, already dreading the reaction of whoever has joined me in the basement. It seems like my voice gets deeper every time I open my damn mouth, almost like God is punishing me for not using the gift of speaking enough.

“Hello?”

Another desperate rattle of the doorknob.

“Did you…” I wince at my low, low baritone rasp. “Is it locked?”

“Yes. Oh my God.” I hear a clap and get the impression she’s slapped both hands over her face. “I lived with my brother for a long time and I got used to closing doors in a quest for privacy and it’s just force of habit.”

Unlike me, she has a really nice voice. It’s melodic and self-deprecating—and I’m beginning to wonder if my horn dog teammates are rubbing off on me. Twice in one night I’ve been drawn to a girl. Usually when I can’t avoid interacting with a member of the opposite sex, I try to put my head down and keep moving. That’s not an option right now and I can tell by the girl’s continuous jiggling of the door handle that she’s nervous about being locked in a basement with a guy she doesn’t know. A guy who sounds like he swallows fire for a living.

I take out my cell phone and light up the immediate area with my flashlight app. There is a six-pack of wine coolers sitting beside the keg and I slip one out of the cardboard slot. I replace my phone in my pocket and hold the drink out in front of me like an offering as I slowly climb the stairs, her increasing panic rushing over me the closer I get.

“Here. It’s okay. Drink this fruity thing.” I twist the top off even though it requires an opener and my palm smarts. “I’ll get the door open.”

I’m at the top step now and she takes the bottle out of my hand. “Oh, um. Thanks. How are you going to—”

My foot connects with the door and it flies open, the wood around the lock splintering and pinging on the ground like hailstones. Everyone in the living room whips around, girls covering their mouths, eyes wide. My teammates either look irritated that I’ve interrupted their conversations with said girls. Or they’re indifferent thanks to the free-flowing beer.

With a swallow, I turn my attention to the person who trapped themselves in the basement with me—and find the girl from the kitchen. Neck craned, she stares up at me with her jaw on the floor. My gut goes heavy in a way I’ve never experienced before. Like it doesn’t know whether to drop or climb up into my throat. For some reason, I notice her chin first. It’s small and stubborn, a perfect match for her nose. I wish there was better light so I could tell the color of her eyes. Her wide, confused eyes. “Why did you do that?” she asks.

“You were nervous,” I manage, even though she’s…God, she’s so crazy beautiful up close and I have to focus on not looking at the green cups of her bra that peek out at the neckline of her tank top. “You were nervous being alone with a stranger. With…me.”

Her brows draw together and she yanks the door closed again, blocking out the party sounds as much as possible, now that there’s a giant chunk missing. That missing wood allows light to filter in so I can see her face for a few more seconds before she bolts. For that reason alone, I’m glad I kicked it open. “I wasn’t nervous,” she says softly. “I was nervous over having to tell you I’d just locked us down here like an idiot.”

I give her a half smile to let her know I appreciate her lying to save my feelings, even though she isn’t required to. I’m getting ready to remind her the door is unlocked now so she can be free. Instead, I ask, “Why were you coming down to the basement in the first place?”

She massages the center of her forehead. “To say thank you for bringing up the keg? It seemed kind of like your friends were taking advantage of you and no one was grateful for your, um…contribution.” A beat passes as she bounces her right leg. “I’ve created this whole drama in my head that doesn’t exist, haven’t I? I’m going to go now before I further humiliate myself.”

She turns to leave.

“Wait.”


Chapter Two


Jerimiah

“Wait.”

Did I really say that? This girl just tried to leave and I’ve called her back onto the basement landing…to do what? I’m not a great conversationalist in the best of circumstances. And since I’ve just kicked the door open and ripped off half the frame, I would say this situation falls into the not great circumstances category.

Her head whips around. “Wait?”

Why is my heart beating so fast? All I know is I don’t want her to leave. What if I can’t find her again? “You haven’t even taken a sip of your drink.”

She looks down at the bottle in her hand as if she forgot it was there. “Oh yeah.” Her fingernails clink against the glass. “I guess I can pretend to drink one more drink tonight.”

“Pretend?”

“Yeah.” Before I can guess her intention, she lifts the edge of her tank top and turns slightly, revealing a white device attached to the small of her back. “I’m a diabetic. So while I can technically have a drink, the sugar content throws my glucose out of whack—”

I pluck the drink back out of her grip.

She stares at me, empty hand poised in the air.

“Why have you been pretending to drink?” I ask, cursing my awkwardness. “Why not say something?”

Her chin lowers a notch, her eyes no longer meeting mine. “I don’t know. Sororities are all about solidarity. Being a unit. I’m trying to convince them I belong. Why let them know I’m different so early on?” She seems to regret that honesty almost immediately, flashing me a teasing grin and twirling her streak of blue hair. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ve never seen a more quintessential sorority girl.”

Not wanting to say the wrong thing, I remain silent in the wake of her sarcasm. Truth is, she doesn’t strike me as someone who’d pledge a sorority.

“You want to say something.” She raises an eyebrow. “Go on.”

I rub the side of my neck. “I don’t even know your name and—”

“Birdie.”

“Birdie.” I let that settle in my chest. “You don’t seem like the type of person who would spend a week trying to gain someone’s approval.”

“You’re right, I’m not…”

“Jerimiah.” A few beats of silence pass. I know it’s probably my imagination, but it feels like we’re savoring the act of knowing each other’s names. “You’re right. I’m not the type to seek approval, although I’ll admit, sorority sisters are a lot more decent than I anticipated. Which is pretty annoying.” She doesn’t even flinch over my rumbling laugh. “We’ve spent the week creating a mural over in the quad. Kind of a serene landscape-type painting.” She lowers her chin. “My twin sister would have been first in line to sign up for Kappa Kappa Gamma. I’m doing it for her. If that means killing a few potted plants with lukewarm Pabst Blue Ribbon, I can soldier through. And I might not like vying for approval, but I found a way to honor her with the mural, so…at least I’m getting one thing out of it.”

There’s something in her eyes when she flashes a look up at me. It’s pain. I don’t have to ask to know that her sister is no longer with us. My arms suddenly feel empty without her inside them, which is crazy. I’ve never hugged her before. I can probably count on one hand the people I’ve hugged in my life when it wasn’t celebrating a touchdown. But that weight in my stomach is shifting, tugging, telling me she needs comfort. Too bad I’m the only one around and I don’t know how. “Would your sister want you to do something you didn’t like on her behalf?”

“What?” She asks the question too quickly, her chest beginning a rapid rise and fall. “I-I don’t know. You…what about you? Do you like running errands for those guys upstairs?”

“No.”

“Why do you do it?”

I can see my answer matters to her. She needs me to tell her the truth, even though it might lower her opinion of me—so I do. “Acceptance. Same as you.” I cough into my fist. “I’m not…you can probably tell I don’t fit in with the rest of them. Talking and trying to find things in common is so much harder than carrying a keg up the stairs.”

“Pretending to drink beer is so much easier than showing off my insulin pump.” She lifts a hand toward me. It hesitates in the air for a moment, then presses down in the center of my chest. My heart spurs into a gallop and I hear her breath catch among the muffled music pumping through the door. “It’s kind of a shame I don’t overdrink. If I was drunk like the rest of the freshman, I might let it slip that I really came down to the basement because I felt something in the kitchen.” Her tongue escapes to wet her lips. “When you looked at me.”

Is this actually happening? Or am I down at the bottom of the steps hallucinating? Not only is this gorgeous girl touching me, but we both felt what happened in the kitchen. That shift in the atmosphere wasn’t some figment of my imagination. She’s not afraid of me. She isn’t turned off by my bluntness and we have a common enemy—the need for acceptance—albeit for different reasons. Furthermore, both of us seem more comfortable in the dark and now we’re standing toe to toe, breathing the same air. While my brain tells me to wait, wait, make sure this is real? My body gravitates closer to hers with every kick of my pulse.

“I had to talk myself out of going to find you,” I rasp, risking a graze of my knuckles along her cheek, my head spinning with disbelief when she leans in to the touch.

“Why did you talk yourself out of it?”

Oh my God, her skin is like silk. Behind the zipper of my jeans, my body reacts eagerly, hardening in response to Birdie’s softness. To all of her. “I’ve never asked out a girl before, but I’m pretty sure you don’t want some scary-ass giant stomping after you in the dark.”

Head tilted back, she searches my eyes. “Who told you you were scary?”

For some reason, talking to this girl is as easy as breathing. It’s like I’ve received a new set of lungs. “I’ve been playing football since I was a kid. My coaches praised me for being scary. Off the field, being so much bigger made people stay away.” Her mouth turns down at the corners and I’m overwhelmed with the need to reassure her. “Don’t worry. Being called scary doesn’t bother me anymore.”

“Are you sure?”

I open my mouth to answer, but nothing comes out.

“They should be scared by their lack of good judgment.”

And then Birdie’s hands are reaching up to clasp the sides of my head, bringing my face down closer to hers. Christ, she’s going to let me kiss her. There’s already a spike lodged in my belly over her question, but it twists now, pushing deeper, forcing out my uncertainty and turning it into hunger.

“This is crazy, right?” she whispers, a centimeter from my lips. “I don’t hook up at parties. I don’t even usually go to parties.”

“I’ve never hooked up anywhere—” The horrifying truth is out before I can stop it, thanks to my filter going missing as soon as I started talking to Birdie. She seems to be holding her breath waiting for the rest of what I was about to say, giving me no choice but to continue. “Yeah, I’m a senior, but I’ve never done anything like this. Never wanted to this bad.”

The moment crystalizes as she scrutinizes me with a total lack of judgment. It’s only wonder and maybe a drop of sympathy, but I’m too desperate for her mouth to come closer to take any kind of offense.

“Me either,” Birdie murmurs, brushing our lips together, going up on her toes and pressing our bodies together. “Kiss me, Jerimiah.”

I don’t know what comes over me. The control I’m always so careful to keep knitted together around everyone…it unravels and I scoop Birdie up, taking a giant step to flatten her body between mine and the staircase landing wall. Her gasp tells me she’s not expecting the move and I almost move back to reassure her, but our mouths lock, they lock tight, drawing deeply with a groan from both of us. Holy shit. An army of angels sings when her body fits against me and her knees lift to settle on my hips. How does she match me so perfectly when I’m at least a foot taller? Like this, though? Like this, her mouth is on level with mine and her pussy is hot, sweet pressure pushing down on my cock. We’re breathing each other’s names and I don’t hear the party anymore. I’m straining to listen to every word out of her mouth.

“Jerimiah,” she whimpers, shifting her hips. “Please…”

My God, she’s saying my name. Begging for me. Without thinking, I roll my lower body forward into the welcoming juncture of her thighs and capture her cry with a hard kiss. I wasn’t lying when I told Birdie I’ve never hooked up. My mind knows what women need to get satisfaction, but my mouth, hands and body have no experience with the movements. There’s no hesitating now, though. I don’t feel my usual need to second-guess myself when she’s squeezing my hips between her legs, tracking her fingers through my hair. “I want to kiss you with my tongue,” I say, driving my hips upward again, hearing the friction of her tight body dragging back down the wall. “Can I, beautiful? Can I put it in your mouth?”

“Yes.”

Our mouths hover a breath apart and then I savor my tongue’s first entry with a sweeping lick. She jerks against me and digs her nails into my shoulders. Her thighs cinch higher, higher around my hips, squeezing, and instinct tells me she wants faster. Harder. That belief is only confirmed when I trail my palms down her sides, waiting for her nod of encouragement before brushing my thumbs over the peaks of her tits.

“I love that. Don’t stop.” We get lost in a string of teasing kisses, wherein she nips my lips and I try to deepen it. Needing more. I need more of her and she finally gives in, letting me have a thorough taste. “Please,” she says, breaking away. “Please. Don’t stop anything you’re doing.”

“I won’t,” I say hoarsely, dropping my hands to her knees and gripping them from beneath, lifting her higher on the wall, burying my face in her neck and thrusting blindly. “This what you need, beautiful?”

“Yes. Yes.”

“I fucking love giving it to you.”

“I can tell,” she gasps—and then she starts to shake. With my face pressed to her neck, I can feel her scream building and I rush to cover her mouth with mine, swallowing the incredible sound of Birdie having an orgasm. It’s half choke, half my name, and I don’t think I’ll ever hear anything sweeter for the rest of my life. Unless she lets me climax her again. I slap my hands to the wall and focus on the kiss so I don’t start pumping my hips again. Too soon, right? I think it’s probably too soon when she’s still squirming on my dick and trying to rip the collar of my shirt.

Jesus. My brain is still skeptical this is even happening, but if anyone can clear up whether this is reality or fantasy, it’s my cock. It’s hard as steel, the aching head caught between my belly and the waistband of my jeans. She’d see it if she lifted my shirt—and I want that. I want her to see what she’s doing to me. Want her to touch me. But I don’t know how to ask or if it’s too soon—

Birdie lifts my shirt and moans at the sight of me.

Her legs drop from around my waist, but I’m physically incapable of putting distance between us. She’s the anchor to everything. I keep her upper body pressed back against the wall as she unbuttons my jeans and lowers the zipper. Waiting for her to touch my dick, I clench my jaw so hard it threatens to snap and the wind leaves me in a rush when her hand closes around my flesh, stroking it once in a tight fist. Fuck. Fuck. So good. My head lowers and we find each other’s mouths, kissing in time with her tightfisted pumps of my cock.

“You made me come,” she whispers in between kisses. “I can’t believe…”

“What?” I bark into her hair, driving my inches through her slippery grip. “Tell me.”

“I never get there. Not with anyone.” Birdie’s head falls back on her shoulders, allowing me to lick a pathway up the side of her neck. “Just you.”

The growl that leaves me is possessive and triumphant. I’ve never heard anything like it come out of me before, but it’s right as hell between me and this girl. It was inevitable. I can feel the truth of that in my bones. “I want to get you there every time, Birdie.”

We labor to breathe against each other’s mouths. “I want to let you.”

“Say you will let me, beautiful.”

An alarm bell sounds in the back of my head when she won’t comply, but her enthusiastic mouth on mine is reassuring. Enough to let it go. For now. She’s jacking me off firm and fast and it becomes impossible for me to think of anything but relief. I need relief. I’ve never climaxed for any hand but my own, and the difference in friction, the magical girl attached to the hand—all of it drives my urgency to the breaking point, higher and faster than ever before.

“I can’t hold on anymore,” I grit out, taking over the job of abusing my swollen flesh, tunneling it in and out of my grip at breakneck pace. “I want to come for you. Where. Where?”

She leans back against the wall and arches her back. “Wherever you want.”

I’m already ashamed of myself for what I do next, but a beast has been prodded to life inside of me by my connection to this girl. I want as much of me touching her as possible. My body is screaming for release as I press our foreheads together, dragging her leggings down, down beneath her hips. I search her eyes for any sign of alarm or protest and when I find nothing but excitement, I tuck the head of my swollen cock into her panties and spend myself inside them, stroking hard—hard—growling her name as I shoot come onto her pussy. She moans as it happens, and pressure I didn’t even know existed inside me pours out, as if she’s the only one capable of summoning it. Completing this act in a way it never felt complete before.

“Feel what you did to me, beautiful?” I pant, laying kisses onto her lips, flicking the tips of our tongues together. “Take it home with you.”

After what seems like an eternity, I drift back down to earth with Birdie cradled in my arms. Her breath is shallow against my shoulder and the intensity of my release has left me lethargic, but the need to care for her is more powerful than anything. I drop kisses onto her hairline while I pull up her panties and adjust her leggings, leaning away to search her expression. Already I’m starting to worry about what happens next. Was this some crazy fluke for her?

Because it wasn’t for me.

I might be inexperienced when it comes to sex, but my attraction to Birdie doesn’t end there. I’ve never felt more comfortable in my own skin than when she’s standing in front of me. I think I do the same for her. God, I hope so.

“Beautiful?”

She opens her mouth to say something—

“Campus security just pulled up!” someone yells in the living room. That shout is followed by crashing and the sound of feet running across the floorboards. Frustration wells up inside me. We’re not allowed to have alcohol in the fraternity house and we’re definitely not allowed to have drugs on the premises. None of my teammates are partaking in the weed, thanks to random drug tests for athletes, but they could be held responsible, either way. And there’ll be no denying the existence of the kegs. I need to help them handle this now or there’s every chance they could be sidelined for the next several games.

When I look down at Birdie, I hesitate. How can I walk away from this when I don’t even know where we stand? It would be a lot worse if she got in trouble, too, though, wouldn’t it?

“Come on,” I say, opening the door and pulling her into the disaster of a living room. “Who did you come with?”

“My roommate.” Birdie points at a girl who’s wringing her hands near the front door. “There she is. I’m good.” She nods at me and I finally, finally see her eyes are an incredible melted brown sugar color. “Go do what you have to do.”

I hesitate, barely checking the urge to hide her in my room. But I can’t break another rule that could land her in trouble, dammit. Nor do I have time to exchange numbers when there’s a stampede happening around us. “Where can I find you?”

“Um. The mural?” She’s already backing away from me and taking my stomach along with her. “I’ll be there in the afternoon.”

“So will I.”

Birdie disappears out the front door in a herd of students. Battling the sudden wave of loneliness, I face the room, prepared to help my teammates clean up anything that visibly breaks campus rules. Instead I see the quarterback being stopped at the back door by a security guard—while in the process of lugging an empty keg.

Reasonably, I know it’s not my fault he’s been caught, but I can’t stem the flow of guilt. Not that I will ever regret a single second with Birdie, but if I’d come back up from the basement when I was supposed to, I could have cleared out the kegs in a fraction of the time it would take someone else. Some security guards might take it easy on a well-known athlete, but I can see right away, that’s not going to be the case this time.

It’s going to be on me if he’s benched. On me if we lose.

You have to contribute something here. Otherwise you’re just a mute giant haunting this house while everyone puts up with you.

I hear Birdie’s voice in my head, telling me I’m not scary. I feel the pleasure that rode along my skin when she looked at me…and smiled. Kissed me like she couldn’t stop. But those stolen moments in the dark feel like such a dream compared to my usual reality, I can’t put all of my trust in them. Badly as I want to.

“The kegs are mine,” I say. “I brought them.”


Chapter Three


Jerimiah

Most days, my teammates don’t have much to say to me. There isn’t a whole lot of appeal in a one-sided conversation with someone who doesn’t laugh when he’s supposed to. Or isn’t interested in talking about girls like they’re meat on a stick. Today they’re giving me even wider berth than usual—and for once, I’m not glad for the silence.

As I sit in the common room of the house alone, I’m craving the noise, the dick jokes, the ever-present sounds of PlayStation. Anything to distract me from the fact that I couldn’t show up at the mural this morning. That’s where I was supposed to meet Birdie and I didn’t get there. My first promise to her. Broken.

From what I understand, guys break promises to girls all the time. Especially promises made in the heat the moment at a party. The possibility that Birdie thinks I spoke false is driving me crazier than anything. Crazier than the fact that I have a permanent smudge on my academic record for taking responsibility for the kegs at the party.

I sigh and pull up a new internet search screen on my phone, typing in diabetic breakfast. Perhaps the silence is good for one thing. For the past couple hours, I’ve been reading everything I can find on diabetes trying to understand what Birdie’s day looks like. Caring for herself is so much more complicated than I would have guessed. Blood sugar checks, highs, lows, pump malfunctions, strict carbohydrate counting, insulin doses. It’s impossible to get an understanding for it in one sitting, but I know I definitely can’t bring her chocolate to apologize.

This morning, I was on my way to the mural when I was called in to meet with my football coach and the dean, my father’s abrupt reactions coming through over speakerphone. As usual, I said nothing, letting them decide what actions were appropriate. They gave me every opportunity to lay blame elsewhere, but I wouldn’t do it—and hell, my mind wasn’t even in the dean’s office during the meeting. It was across campus with the girl.

The girl who feels like mine.

Because I’ve never had so much as a mild transgression, they let me go with a written warning. If I wasn’t important to the football team, I’m sure the punishment would have been more severe, and I can’t help but feel guilty about the special treatment.

I should be consoled by the fact that none of my teammates got in trouble. Normally I would be, having this proof that I can serve a purpose. That I’m dependable, if nothing else. Today, though…I’m not consoled. If I’m honest with myself, I feel kind of used. And I want nothing more than to have Birdie’s eyes on me. I want to hear her voice. Because last night on the basement landing, she made me feel the opposite of used. She made me feel like one half of a whole. Someone who’s needed for more than his size, strength and willingness to play the scapegoat. I want to see her, but there was no one at the mural to ask. I’m shit at finding people on social media and my attempts came up empty.

There’s only one thing going for me. The mural didn’t seem completed, so the Kappa Kappa Gamma pledges have to return to finish it sometime. While I stood there staring at the painting this afternoon, I noticed that each of the girls were given different sections of the mural to complete. All the styles were different and had their respective initials at the bottom. Birdie’s part consists of two branches growing alongside each other, and I couldn’t help stepping closer, looking for the tiniest details, as if the paint strokes might help me locate her.

If she’s not there when I go back tomorrow morning, I’m not sure what I’ll do. Roam the campus shouting her name? I might find her that way, but she’ll have to come visit me in a padded room.

I drag my hands down my face, but drop them when the front door of the house bursts open. Two of my teammates are carrying paint cans and talking in hushed tones.

“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, bro,” one of them says.

“I can’t believe she called campus security. What? I’m supposed to never have a good time for the rest of my life, just because we broke up?” He sets down the paint can in his hand. “She has to learn not to fuck with people. I could’ve gotten benched.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll send the message.”

They see me at the same time and exchange a look. “Hey, Big J.”

I nod and reach for the remote control, casually flipping on the television as they head up the stairs. But I continue to replay their conversation in my head through the remainder of the day and into the night, pretty positive they’re going to do something stupid. My suspicion is confirmed when they knock on my bedroom door around midnight and ask me to come along and be their lookout.

They are so confident that I’ll get on board with whatever they’re planning that they don’t even tell me the plan. All I see are paint cans and black clothing. More than likely, they’re bringing me along knowing I’ll take the blame if they get caught. And on the way out of the house, something shifts inside me. Like a boulder rolling in front of a hole in the dam, plugging the flow of constant doubt in myself. I might be intimidatingly large and lacking in social graces, but I’d never sneak out in the middle of the night to inflict harm. Or cause destruction. I’m the one that stops those kinds of things from happening. My teammates are half my size, but they are the ones people should avoid, aren’t they?

Not me.

A weight falls from my shoulders as I follow my teammates across campus. I’m done making excuses for my presence. I’m done having to prove my worth. I’m sure as hell going to put a stop at whatever they have planned tonight.

I don’t expect them to open their cans of paint in front of the mural, preparing to throw a wave of white over the pledges’ hard work. Birdie’s work. As I snatch up one of the cans with a growl, intending to keep it away from the guys, I definitely don’t expect Birdie to step out of the shadows with a horrified expression…
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Birdie

I mean, I took the hint. Jerimiah just wasn’t that into me.

But as I watch him pick up a paint can and get ready to splash the contents over the mural I’ve been working on for a week, I wonder how I could be this wrong about someone’s character. Maybe the pot smoke at the party went to my head in the most severe case of contact high in history, because the Jerimiah of my memory was a gentle giant, albeit with a dirty streak a mile wide. He wasn’t an asshole vandal.

And yet. Here we are.

We lock eyes in the darkness and he pauses with the paint can in mid-air, his mouth moving in a soundless denial…over what?

I wish I hadn’t snuck out of my dorm to put the finishing touches on my section, thanks to my inability to sleep. I wish I’d just stayed in bed and never found out he was capable of something so mean-spirited.

This is for the best, though, isn’t it? Yes. When Jerimiah didn’t show up at the mural this morning as promised, I had some time to think. This isn’t only my college experience. For the last year, I’ve been living for two. My choices have to take my twin Natalie into consideration. What would she have wanted? What path would she take?

Who would she have chosen to be with if she were still alive?

Not Jerimiah. He wouldn’t have been her type. She would have been dancing in the kitchen around her love interest while he tapped the keg. I’m trying. I’m trying so hard to live for both of us. To honor her memory with everything I do—and maybe…maybe I take it too far sometimes, but you don’t just lose a twin and move on. It’s not possible. We were created at the same time, grew into humans side by side, shared thoughts and secrets. For all of our differences, sometimes I think we even shared a brain.

Last night, when I left the party, I was easing into the idea of being selfish with one thing. Him. Jerimiah. He was going to be all for me. And yeah, even considering doing something so opposite of Natalie filled me with guilt, but I was weak. I still am weak for him, even as he prepares to do this awful thing. This awful thing that makes it much easier to walk away. Stay the course. Continue living the only way I know how to do now. Half for me and half for her. It’s the only way I know how to keep her with me.

Jerimiah takes a step in my direction. “Birdie—”

Behind him, paint splatters on the wall. Wow. Direct hit. Almost half the surface is taken up by a wave of white, rivulets running down over the mural, eating up the careful choices of color and hours of work. Grief thickens in my stomach like an overbaked cake when I think of the unlikely friends I’ve made while standing at the wall with a paintbrush in my hand. The endless sketches in my backpack of my portion—a tree trunk that splits into two branches. One for me and one for Natalie. It’s completely gone.

My throat closes. Tears prick behind my eyelids and I start backing away. No way am I going to let Jerimiah see me crying. Not a fucking chance.

I turn and run full speed down the path, the wind roaring in my ears. But not loud enough to drown out the sound of him calling me. His voice is so loud and deep, it’s a wonder the ground isn’t shaking under my pounding boots. I’m not answering him and I’m not going back. I just want to make it to the sanctuary of my dorm and lick my wounds. Did he like me? Or was what happened between me and Jerimiah nothing more than a keg party hookup?

How come I can’t believe that even after I saw him wrecking the mural?

As I crawl into bed, still dressed, the grief and questions in my head are vying so loudly to be heard, they seem to cancel each other out and I fall asleep face down on my pillow, the softness soaked in my tears.
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When the knock sounds on my dorm room door, it feels like only a minute has passed since I fell asleep. My eyes are gritty from salt and moisture. There’s also a distinct ache in the center of my chest. Just like the night before, I dreamed of Jerimiah. Dreamed of being held against his chest, hearing the reassuring thunder of his heart. It seems my subconscious needs a little more time to catch up with reality.

Another knock jolts me from my thoughts and I climb out of bed, sending my snoring roommate a dirty look. Or maybe I should be grateful she’s a heavy sleeper, since I was free to sob without being discovered last night.

I put a hand over my mouth to trap the morning breath and open the door. On the other side is a pledge I recognize, and before she says a word, I know she’s here to tell me the mural was destroyed. My shock and anguish last night prevented me from coming up with a plan to break the news to my new friends, but it appears I’ve been saved the trouble.

She’s visibly upset.

“Someone destroyed all of our work.” She backs into the hallway and I follow her, both of us whispering so we don’t wake the entire floor. “It’s totally gone, except for like, some of the bottom left corner.”

Am I going to rat out Jerimiah and his buddies? I haven’t gotten that far. It’s approximately the worst idea in the world to become enemies with the football team at the outset of my college career. But. I can’t let them get away with being horrible people. I don’t have it in me to look the other way. “I, um…I have to tell you something—”

“Now this linebacker dude is like, fixing it? I don’t know. People say he’s been there since this morning, cleaning up a-and trying to re-create what was there before—”

“Hold up. Linebacker dude?”

“Yeah, you probably saw him at the party the other night.” She shivers. “That six-foot-a thousand Frankenstein-looking guy.”

I take exception to the monster comparison, but no one else is that tall. “Jerimiah?”

“Is he the scary one?”

“He’s not—” I break off. Why am I defending him? He wrecked the mural.

And now he’s fixing it?

What the hell is going on?

I sidestep back into my room and snag my shower caddy off my dresser. “Um. Weird. I’m going to go make myself look human and go check it out.”

After I say goodbye to my friend, I dash down to the common bathroom, brush my teeth, wash my face and yank a brush through my hair. While my roommate continues to sleep like the dead, I throw on the only thing I have clean—a turquoise shift dress my sister-in-law bought me on a futile quest to imbue my wardrobe with color. Although, I guess it’s not so futile, since I’m wearing it now as I jog down the path that leads from my dorm to the quad. I skid to a stop at the edge of the grass, continuing in slow motion on my way toward the mural.

Son of a gun. Jerimiah is indeed standing in front of it. Surrounded by a crowd of at least two hundred students. I wouldn’t even be able to see him if he wasn’t a skyscraper. Obviously uncomfortable with the attention he’s receiving, his shoulders are bunched, his jaw clenched. But that intense focus I remember about him is narrowed down to what he’s doing. The slow, intricate strokes of the paint brush that’s dwarfed in his huge hand.

I have to shoulder through the onlookers to reach him, and it’s like he senses me, the ham hock-sized muscles in his back stiffening before he even looks over his shoulder. But then he does and awareness rushes over my skin, head to toe. How anyone can find this man less than beautiful is totally beyond me. In the darkness of the basement, he was handsome. Unique. In the light, he’s a diamond, shining in the rough. Can’t everyone see that?

His eyes are light blue, lit up by the morning sun and…there is so much honesty and integrity in them, I know on the spot that I’ve made a mistake.

“Birdie,” he rasps.

“You were trying to stop them,” I whisper, wanting to kick myself. “Weren’t you?”

His eyelids drop, his big chest lifting in a heavy breath. He nods once.

“I’m sorry for running away.”

“I understand.” I’ve never had anyone look at me the way Jerimiah does. Like I’m a new species of flower he’s desperate to pluck out of the ground and examine, but he’s clearly holding himself back from following through. With one final, long look in my direction, he turns his back to the crowd, determination in the lines of his strong body. “I’m going to fix it for you.”

“No, you’re not.”

God help me. When he turns his head and gives me a look that says, oh yeah, sweetheart? I fall flat out in love with Jerimiah. I skid straight into a home plate made of daisies right there in front of an audience of hundreds. Wearing a stupid turquoise dress. I was already in love with the gentle giant, but that show of stubbornness seals the deal. It speaks to mine and they marry together as perfectly as peanut butter and jelly.

Which, of course, is scary. Really scary. Because I’ve already decided things won’t work between us. I can’t be selfish and have him all for myself without taking Natalie into consideration. What would she want? Deep down, I know there’s something unhealthy about needing approval from my sister, but I don’t know how to stop without saying goodbye to her.

Jerimiah goes back to painting and I stoop down, snatching up the closest brush. “You’re doing it again. Trying to get acceptance from your friends by doing their dirty work.” I jab the brush into a can full of sky-blue paint. “I’m not letting you.”

“I’m not budging.”

“Me either.” My chin goes up. “You don’t even know what the mural is supposed to look like. You only saw it in the dark last night and you didn’t show up yesterday—”

“I did show up. Late.” He catches my gaze and holds it. “I was in the dean’s office, but I came. You were gone. I remember everything about it, though. Mostly your section.”

It takes gallons of willpower not to drop the brush and climb into his arms. Jerimiah came. He didn’t blow me off or regard me as an insignificant kegger hookup. With him standing in front of me, looking so sturdy and intense and honest, I wonder where I got the nerve to doubt him. “Why were you in the dean’s office?”

He stares off over my shoulder. “You look very pretty in that dress, Birdie.”

“A-are you stalling?” I say, totally breathless over his gruff compliment.

“Yes. You’re not going to like why I was with the dean.” He sighs and continues painting. “I took the blame for having beer at the party. I wish I hadn’t done it. I’d already decided to stop covering for everyone before they ruined your mural. And now I just want to kill them with my bare hands.”

A corner of my mouth ticks up. “So now they do have a reason to think you’re scary?”

“Yeah.” A muscle rises and falls in his throat. “You were crying.”

“I’ll deny it in court. No jury will believe you.” He grunts—and oh my God, the deep, resonant sound makes my vagina clench. Who knew? “If you’re dead set on re-painting this mural, I have a picture on my phone.” I fish it out of my dress pocket with my free hand and pull up the most recent picture. As he looks it over, I take the opportunity to study him. “What made you decide to stop letting your friends take advantage?”

He’s quiet for a moment. “I met someone who thought I deserved better. Made it easier for me to believe that could be true.”

“Oh.” I bite my lips to hide my smile. “That’s cool.”

For the next hour, we paint in companionable silence. And I mean companionable. Most of the time, I hate extended silences and rush to fill them with nonsense or random observations, but I don’t feel the need to do that around Jerimiah. Silence is his natural state and it gives me the freedom to live in my own thoughts. Which are almost entirely about him. How he’s a terrible artist but doesn’t hesitate to attempt pink roses and the cerulean pond. His birds actually look like road kill. I notice the fit of his jeans, too. The tree trunk thickness of his thighs, the muscular cords that aren’t hidden whatsoever by the denim. He catches me staring at them and tilts his head as if surprised someone finds inhuman strength attractive.

Apparently this girl does.

I wish I’d worn leggings or something. This dress makes me feel sexually vulnerable and I’m too emotionally vulnerable for that. As we paint, I intentionally avoid my section of the mural that once depicted two branches growing from the same trunk, representing me and Natalie. It was hard enough painting it the first time, but doing it twice?

With a deep breath, I turn around to find the crowd has dispersed, except for a few lingering lookie-loos. It’s early afternoon and the sky has turned to charcoal, some ominous clouds beginning to move in overhead.

“Looks like rain,” Jerimiah says without taking his attention off the horrible lily pad he’s painting. “I wonder if my game tonight will be canceled.”

“The dean didn’t sideline you?”

Jerimiah shakes his head, brow furrowing.

“You wish he’d made you sit out, don’t you?” I scrutinize his profile. “Even if you didn’t do the crime, you want to serve the time.”

“I just think someone should. No one is paying for this crime, either.”

“You are, Jerimiah.”

His laughs under his breath. “You think spending time with you is a punishment, Birdie?” A beat passes. “I spent yesterday worried I might never find you. Then last night…you were crying. Thinking the worst of me. I wouldn’t move from this spot for anything. Not with you smiling and talking to me. This is the furthest thing from a punishment I could get.”

“Jerimiah.” I have to swallow several times. “I don’t know what this is, but…”

He turns to me and waits.

“Let’s be friends, okay?” Unerringly, my eyes stray to the branches of the mural that are mostly covered in white paint, and Jerimiah follows my line of vision, frowning. “Can you just be my friend for now?”

His attention returns to me, and I can tell he has questions, but he only nods firmly. “I am your friend,” he says. “And I’m going to be more, when you’re ready.”

With that, he returns to painting.

He said when. Not if.

Why does that confidence make my panties so damp? I blow out a breath and go back to working on my pond, viewing the vivid color through a lens of horniness.

“Did you eat breakfast, Birdie?”

“Um…” Shoot. I can hear my brother growling at me all the way from Florida. “No. I’ve been kind of distracted.”

Jerimiah throws me some worried side eye and crouches down to rummage through his backpack. I watch with a tight throat as he removes a sugar-free breakfast bar and a can of Diet Coke. “I know you’re not supposed to drink juice, unless your blood sugar is low—”

“That’s perfect,” I interrupt breathlessly, watching as he stows the paintbrush under his arm and unwraps the bar, handing it over. “Did you bring…this stuff for me?”

He shrugs. “I was hoping you’d show up sooner or later, either to yell at me or let me apologize. I wanted to be prepared either way.” He eyes my purse where I’ve left it on the ground. “You need to check your blood sugar first, right?”

“Yes.” He holds my brush as I go through the quick, practiced motions of pricking my fingers and leaving a tiny sample on the test strip. There’s a beep and the number blinks up at me. Eight-seven. “I’m good to go. Thank you,” I whisper, hitting the buttons that will send the correct amount of insulin to my pump. “That was really thoughtful.”

And seriously, I’m not sure my defenses can take too many more hits from this man. Already he’s disarmed me by trying to repair the mural damage. Now he’s brought me a diabetic-friendly breakfast and I’m gasping for air on the battlefield croaking requests for a medic.

“Um.” I replace my meter in my purse and take a huge bite of the breakfast bar, swallowing. “W-was it your dream to play college football?”

“I like the sport. I wouldn’t say it was a dream.” He shifts beside me and touches his brush back to the wall. “I’ve always wanted to coach, but…”

“But what?”

“Well, I don’t talk much. Coaching requires a lot of it.”

“You talk the normal amount.”

“To you, Birdie. Just to you.”

Okay, he’s making it really hard to stand by that whole let’s be friends business. “Well, we’ll keep practicing and it’ll get easier. With other people.” His thighs flex and I try not to make it obvious that I’m staring, wondering what that slide of muscle would feel like against my palm. “If you want to coach, you should coach.”

It’s almost visible, the way Jerimiah seems to tuck that away for further review later. “Why are you painting every corner of this mural except your own?” He tucks his tongue into his cheek. “Seems you would know that section best of all.”

“I do. I know it by heart.”

There’s a rumble overhead and we both look up at the darkening clouds. He raises an eyebrow at me, I shrug and we keep working. But the conversation we were having before lingers between us unfinished. I’ve spoken to Jason and Naomi a lot about Natalie, but I’ve never let them all the way in. I’m not sure what holds me back from telling them I’m living halfway for her, but whatever that hesitation is called, I don’t seem to have it with Jerimiah.

“The tree I painted has two branches. One for me. One for my sister.” I hear droplets of rain begin to land on the pavement behind me, but thankfully none of them reach the mural, thanks to the decent overhang above us. “Everything I do…she kind of comes along with me, you know? I’m still taking her into consideration. If she were still here, she would be doing the same for me.”

There’s enough sympathy in Jerimiah’s eyes to fill the clouds above. “How?”

“She didn’t wake up.” I give a jerky shrug. “She went to bed healthy, so there’s no way to be satisfied with any explanation. Sudden Death Syndrome.” I force myself to smile. “Very in character for Natalie. She was really into drama.”

I feel Jerimiah’s lips in my hair and the turbulence inside me stills, like the smoothing of ocean water after a wave passes. “I feel her around when you talk. I’m sorry we can’t see her.”

The wind rushes out of me. “Thank you. For saying the exact perfect thing.” I use my wrist to swipe the dampness from beneath my eye. “How do you do that?”

“‘They should be scared by their lack of good judgment.’ You said that to me.” His fingers trace my cheek, gently turning me to face him. “You’re not so bad at saying the right thing. Remembering that made it a lot easier to paint a shitty rainbow in front of two hundred people.”

My laugh is watery and lacking in oxygen. How am I not levitating right now?

Jerimiah drops the paintbrush in his free hand, stepping closer. I see in my peripheral vision that we’re alone now, the rain having driven the students away—and then I see nothing but him. Blue eyes that brim with tenderness and a definite edge of heat. A rough-cut jaw. My name on his lips. If I let myself, I think I could float up to meet his mouth in a kiss, but there is still one strand of my reservations keeping me planted on the ground. In limbo.

“One of the offense coaches is retiring this year,” Jerimiah says. “Since I graduate this year and I don’t think I’ll fit into a cubicle…or a desk for that matter…I was thinking of applying. Sticking with football, but in a way I like better.” He sifts his fingers into my hair, seeming fascinated by the texture. “I don’t want to go somewhere where I can’t practice talking with my friend.”

“Talking,” I whisper. “Practice. Right.”

Jerimiah’s gaze drops to my mouth and his jaw bunches.

That strand holding me to the ground frays a little more, more, before snapping. “There are other things we could practice. Just to help each other out. You know, as friends. And all.”

His chest shudders. “Like what?”

The words are barely out of his mouth before I go up on my toes, his mouth coming down to meet mine halfway…


Chapter Four


Jerimiah

I don’t know a lot about women. Or friendship. But I’m pretty sure Birdie isn’t kissing me like a buddy. And thank God for that. I can’t help wanting to be every last thing to this girl, including her friend, but I don’t want our relationship to end there. As she goes up on her tip toes and couches my swelling cock between our bellies, relief collides with my lust. No, she wants me the way a woman wants a man. But there’s something in the way. I feel that, too.

Stop and talk to her about it, pleads a voice in the back of my head. I’m too addicted to her kisses, though. Too consumed by the feel of her body plastering itself to mine. Our size difference is so vast that one of my hands spans half of her back, my fingertips brushing the flare of her ass—and when she whimpers and rolls her hips, I allow myself to grip those tight cheeks in my hands and massage them roughly, the hem of her dress getting gathered up with the movements. And when my knuckles graze her bare backside, her eager mouth tells me it’s okay to explore. To learn the texture of her bottom, then knead it and make it mine.

That’s what she is. Mine. There’s no question when we’re together. The way she looks at me when we break apart for oxygen is proof enough. She’s as lost in this mental and physical attraction as I am, but she’s a lot more scared to stay here indefinitely.

“Birdie—”

She presses our mouths together with a lot more ease this time, and I realize I’ve lifted her off the ground, leaving her feet dangling a good foot above the concrete. “There’s a spot behind the wall,” she whispers, pressing her lips to my chin, my cheeks. “Take me where no one will see what you do to me.”

That need to find out what’s holding her back from me is still mighty, but my sexual urges have been unmet for so long. They were manageable until I met Birdie and now, I swear to God, it feels like I’m going to die if I don’t bury my cock inside of her. At the very least, I need my tongue between her thighs. I need. I just need to fulfill her so damn bad and I need the pressure between my legs to go away. She’s the only one who can do it, so I find myself forgetting the unsaid words and striding behind the wall we’ve been painting, groaning at the way she shifts around on my dick, her thighs rasping around my hips like a taunt.

There’s a thick copse of trees behind the mural wall and she was right, there’s no way to be seen here. Not with the campus deserted, everyone hiding from the rain. As I’ve rounded the wall, Birdie’s dress has gotten wet and it clings to her now, revealing a lack of bra and her sweet, hard nipples. My body knows what it wants to do, but I’ve never had sex, so while I want to throw her up against the cinderblock and suck her tits until she comes, I don’t know if that’s right. Or if it’ll give her an orgasm.

“I know,” she says unevenly in my ear, turning my head until we’re making eye contact, her brown sugar eyes dazed, pupils dilated. “I know it’s your first time. Will you trust me?”

I’m already nodding. “I just want it to be good for you.”

Her expression is pure exasperation. “Can you not feel me shaking, Jerimiah? I’m trying to wait until you’re inside me to—” She buries her face in the crook of my shoulder and laughs. “Maybe I should keep you in the dark about how hot you make me.”

My balls tighten at that admission. “Why would you do that?”

“You might start wielding yourself as a weapon,” she says, moaning when I use my hold on her ass to grind her lower body against mine. “A-and that’s not very friendly, friend.”

My confidence grows with every word out of her mouth. The blood pumps in my veins as I scrape my teeth up the side of her neck. “Friends don’t fuck in public during a rainstorm?” I punch my hips up once. Twice. “That’s too bad. I guess we’ll have to stop being friends while I’m sinking in and out of your pussy.”

Her thighs jerk around. “Not fair. Don’t throw in dirty talk on top of everything else.”

“On top,” I breathe against her mouth, visions of Birdie riding me filling my head. “That sounds about right.”

Birdie must agree with me, because she unhooks her legs from around my hips and slides down my body, planting both hands on my chest. “Do you care about your clothes?”

“I care about you a whole lot more.”

Her rain-dappled features go soft for a moment, then she’s guiding me to the damp soil. My back presses to the wall and Birdie straddles my lap, our mouths meeting on an urgent groan, the sound camouflaged by the rumbling storm. Yeah, all of this is urgent as hell. Her pussy is a soft, giving weight pushing down on my dick, writhing, writhing up and back—and I would be letting out a string of impolite curses if my mouth wasn’t kissing the sweetest mouth on the planet. I don’t need to kiss a single other one to know I’ve found it. Right here. It’s Birdie’s.

“I’m going to unzip your jeans,” she murmurs, easing back onto my outstretched thighs. Her teeth sink into her lower lip as she follows through, her tits rising and falling rapidly. For me. She’s breathing heavy for me. I’m still in the midst of being stunned by that reality when her fist wraps around my cock and I almost come, my back arching violently. “Oh my God. That’s so hot,” she says in a rush, watching me tunnel in and out of her grip. “You’re so hot. So big here.”

I don’t believe it when she slides back even farther and leans down, swiping her tongue across the tip of my erection. My fingers bury themselves in the wet earth, the muscles in my neck straining hard to keep from shouting. “Birdie, I need to last for you.” My body heaves. I have no control over it. “Please. Please.”

Am I begging her to stop or keep going? I have no idea. My hips push off the ground toward her mouth, even though I’m commanding them to stop. I want to stay hard until she’s satisfied, but the hot sensation of her tongue sliding down my inches, her teeth lightly catching on my ridges? I think I’d trade ten years of my life for the pure fucking pleasure of it.

Wait. No…no, now that I’ve found this girl, I want to keep all the years I have left. Look at her. She knows I can’t take too much of her mouth, so she’s sliding back up to my lap with total lust, total understanding. Jesus Christ, how did I get this lucky?

“I want you so bad,” she whispers against my mouth, her hand riding up and down the length of my cock. “A-am I…is this what you want?”

How is it possible she has a single doubt that I’ve lost my mind over her? I wipe my dirty hands off on my jeans and hold the sides of her face. “You told me you felt something in the kitchen. The night we met.” I kiss her softly, rubbing our tongues together. “That was me handing you my heart. You felt the weight of it. You knew. Give me yours now.”

The fear is still there in her gorgeous eyes. I can see it. But for the moment, she lets it go. She presses our mouths together, kissing me as I remove the condom from my wallet and cover myself with unpracticed fingers. With the rain trickling down through the trees and catching on her eyelashes, she takes me inside her tight body, slipping down to the root of my cock with tiny gasps, her fingernails breaking the skin on my shoulder straight through my shirt. Unbelievable pressure gathers in my belly and the base of my spine twists painfully with every inch she takes.

“Jerimiah.”

My name comes strangled from her throat when she’s fully seated and I can’t help it, can’t help it. I’m already jerking her hips up and back on my lap, rolling my lower body at the same time. Oh fuck. Fuck. She feels so good, I can barely stand it. If I don’t slow down, this is going to be over fast and I don’t want that. If I had my way, I’d keep myself in pain for hours just to watch her ride me, but that’s not a possibility with my body is speeding toward release. I plant my open mouth against her shoulder and groan her name—and she understands.

“Slow, slow…slow,” she says shakily, reaching down to remove my death grip on her hips. I’m still levering my hips involuntarily, incapable of stopping the perfect, torturous grind of our sexes, but I’m no longer moving her like a rag doll. She takes my hands and guides them under her dress, urging them higher until my hands are cupping her tits. Her little nipples spear my palms, she goes up on her knees and circles her hips, taking my dick in degrees, and I almost lose control again. Until she whispers my name against my mouth, rubbing our foreheads together. “Slow down and think about how I feel.”

“I can’t think of anything else,” I pant, thumbing her nipples and watching her eyes roll back in her head. “You’re small and hot and slippery. When I’m deep as I can go, your little pussy muscles seize up and make me want to throw you down on your back and pump myself even deeper.”

Her exhale rushes over my mouth. “Tell me how you really feel.”

I almost tell her I love her, right then and there. How could I do anything else when she calls to my heart, head and the basest parts of my hunger at the same time? I won’t lose her by pressing too hard too soon, though. We have forever. I have to believe that. My sanity depends on it. “Please, beautiful.” I pinch her nipples lightly. “Need to get a taste of these.”

“Yes.”

As soon as permission is granted, I lift the front of the dress up to her neck—and I almost come at the sight of her pink, puckered up nipples. “Christ, beautiful. So pretty. Fuck me while I suck on them. Please. Please.”

Birdie nods vigorously and arches her back, her body undulating on my lap, tempting the end of my willpower with every slick side of her pussy up and down my erection. She moves slow, but Jesus, so effectively, forcing me to experience the way our bodies fit together, ease apart, fit together. I even hear the shift of moisture between us as I lean in and wrap my mouth as far as it will go around her right tit. I take as much as I can, sucking, leaving her covered in moisture as I flick my tongue against her nipple.

“Oh, that’s so good. Jerimiah. Oh God.”

My sucking mouth keeps her dress lifted while my hands drop to her ass. It bucks now, letting me know how hot it makes her when I use my mouth on her tits. So I’ll do it forever. I’ll suck them any time she needs it. I’m rougher than I should be when I take hold of those writhing cheeks and lift, grind, lift, grind. Birdie releases a closed-mouth scream against my lips, and her pussy clasps me tight, her walls bearing down and giving me no choice but to thrust, thrust, humping her into the air and letting her slap back down on my lap. Over and over. I’m going to come. There’s nothing in the world that could stop me. Fuck, she’s so perfect. So warm and giving and snug and belonging to me.

I’ve never been possessive over another human being and maybe that’s why it rises up so completely now, as if it has been waiting in the wings all along. Waiting for this girl. This moment. She suctions her mouth to mine and whimpers, as if she senses how badly I need to make a claim. An irreversible one. There’s no holding back or watering down how I feel about Birdie, the kind of man she’s woken up won’t allow half measures. I barely recognize myself as I swat her backside and clamp my teeth down on her lower lip, but something clicks into place between us. It’s a dramatic homecoming and she orgasms her way through it, moaning and baring down on my cock, her legs trembling around my hips.

“Yes, Jerimiah. Yes.”

“Yes to being my girl?”

She nods into my neck, gasping, her fingers twisting in my T-shirt.

“And I’m your man, Birdie. Not going to ask for a yes on that—it’s true whether you say it or not. I’m fucking yours,” I say into her ear. “I’ll paint your walls and fuck your body and kick down every door in your way. Just be mine.”

“I’m yours.”

The sweetest words I’ve ever known are muffled by my shoulder, but I hear them. They pass through me like a bolt of lightning and make a bonfire out of my heart. The love inside me and the pleasure riding me into the ground combine forces—and something breaks loose inside me. My lower body jolts, stomach shuddering. A bellow gathers in my throat as pleasure I didn’t even know was possible takes me over in cresting waves. It hurts. It hurts the way my balls wrench up before emptying and I lose vision, my arms wrapping around Birdie to keep me grounded. Violent, blissful ripples travel through the deepest parts of my manhood and Birdie rides me through every one, whispering in my ear praise I never expected but needed. Yeah, I think I needed it.

“You big, gorgeous man. So good inside me. So deep. Come so hard for me, Jerimiah.”

That roar I’ve been trying to trap inside me busts loose and I tip my head back to let it out, yanking Birdie forward on my cock, needing to give her body that final spurt of pleasure/pain. And then I collapse back against the wall, rain falling on my face as Birdie snuggles close on my chest, our bodies still joined until I remember to exercise safety and shift my hips, sucking in a breath as my still-at-half-mast dick slips free. My arms close around her automatically, she sighs my name and I can’t believe I have the privilege of holding her.

It takes a good few minutes for her to tense up and I sense maybe Birdie is still fighting a battle to keep her distance from me. But I’m not going anywhere. I let her know that by rubbing circles into her back, massaging her scalp…until she falls fast asleep on top of me.

Hating the idea of waking her up, I do realize we can’t stay here forever.

“Birdie. Beautiful,” I murmur in her ear. “Which building are you in? I want to take you home to sleep.”

When she sighs back her dorm location and room number amongst mutterings about beauty pageant costumes, I ease my guilt by swearing I won’t show up at her dorm uninvited.

Starting tomorrow.

I pick Birdie up in my arms and tuck her face into my chest, using my body as a shield from the rain as I carry her back to her dorm. When I knock on her door, her roommate slaps a hand over her mouth to trap a shriek.

“Is she dead?” the roommate whispers.

Those words alone make my heart plummet, but I manage a tight head shake. “Sleeping.” Ignoring the girl’s obvious trepidation, I step into the room and place Birdie on the bed covered in rumpled black sheets, knowing without confirmation that it’s hers. There’s a picture perched on her small nightstand depicting Birdie and two adults—one bearded man and a petite blonde woman—in scuba gear. Another photo sits beside the first, of Birdie and a girl who looks a lot like her, save some major differences. Birdie’s eyes are quiet with a thousand thoughts behind them and her sister is throwing herself in front of the camera like a sacrifice. For all their differences, it’s obvious they love each other very much.

In front of the picture, there’s some loose change, some round-rimmed sunglasses and a notebook…with my name doodled in the margins.

At least forty times.

It’s a wonder the pounding of my heart doesn’t wake her up.

She might be scared of what’s happening between us, but not too scared to consider me. To think of me. I leave her sleeping to go to finish the mural, then I head to my football game with a chest filled with hope. And not a small amount of fear that Birdie is stubborn enough to let her fear win.


Chapter Five


Birdie

It’s dark when I wake up.

My hands fly to my boobs because the last thing I remember is having them plastered against Jerimiah’s chest and mooning over how good it felt. As far as I can tell, he is not in this pitch-black room with me, but I turn on the lamp and search anyway, as if my six-foot-a-thousand lover might have accomplished the impossible feat of hiding himself.

Nope, though. Not here.

My hands drop to the sheets bunched in my lap, unable to tell if I’m relieved or disappointed. Oh yeah, right, Birdie. Stop lying.

Fine. If he were here, I’d be cuddling him like a giant teddy bear. I’ve never fallen asleep so easily in my life and I must have slumbered through being carried back to my dorm and put to bed like a toddler. And I know why, too. During that stolen time with Jerimiah behind the mural, I escaped my own head. Thoroughly and completely. My usual insecurities didn’t exist. I was absorbed in Jerimiah and the way our bodies moved like they’d been crafted from the same mold. Designed to please the other. My sore muscles and the still-sensitive flesh between my legs is proof of that. While Jerimiah was inside me, I was lost to everything but him. Us.

Not once did I think about how my own desires were selfish.

Weren’t they, though?

This afternoon with Jerimiah was the longest I’ve gone without thinking of Natalie. Or considering what she would want. I let her go for so, so long.

I pull in a deep breath and hold it, closing my eyes and conjuring her image. It’s alarming to be disconnected from her for an extended length of time. I don’t think I’ve gone longer than a matter of minutes since she died and I’m immediately relieved when I can visualize her. Tension follows, though. Rapidly. The calm I fell asleep and woke with is gone and all I can do is let the strain overtake me. The strain of keeping both of us alive, fighting to do it. If I hadn’t been so thoroughly robbed of the tension, I might never have noticed its severity.

“It’s not good,” I whisper, glancing over at her picture frame. “She wouldn’t want this, would she?”

No, she wouldn’t. Natalie was a tension reliever by nature. Always dancing, always forcing everyone to join in family game nights and impromptu plays she made up in her head.

Those memories of her are how I should keep her alive. Not by denying myself happiness on her behalf. I’m tarnishing the person she was by only reaching halfway for what I want. What I need.

Who I need.

“Jerimiah.”

With a hiccup, I throw my legs over the side of the bed, searching the dim room for something wearable. Realizing I’m sticky from sex, I make a frustrated sound, grab my shower caddy and truck it to the bathroom. It’s empty for once, which is weird. The dorm bathroom is usually Grand Central Station. Where is everyone?

Football game.

They’re at the football game.

I should be there, too. This man who’s come to mean so much to me in a short space of time is on the field and I’m not there to support him. Even worse, he doesn’t know that I’m all in on this relationship. For chrissakes, I told him I wanted to be friends.

“Idiot,” I mutter, washing the shampoo out of my hair. My heart remains in my throat the whole time I dry off and throw on something from my roommate’s closet, because I have nothing clean and desperate times call for desperate measures. Which is how I come to be running across campus in a denim romper and combat boots. God help me if I have to pee.

My wet hair whips out behind me as I traverse the quad, sprinting in the direction of the stadium and my path takes me past the mural. I don’t plan on stopping at first, but something catches my eye and I slow to stop, my heart galloping in my ears.

My section of the mural has been repainted. Terribly. That’s how I know it’s Jerimiah’s work. He has painted the two tree branches that represent me and Natalie, but there’s a difference. Instead of climbing alongside one another, never joining, they’ve merged into one stronger branch and a pink flower has blossomed at the top.

A small sound leaves my mouth and I brace a hand against my chest.

I can honor Natalie’s memory by being stronger, like two branches joined. Taking the bond we shared and making it something new and beautiful. Something uniquely mine. Maybe I’ll join the sorority, maybe I won’t. But it will have to be my decision. Every decision I make will be mine, starting now.

I put a hand on the wall, right on top of the blossom, and I finally, finally, let my sister go in peace. She’ll never leave me, but I’m giving myself permission to grow into something of my own making.

A cheer livens the evening air and I glance ahead to where the stadium sits, glowing like a beacon. I’ve never been to a college football game and I have no idea what to expect. Definitely not shirtless men in red body paint chanting on their way through the security line, the scent of beer and barbeque clinging to their skin. Impatience claws at me while waiting for the people in front of me to purchase tickets. The sounds coming from the other side of the enormous curved wall tell me the game is already well underway. I don’t even have a plan once I get inside. I can’t exactly rush the field, but this urgency to see Jerimiah is fierce. Without even telling him very much about Natalie, he saw right inside me. He knew exactly what I needed to feel liberated without the guilt and I can’t wait to tell him. To hold him and be seen by him.

Because I see him, too.

As soon as I get inside and clear the tunnel, there he is on the sideline, towering several inches above everyone. His shoulder pads transform him from a giant to a freaking Transformer. Where his teammates never seem to stop moving with nervous energy, he remains completely still, his hands hanging from the neckline of his jersey, waiting for his turn on the field. And damn, those pants make his butt look amazing. Good enough to bite.

Might have to follow through on that.

I plop into a seat in the stands without taking my eyes off him and realize our team is losing. Tension sneaks into Jerimiah’s shoulders when the other team kicks an extra point and I know he can’t help feeling responsible. He might have decided to stop covering for his bonehead housemates, but he still can’t help feeling the weight of responsibility. Can’t help wanting others to succeed. If only there was a way for him to do that at less cost to himself.

An idea flips a switch in my head and I smile, the vibration of anticipation buzzing up my arms. Jerimiah helped me conquer my own struggle today and I want to return the favor. And more than anything, I want him to know I’ll be here after the game, waiting for him, whether he wins or loses. Even if he tells me he has webbed toes. I’m here, rain or shine.

“Hey,” I say to the group beside me, nodding at the obviously last-minute signs they’re holding up over their heads. “You wouldn’t happen to have a spare Sharpie, would you?”

“Yeah.” One of the girls digs in her purse, never taking her eyes off the field. “You need poster board? My boyfriend misspelled the word defense. If you don’t care that everyone sitting behind us will assume you’re an idiot, you can use the other side.”

“I’ve been called worse. Thanks.”

Several minutes later, I hold the makeshift sign face down in my lap, my knees bouncing beneath it. Jerimiah is out on the field, and holy shit, I’m suddenly into football. He’s just so impressive. Every time he tackles someone, everyone around me winces and I want to yell that’s my man! Who am I anymore? I don’t know. I do know that we’re still losing and Jerimiah is growing more and more frustrated by the second, but he’s saying nothing. Just listening and executing. Listening and executing, like the reliable human being he is.

Even I can see their strategy isn’t working, though, and I know more about astrophysics than I know about football.

When Jerimiah jogs off the field, I bite my lip and stand, holding up the sign I made. Someone behind me yells, “Defense is spelled with an S!” But I ignore him and peek beneath the poster board, hoping that against all odds, Jerimiah looks up and sees what I’ve written—

And he has.

My heart stutters in my chest when I see him stopped at the edge of the field, his head tilted, hands limp at his sides. As he watches, I turn and let the crowd see the front of the sign and get a lot of whistles and cheering in response. In bold, black Sharpie, I’ve written, “Number ninety-nine is all mine.” A week ago, I would have cringed over seeing someone hold this exact same sign, but here I am. I’m leaping out of my comfort zone, the same way Jerimiah did by painting with no artistic ability in front of his peers, even though he was uncomfortable with being the center of attention.

When I turn back to the field, Jerimiah removes his helmet and smiles up at me. It’s the most genuine, beautiful smile I’ve ever witnessed and there’s no help for it now. I’m going to have his children someday. The deal has been sealed.

I don’t expect what happens next. There is a game in progress and thousands of people are here watching. Maybe I should have expected Jerimiah to drop his helmet and stride toward me, though, his long legs making quick work of the distance between us. The closer he gets, the more anxious I am to be in his arms, though, so as soon as he’s within a few feet of the front row, I drop the sign and run down the stairs.

“Can I just—”

“Yes,” Jerimiah calls back, nodding at a transfixed security guard.

“Seriously, just…jump over?”

“If you don’t, I’m coming to get you.”

“Oh my God.” I throw a leg over the barrier and fix him with a look. “Not a word about the romper.”

Jerimiah is laughing when I land against his chest. He’s sweaty as hell, but ask me if I care. I press my cheek to his shoulder and let him almost crack my ribs with a hug.

“I’m yours, huh?” he breathes into my hair.

“Yup.”

“And you’re mine, Birdie.”

It’s not a question, but I answer anyway. “That’s right.”

I feel his fingers slide into my hair and tilt my face up—and then he’s kissing me. Not innocently, either. If there are kids in the stands, their mothers definitely cover their eyes. With my toes dangling several inches above the grass, Jerimiah lays one on me and my lips open to receive his tongue. I’m barely conscious of the crowd hooting and whistling because there’s so much promise in what he does to me. That moment we share.

I never expected to find my forever so soon, but here Jerimiah is, telling me in no uncertain terms that we’re going to face the future together—and I’m telling him yes.

With a low sound of regret, Jerimiah breaks the kiss, pressing his lips softly to my forehead before lifting me back into the stands.

“Have you eaten?” he asks, his brow creasing with concern.

My expression is pure guilt.

Jerimiah shakes his head. “Help me take care of the girl I’m in love with.”

My heart is so heavy, I’m surprised it doesn’t tumble right out of me. “Okay, I will. Promise.” My laughter is watery. “I love you back. I don’t care if it’s crazy.”

With joy, disbelief…and a growing confidence, Jerimiah turns back toward the field and impossibly, he walks even taller than before. He picks up his helmet and swings it back onto his head upon reaching the sidelines and the command that rips out of him drops a hush over the crowd. His teammates stop what they’re doing and listen—and Jerimiah leads them to a win while I munch on a hot dog.

He helped me find my independence.

I helped him find his voice.

And the years to come are brighter than the stadium lights.


Epilogue


Birdie

Play it cool, Birdie.

Stop checking out your boyfriend every nine seconds.

Trying to be a casual ogler, I recline the passenger seat of Jerimiah’s truck and turn toward him sideways, stacking my hands beneath my cheek. I sigh, as if groggy from sleep, then crack an eyelid. Oh, and then there’s a long, drawn out, blissful sigh—silent, because I’m playing it super cool—over the picture he makes driving, the world whizzing past his stoic profile. I’ve never seen him drive before. We’ve been dating for two weeks and since we both live on campus, we walk everywhere.

To my dorm room, where he kisses me at the door, before saying good night.

To his frat house, where I kiss him at the door, before saying good night.

Bottom line: We’re really sick of saying good night.

There are rules—and roommates—that make it impossible for me and Jerimiah to spend the night in the same bed. Turns out, two weeks was our limit on that bullshit. This morning, I woke up and found him standing outside my door, car keys in hand. He swept me with that impatient, I need forever to start now look, and said, “Let’s go meet your brother and Naomi. I need permission to ask you to live with me off-campus.”

“What?” I’d shrieked like a dumbass. Then, “Okay, let me pack.”

So here we are. I’m mooning over my boyfriend across the truck’s console and no one could blame me. He’s like a big, beefy warrior with mighty fists and forearms…and male anatomy to match. My God. I was Jerimiah’s first lover and he’s already hit expert level. He knows how to use that thing now, so yeah, I’m mooning. I’m mush. I’m in love.

I love him so much, it’s scary.

It blows my mind how long this incredible human was hiding in plain sight. Yes, we are insanely compatible in the physical love department, but this connection we have reaches far past that. We care for each other, we encourage each other. I’ve told him things that I never thought I’d tell another living soul. My deepest fears about my diabetes, regrets I’ve been harboring about my sister, tentative hopes for the future. It’s like the moment we met, my heart carved out a nook for Jerimiah and he fit himself inside of it and my thoughts were transferred to him. He knows me. He knows me so well in such a short time, and while people will call us crazy for moving in together after two weeks, they can’t know how absolutely vital and natural it is for us to be in the same place at the same time.

We need each other in every sense of the word.

Like I know if I asked him to pull the truck over—right here and now—just so I could sit on his lap in the silence for a while, he wouldn’t even question it. He would provide that perfect, sweet solace for me, knowing I’m here to give it to him in return. I definitely don’t need solace right now, though. I’m freakishly content. That should scare me, right? It doesn’t. I’m feel more like myself than I ever have in my life.

“I texted Naomi to tell her we’re coming,” I say. “She’d never forgive me if I didn’t give her time to perfect a signature drink for our visit.”

Jerimiah’s lips twitch. “Did she tell your brother we’re coming?”

“No.” I smile against my folded hands. “But I asked her to make sure Jason is holding the baby when we arrive. He’ll look a lot less terrifying with my nephew in a sling around his chest.”

Briefly, he glances over at me. “Do you think I’m terrified?”

“You don’t seem to be.” My brow knits. “Why is that? I’m probably going to have a panic attack when I meet your parents.”

He glances over with an alarmed expression.

“Not an actual panic attack,” I say softly. “I’ll just be nervous.”

His big body relaxes. “I’ll admit to being kind of worried. That your brother won’t be on board with us moving in together. You’ve only been at school for a month and…” He expels a breath and shoots his reflection a glance in the rearview mirror. “I’m not exactly Prince Charming.”

“Prince Charming was a chump. Wreck-It Ralph is more my type.”

Jerimiah’s laugh makes me sigh like a lovesick fool. “Lucky for me.”

“I’m the lucky one,” I murmur, reaching over to rest a hand on his thigh, my body tingling over the way his muscles shift beneath my palm.

“Birdie.”

I shiver over the way he rumbles my name. “Yes?”

“What do you need from me?”

This is what I love most about Jerimiah. His directness. I never have to guess with him. He doesn’t play games, he doesn’t lie, he doesn’t procrastinate. Not when it comes to me, anyway. He decides what needs to be said or done and goes to town. I’ve always played my emotions close to the vest, but direct is the only way I know how to communicate with him, too. As if we’ve stumbled upon the only other person in the world that speaks this one language. “I don’t need anything.” Noticing the way his huge thighs shift on the seat, my tongue escapes to wet my lips. “Not right this second, anyway,” I amend. “I was just wondering why you decided today was the day. To meet Jason and Naomi.”

“You miss them. Yesterday you couldn’t say either of their names without slumping afterward. ‘Naomi loves that book’.” Jerimiah lets out a big sigh and his shoulders droop. “Like that.”

My lips tug at one corner. “I didn’t notice I was doing it.”

Jerimiah grunts.

“Is my Eeyore impression the only reason?”

“You know it’s not, Birdie.” He slides me another one of those forever looks. “When you go home at night, it feels like I’m being separated from my heart. It’s hard to sleep empty.”

My breath rushes out, my fingers curling into the leather seat. “I hate it, too.”

“I know. That’s the worst part. Knowing it’s hard for you.”

I close my eyes and focus on the sound of my breathing. Sometimes the love between us is so intense, it’s an effort to keep my belly from flying away in the basket of a hot-air balloon.

“Was that too much?”

“No,” I say right away, my eyes popping open. “No matter what you say or do, it’ll always be the right amount.”

His throat muscles shift, fingers stretching on the wheel. “Do you want to pull over?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

The word is barely out of my mouth when Jerimiah turns off onto a rest stop. He drives around back of the public bathrooms, easing the truck into an empty spot and cutting the engine. We unclick our safety belts at the same time he reaches for me, but when I normally would have straddled his hips and buried my face in his neck or kissed him…I find myself shaking my head. Crossing over the console and sitting in his lap, facing the steering wheel, my thighs open and draped over his larger ones.

My back molds to his front automatically, his groan shifting the ends of my ponytail. That heavy, male part of him grows thick under my butt and I circle around on it, enjoying the feelings of being trapped between his big, strong body and the steering wheel.

“I doubt we’ll be allowed to sleep in the same room tonight,” I whisper, drawing my skirt up to my waist, leaving one less barrier between my bottom and Jerimiah’s erection. His hands slide under the hem of my shirt to find my breasts and I gasp, loving the confident way he touches me now. Playing with my nipples, pinching them lightly. “Maybe we should be together now. While we can.”

His hips lift and my mound presses against the bottom of the steering wheel, right there. Right over my clit. Zowie. “You know that won’t make me ache any less later.” He grinds me against the hard leather and I whimper, grabbing on to the wheel, hips tilting and flexing. “It might even make it worse, because I’ll still be fresh from your pussy. From feeling it, touching it, smelling it.”

My neck muscles slacken and I moan. “Does that mean you want to stop?”

Not even bothering to answer that stupid question, he reaches under my writhing backside and tugs down his zipper. “Push your panties to one side and work yourself down on me, beautiful,” Jerimiah rasps into my hair. “Until I can’t get any deeper. Give me what little room you’ve got.”

Instantly, I’m a hot mess. Who wouldn’t be when he’s huge, hot, ready and saying things like that? I have no choice but to find his thickness with a shaky hand, position it between my thighs and gasp as I sink down slowly, until my ass meets his lap and we’re both breathing heavily, our lower bodies joined together so completely.

“This is new,” his voice scrapes into my neck, his hands everywhere, riding up my throat, fisting my hair, smoothing down my thighs, squeezing my breasts. All the while, I sit on his lap and reel, so full I swear he’s occupying my stomach, my need multiplying with every rough, upward rock of his hips. “You don’t think I felt the way you’ve been watching me? You’ve needed me inside you since we left.”

I gasp as he pulls out halfway and pumps me full. “I can’t help watching you. You’re beautiful. You’re so beautiful,” I ramble through gritted teeth.

“If you’re the only one who ever believes that, baby, I’ll die happy. That’s all I’ll ever need.” His fingertips ride up my inner thighs, his middle one finding my clit and petting it lightly. And God, it’s such a turn on, the way he tries to be gentle with me because of our size difference. He can usually manage to hold back until the very end and I love that, too. When he’s lost control and needs to take. That time is growing close. I can tell by the way his hips are beginning to pump, lifting me and letting me smack back down, impaled to the hilt.

“Jerimiah. God God God.”

His finger presses tighter to my clit and jiggles it fast, the way I showed him. “You’re so tight and wet. Still can’t believe you give yourself to me like this. Christ, it feels so fucking good,” he rasps. “Next time, just say, ‘pull over and fuck me.’ Or lift your skirt and show me this pussy. I’ll find a way. I need you just as bad. Always, Birdie. Always.”

That thick male part of him butts up against my G-spot again, again, again—and I come with a whimper, clinging to the steering wheel for dear life. Relief sweeps me from head to toe, twisting and releasing my muscles, leaving them limp. Though my body is replete, I focus on staying in the moment with Jerimiah. I force my thighs wide and I ride his slippery erection up and down, savoring the grated curses and the way he holds me like a priceless artifact while pounding up into me like nobody’s business.

“Birdie,” he groans, ramming my hips up against the steering wheel, pressing me there as his muscular frame shakes and sticky moisture fills me. It’s a glorious feeling giving someone I love pleasure—almost as addictive as taking it for myself—and I lay my head back onto his shoulder and revel in his bliss, memorizing his slack jaw and the teeth marks on his lower lip.

“I love you,” I whisper, moments later. “Let’s go find out if we can live together.”

“I love you, too.” Still panting a little, he kisses me softly on the mouth. “And it’s not a matter of if. It’s a matter of when.”

Comforted, I turn on Jerimiah’s lap and let him stroke my hair until I start to get groggy. Half asleep, I’m only semi-aware of him climbing out of the truck with me in his arms, rounding the bumper and buckling me back into the passenger side. I fall asleep with a smile on my face.
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Jerimiah

Birdie wasn’t exaggerating.

Jason is one big, mean-mugging motherfucker.

Meaning, we’re roughly the same height and level of fear-inducing as we size each other up on the porch of his St. Augustine house. If there wasn’t a baby gurgling in the sling draped across his body, I might be less inclined to shake his hand, because he looks like he wants to break mine. I don’t blame him one bit. This is Birdie we’re talking about. I know what it’s like to want the best for her. To want her protected and happy.

I’ve mostly stopped hating what I see in the mirror, thanks to my girlfriend and the way she looks at me. Like I’m her hero. But old habits don’t die easily, so I’m very aware of what Jason sees. His little sister just showed up with a giant whose default expression is pretty intense—I’ve tried to remedy that and it’s not something I can control. Not to mention, I’m a senior and she’s been in college for five minutes.

Truthfully, I was ready to move in with her the night we met. I know that’s crazy. But if I hadn’t been worried about coming on too strong or scaring Birdie, I would have made this drive to St. Augustine much sooner. Jason can frown at me all he wants, but my soul mate is holding my hand with total trust so I already have the world. My goal is to make her world safer and I would go through fifteen Jasons to do that. I just need him to hear me out.

A blonde woman peeks her head around Jason’s waist, a flawless white smile taking up half of her face. “Don’t you worry, Jerimiah. He looked at me the same way when I showed up.”

“It’s true,” Birdie laughs. “He almost closed the door in her face.”

The color bleeds from Jason’s face. “Don’t remind me.”

“Imagine if Naomi had just gotten in her Range Rover and headed into the sunset,” Birdie continues, pursing her lips. “You would have missed out on getting to know what a great person she is. The last year never would have even happened—”

“I get where you’re going with this,” Jason grumbles.

“Good,” Birdie chirps. “That’s out of the way, now I can hug my nephew.”

“I want a hug first!” Naomi says, teary-eyed, squeezing past Jason to throw her arms around Birdie, leaving me and Jason to continue sizing each other up.

“My wife asked me to hold the baby on purpose,” Jason sighs, rubbing the infant’s bald head. “Lucky for you. I’m usually a lot more intimidating.” He squints one eye at me. “You’re not just here for a casual visit, are you?”

“No, sir.”

A muscle ticks in Jason’s jaw.

I hold out my hand.

He chews the idea over for a moment, but finally shakes it. “Naomi…”

“Right. Oh! Right.” Birdie’s blonde sister-in-law bounces back into the house, calling over her shoulder. “My husband knows I like to play a proper hostess. Just give me ten seconds…” Silence ticks past as we all stare at each other. “Okay come in!”

Jason steps aside to reveal Naomi holding a tray of what looks like lemonade in mason jars with little umbrellas sticking out of the ice. I bite the inside of my cheek and look down at Birdie, but she’s already patting me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s sugar-free, right, Naomi?”

“Yes, of course.”

I notice Jason watching me closely, but again, he’s rubbing circles onto the baby’s head, which really takes the bite out of his glare. “Birdie, come get Miles,” he says, dipping his bearded chin at me. “That’s the look of a man whose got something on his mind.”

“Jason Bristow,” Naomi says, the South twined around her words. “We’ve barely exchanged pleasantries and you’re already carting off our guest.”

“He’s right, ma’am,” I say, a picture of Birdie catching my eye from its place on the mantle. She’s on stage at what must be the beauty pageant she told me about—the one she competed in for her sister—speaking into a microphone and looking too gorgeous for words in a red dress. I wish I could go pick up the picture and examine every detail, but there’s too much on my mind that needs saying. “Thank you for the lemonade. But if you wouldn’t mind, I was hoping to speak with Mr. Bristow.”

Naomi sets down the tray of drinks, plucks one up and pushes it into my hand. “At least take it with you.” She lays a hand on my forearm and whispers to me out of the side of her mouth. “Don’t worry, Jerimiah. He’s all bluster.”

“I heard that,” Jason says, in the process of handing Birdie the baby boy, after which he gives his wife two, three, four lingering kisses, as if she might evaporate when he turns his back. “Come on. Let’s go talk in the kitchen. I have a feeling I’m going to need a beer for this.”

With a nod, I start to follow Jason out of the room, but Birdie intercepts me, laying her head on my shoulder for a moment. I stand there and let her, enjoying the sight of her holding a baby. Enjoying the way contentment rolls off of her, just from being around her family. If coming home makes her this happy, I’ll bring her here every weekend if I have to. I’m not sure how long we stand there, but Jason eventually clears his throat and Birdie straightens, giving me a long, encouraging look before returning to Naomi in the living room.

Jason and I enter the kitchen a moment later, and true to his word, Jason uncaps a beer at the refrigerator, pulling from the long, brown neck. “You want one?”

“No, sir.”

He sighs, jaw flexing once. “I don’t like surprises.”

We face each other over the marble island where I set my lemonade and I wonder, as an ex-Special Forces soldier, how often Jason has been in this situation. Interrogating the witness. “I don’t like surprises either.”

“Let me clarify.” Jason plants his fists on the island and leans forward. “The fact that you’re dating my sister is not a surprise. Birdie told my wife about you.”

“So you already know everything about me? I was expecting that.” He raises an eyebrow at me and I raise one back. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Jason regards me in stony silence. “It’s the showing up out of the blue. That’s the surprise I’m not too thrilled about.” His expression softens somewhat as he glances at the kitchen door. “Not that I don’t love having her home.” His eyes tick back in my direction. “All right, let’s hear it.”

I tried to arrange talking points in my head on the drive to St. Augustine, but as I suspected, all of them sound like some lame business presentation now. There’s no choice but to open my mouth and start speaking, the way I would do with Birdie. The way she’s made it possible for me to do. “I haven’t told Birdie yet,” I begin, “but the football program is bringing me on next year as a defensive coordinator. After I graduate.”

Saying nothing, Jason slowly tips back his beer and drinks.

“I wouldn’t have had the confidence to speak to my coaches about the position if I hadn’t met Birdie. Wouldn’t have found my voice at all.” Thinking about the girl in the next room, I have to clear the creeping emotion from my throat. “I’m only telling you this so you’ll know, I’m not going to leave once I graduate and Birdie still has three more years in school. So many changes for her after Natalie—” Jason glances away. “I’m just letting you know I won’t be another change. I’m rooted.”

He sets down his beer and crosses his arms. “Keep going.”

“We want to move in together.”

“Nope.” His smile is more like a baring of teeth. “That was easy.”

“I’m just asking for you to hear me out. If that’s still your answer when I’m done, I’ll respect it.” I rub a hand over my short hair. “I know what this looks like. Believe me. I’m a quiet guy with very few friends. Real ones, anyway. I’m physically threatening. She’s almost four years younger than me—”

“Thanks for making my case.”

My mouth snaps shut. Too soon. I attempted this way too soon. Recognizing a forty-foot-high stone wall when I see one, I accept the fact that I won’t be scaling it today. Someday, though. I won’t give up. “You mind if we talk about one more thing?”

Jason grunts.

I take the brochure out of my back pocket and lay it down on the island. “I know Birdie can take care of herself, but she keeps putting off talking to you about getting a glucose monitor. She knows you’ve been busy with the baby, and…” He’s just staring down at the glossy booklet, so I flip it open and show him the contents. “It would mean no more finger sticks and it’s supposed to be pretty damn accurate.”

Birdie’s brother peers down at the pamphlet. “Her endocrinologist recommended this last time I took her for a visit, but she didn’t bite.”

“All due respect, I think she didn’t want to be a hassle.”

“She could never be a hassle.” A few beats of silence pass. “When we talk on the phone, Birdie tells me everything is fine. That she’s taking care of her diabetes.” He blows out a breath. “Is she?”

“She is. Yes,” I hedge. “Sometimes she forgets to eat breakfast, though. When she’s late for class or oversleeps. So I’ve started stashing granola bars in her bag. And juice, in case her blood sugar drops low.”

Jason shifts. “Thanks for doing that.”

I shrug off his thanks. To be honest, I don’t want to be thanked for doing things for Birdie. I just want it to be understood that I would do anything and everything for her. “Like I said, she can take care of herself. She’s…so amazing.” I swallow hard. “But she doesn’t want her condition to be a big deal, so sometimes I think that’s how she treats it.”

“How so?”

“Brushing off how she’s feeling, whether it’s shaky or irritable. Not sticking to her eating schedule because it might inconvenience people or disrupt class.” I glance toward the door. “I get that. I do. She’s going to make friends, though. Friends that she feels comfortable with and make her happy—honestly, I can’t wait for her to start having fun and doing college her way. I know she’s going to be way better at it than me.” I pause. “She’s going to go out and—sorry, but she’ll probably have one too many drinks—and I guess those are the times I get nervous about.” I pick up the brochure and put it back down. “This will help, though. So if you could just—”

“Call the insurance company. Yeah,” Jason interrupts, looking thoughtful. “I’ve thought of this, too. Birdie partying. Maybe not waking up even if there’s a glucose monitor beeping…”

I look down at the floor, not wanting it to be obvious that I’ve thought of this a million times. Birdie is strong and capable and I don’t want her brother thinking anything different. She wouldn’t want that. “Like I said, she’s amazing. She knows what she’s doing.”

“But you help take care of her. Is that why you want to move in with her?”

“I want to move in with her because I’m in love with her.” The rest of the truth sits on my tongue for a few seconds, before I have to say it out loud. “And loving her means I worry. I won’t lie about that. But worrying about her is a privilege.” My heart knocks against my ribs, images from the last two weeks flipping through my mind. “When her sugar is low, the tip of her nose turns white. When she’s high, she can’t decide what to eat and gets annoyed over having to pick. Or she gets really quiet.”

“So you give her more insulin.”

“She gives it to herself. I suggest it.”

“Smart man.”

We laugh quietly.

“Look,” I say, after a beat. “I can’t believe someone like her is even real. And on top of that, she loves me back. I still wonder if I’m dreaming. So if worrying at night is all I have to do to keep her, that’s what I’ll do. I’d do anything.” I back toward the kitchen door. “Maybe when you know me better, we can talk about moving in together again. I won’t push it.”

“Wait,” Jason says, eyes clenched shut. “Goddammit.”

“Sir?”

He eyes me for long moments. “She wants to move in with you?”

I hold my breath and nod. “Yes, but you should ask her, anyway.”

“I will.” He snatches up his beer bottle and points the tip in my direction. “Two visits home from her per month. And more phone calls. Video ones.”

Jesus, is this really happening? “Done.”

Jason walks past me on his way to the living room, slapping me on the shoulder. “Welcome to the family. Go crack a damn beer.”

“Yes, sir.”

He hesitates. “But you better drink my wife’s lemonade first.”

“Will do.”

Shell shocked, I stand there in the empty kitchen for a full minute, unable to believe I’m going to live with Birdie. I’m going to share a home with her. And when she bursts through the door of the kitchen, launches herself into my arms and whispers, “You did it,” happiness wraps around me in such a way that I know it’ll never let go.
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Birdie

It’s moving day.

I’m so excited, I’m almost hyperventilating as I jog up the walkway toward our apartment building. It’s a cute new development half a mile from campus and our apartment is on the second floor. The freshly painted white door is propped open and I can see Jerimiah carrying a box on either one of his massive shoulders, turning sideways and ducking to fit through the doorway. I’ve been at class all morning and I begged him to wait so I could help, but he insisted on taking the morning off and getting started.

It’s been two weeks since we visited Jason and Naomi. We came back and started looking for apartments right away. This one felt right the moment we walked inside. There’s sunshine, space, it’s close to a bus line stop that runs directly to campus and most importantly, there’s a shower that Jerimiah can use without squatting.

God, I love my giant, sensitive, intuitive, gorgeous boyfriend. I love him with all my might and now I get to wake up beside him every morning. Get to fall asleep in his arms and make him breakfast and paint my toenails while he studies his football playbook. I’m so happy I don’t know how my feet remain on the ground.

I burst through the apartment door and set my book bag down. “Honey, I’m home!”

“Hey,” comes that delicious rumble from the bedroom. “How was class, beautiful?”

“Long. I wanted to be here helping…” I trail off when I see what’s hanging on the wall in the living room, bathed in sunshine. My heart lurches up into my throat, my eyes filling with moisture. “How did you get this?”

Jerimiah comes out of the bedroom and stands beside me, looking at the picture that hangs on the wall. It’s a blown-up photograph of the mural we painted together the second day we knew each other. The diverging branches that represent me and Natalie are right there in beautiful detail and until this moment, I didn’t know how badly I needed a reminder of her here. A reminder of what we were together and who I am, just as myself.

“It’s perfect. Thank you,” I whisper, turning and wrapping my arms around him as far as they’ll go. “Right here. You are exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

He warms me in his embrace. “Welcome home, Birdie.”

THE END

Go back to where Naomi, Jason and Birdie’s story began…
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CHAPTER ONE

Addison

Scandal Erupts as Captain Du Pont Left in the Lurch at Church

—Charleston Courier

When I woke up this morning, I didn’t plan on crashing a wedding.

But here I am.

In leather pants and a faded T-shirt, I didn’t even bother dressing up, which is drawing censorious raised eyebrows from the Charleston upper crust. There they are in their pressed pastels and bow ties, neatly divided into two sides of the aisle. Golden blondes on the left. Deep, rich brunettes to the right. Not a head of midnight-black hair among them.

None like mine.

Defiance rears back inside me and I toss that mane of inherited black hair now, letting it whip and settle around my shoulders. Perhaps it’s the move that causes an older woman in the back row to recognize me—finally. Or recognize my mother, rather. I’ve grown up a lot since leaving this town, and since I own a mirror, I’m aware of the resemblance.

Green eyes, resting bitch face, stubborn chin, indecent curves.

I’m a Potts girl, head to toe.

Looking as if she’s seen a ghost, the woman fingers her pearls and leans over to start a gossip wildfire, no doubt. My mouth curls into a pleased smile and I go back to observing the congregation. Everyone is seated and waiting for the bride to walk down the aisle, except for me. I’m standing in the far back corner, cloaked in shadows. Appropriate, considering my cousin, Naomi, is getting married this afternoon and no one in my family was invited.

What family? You’re the only one left now.

An invisible fist grinds into my chest and I push off the wall, intending to duck out for a breath of fresh air. No way I’m going to lose my composure in front of these people. Especially the blonde side of the room. When I turn to leave, however…that’s when I see him.

Once, during a hurricane, I made the mistake of leaving my apartment in Brooklyn for a gallon of milk. Cereal makes up ninety percent of my diet, so I was desperate and tired of eating fistfuls of dry Cheerios. I didn’t make it two steps out of the building when a hundred-mile-an-hour wind swept my feet out from under me, landing me on my back with a view of the dark thunderheads above. I still went and bought the milk, because I am a stubborn piece of work, but I remember that feeling of utter shock. The confirmation that forces more powerful than my iron will exist, just waiting to knock me on my butt.

That’s how I feel when I see the groom. Naomi’s groom.

My throat resists my attempts to swallow, coating itself in mud. Palms sweaty, pulse clamoring, knees buckling—yes, buckling—I fall back against the back wall of the church. I turn to find a full back row of blonde heads watching me and I lift my chin, commanding myself to pull it together. What in God’s name is wrong with me?

As if induced by magic, my gaze lifts to the groom once more. He’s not the cookie-cutter trust fund boy I was expecting. No, he’s…compelling. Hands clasped behind his back, he’s the authority in the room without moving a single muscle. He must be six foot five, based on the way he towers over the groomsmen, and the breadth of his muscular chest is somehow fierce. Braced and ready for action. He has a thick head of tobacco hair, face shaven but already battling a beard. His blatant masculinity isn’t what robs me of the ability to stand, though.

It’s his eyes. For all this man’s obvious power, they’re heartbreakingly kind.

When I read the wedding announcement online, I scoffed at the description of Naomi’s fiancé. I rush to recall it now. Elijah Montgomery DuPont. Citadel graduate. Served three tours overseas with the army. What else? There was something…else.

Oh. Right. Elijah is the son of Charleston’s longest-sitting mayor. Plans to follow in his father’s footsteps. Imminently. Would I expect anything less in a husband for impossibly polished, former pageant girl Naomi? Granted I haven’t seen her sailing through town since we were teenagers, Naomi in her private school getup, me in ripped jeans and Salvation Army specials. I remember well, though. I remember the way her gaze skimmed over me and shut down, the whispers to her friends. Her mother. Her mother is the one…

I release a shaky laugh under my breath when I realize…I’m jealous of Naomi. Right now in this moment. Actually jealous over this man I’ve never met, who can’t possibly be as kind as his eyes suggest. I don’t even like kind men. Even as I tell myself that, I squint, trying to make out the color of those eyes. When I realize what I’m doing, I shake myself and turn to leave the church through a side exit. As much I wanted to shake up the proceedings and remind these people my side of the family existed, I can’t stay now. The irony of me returning home only to develop this weird, instantaneous attraction for my cousin’s fiancé is way too much.

Tomorrow, I will probably forget all about him. This afternoon will feel like a dream or a hallucination. But for right now I…I don’t think I can watch him get married.

Steeped in disbelief, I press the handle of the exit down. Turning to take one last, stupid look over my shoulder, I pause when I see a woman jogging up the aisle. She’s not the bride, but in that teal, ruffled nightmare of a dress, she screams bridesmaid. Her face is white as a sheet, a bouquet of flowers limp at one side, a folded note in the opposite hand. I take my fingers off the door handle, noting that everyone around me has started to murmur amongst themselves. What is going on?

The groom inclines his head, leaning down so the harried bridesmaid can reach his ear. Finished speaking, she hands him the note, averting her eyes as he unfolds and reads it. He’s very still. Something is definitely wrong, but he seems more concerned about the bridesmaid’s obvious upset, even patting her on the shoulder with a steady hand as he reads. Gentle giant.

I flinch at my own thoughts. They simply cannot be coming from me. Men are meant to be pleasant diversions from time to time. They all want one thing and I take a twisted pleasure in proving that. Proving I don’t want anything more, either, and sending them on their way. Reminding myself of how I operate doesn’t help now, though. As the groom—Elijah’s—face turns more and more grave, I grow restless. I want everyone to stop whispering.

Finally, the bridesmaid turns and leaves the way she came, sniffling into her forearm. Elijah tucks the note into his pocket and faces the congregation alone, appearing almost thoughtful. No one is whispering now. They’re all made of stone, waiting to see what the robust military man in the tuxedo will say. “I’m very sorry you all came out on a Sunday. It would appear…no one is getting married today, after all,” he drawls, his deep voice resonating with southern gentility. At his announcement, there are gasps from every corner of the aisle, women fanning themselves with almost fanatical fervor. Camera flashes go off. Elijah isn’t immune to the sudden activity. Or the fact that he’s just been jilted. No, he doesn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, a forced, wry smile playing around his lips. “I hope your wedding gifts came with a good refund policy.”

His attempt at a joke is met with a smatter of uncomfortable laughter, but mostly silence. I think. It’s hard to hear anything over the wrenching in my breastbone. Yeah, I didn’t want to watch him marry my cousin for some weird reason. But there’s zero satisfaction in watching him get left at the altar. None. I’ve never seen someone look more alone in my life.

I watch as Elijah turns to his groomsmen and rolls a shoulder, his eyes averted. And in that tiny slice of time, I know exactly what he’s going to do. Tomorrow, maybe I’ll marvel over how easily I read Elijah in a room full of people who should know him better than me. But for now, I don’t waste time slipping out the side exit, getting swallowed up in warm March wind and the scent of salt air. I weave through the parked cars to find my ancient Honda, breathing in time with my steps.

Moments later, I watch from my idle at the curb as Elijah strides out of the church, then comes to a dead stop. He looks straight ahead at nothing, the powerful cords of his neck standing out in the hazy, southern afternoon sun. Heartbroken? Angry? I can’t tell a single thing, except that he wants to escape. Now. But before I apply my foot to the gas, I give myself a mental slap in the face. A cold, hard reality check.

Rich, powerful, handsome. Unattainable. This is the same kind of man my mother fell for. Fell hard. Everyone inside that church remembers how that ended, too. It tore apart two halves of a family, leaving one side to flourish in their wealth and the other to fall from grace.

Elijah Montgomery DuPont, the next mayor of Charleston, heir to southern immortality might have been left behind by his bride today, but someday soon? There will be another one.

She won’t be a Potts girl. She will never, ever be me.

It costs me a surprising effort, but I paste on my most dazzling smile and pull up to the curb at the bottom of the church steps. By now, guests have begun filling the church doorways, slinking out one by one in the distance behind Elijah.

When I roll down the passenger side window, I get Elijah’s attention all to myself for the first time and it hits me like that gale, hurricane wind—only nine times stronger. He’s so inviting up close. A man who could double as a human shield. Or a furnace. He’s just radiating warmth and capabilities, like he’s someone to depend on. Oh God. I’m losing my freaking mind.

Sucking in a breath, I open the glove compartment and fish out the bottle of Grey Goose vodka, waving it at the jilted groom. “It’s half empty, but you’re welcome to it.”

I was right about his eyes. That’s my only coherent thought as he ducks into my Honda and straightens, his head resting against the ceiling. His gaze is made of the finest chocolate and just as fulfilling as it lands on me, grateful and weary. “Thank you, ma’am.”

His thick burr rocks me down to the soles of my feet, making me think of cuddling. Cuddling. An activity I’ve never performed a day in my life. Hoping my shock isn’t showing on my face, I twist open the bottle and hand it over. “All dressed up and nowhere to go?”

Humorless laughter leaves him in a slow rumble. “Something like that.”

“I’m so sorry about what happened,” I whisper, without thinking. “No one deserves that.”

He cuts me a look, obviously just realizing I witnessed his humiliation. He becomes aware of more than that, though. Until right this second, I don’t think he was really seeing me. I was just a blurry figure in a car. An escape hatch. Now, his attention travels down to my leather-clad thighs, before shooting back up to my face, alertness inching into his expression. “Who are you?”

“That’s a long story.” I tip the bottle up to his mouth. “For now, I’m Addison. And if you want to avoid the sympathy coming down the steps, I’m your girl.”

Without turning to look at the church, he twists the bottle on his knee. “How so?”

“There are probably very few places you can hide in this town, am I right?”

Weary brown eyes focus back on me. “Yes.”

So much weight and meaning packed into a single word. “I have a place. You can lay low for a little while.”

His body language is still grateful, but hesitant now. “I mean no disrespect, Addison. I’m not assuming a damn thing, either, you understand.” He waits for my nod. “But if you’re thinking of offering me more than a place to lay low, I’m not sure I’m in the right frame of mind for it. Wouldn’t be fair to you.”

Just the suggestion of sex with this man makes me slippery between my legs. Which is pathetic considering he’s just turned me down—not that I was offering. Still. What did I think? I would pull up in my late-model, chipped pain steed and sweep him away like an avenging cowgirl? The man is reeling from being jilted. Any romantic notions I have that are coming to life against my will need to be put to rest. Immediately. Not so easy to do when I like him more with every genuine word that comes out of his mouth.

Ignoring the clang of doom in the back of my head, I pull away from the curb. “That’s pretty noble of you. Most people wouldn’t be concerned with fairness after something so shitty happened to them.”

“Shitty things happen to people all the time,” he answers, his tone conversational. Not in the least bit preachy. “It’s no excuse to be selfish.”

“No, I guess not.” I barely manage to sound human after hearing him say selfish in relation to sex. Is that how he’d be with me beneath him, if we went to bed this afternoon? Rough and selfish and—Lord. I need to get a hold of myself, right now. Even if he was in the right mind frame for sex…Naomi is his type. Girls with a pedigree. Not a girl who was born out of wedlock and spends her life scraping by, week to week. I would be nothing more than a quick itch-scratcher.

That mental kick in the pants is exactly what I need. I know all too well what becomes of a woman who lets herself be a man’s scratching post. “I’m not offering you anything but room-temperature Grey Goose and a place to watch television for a while.” I take a turn onto the avenue, before flicking him a teasing look down my nose. “You think I want a man who got left out on the curb like yesterday’s recycling?”

When Elijah throws back his head and laughs; the sound sends an appreciative shiver down my spine. Ignore it. “Something told me to get into this car.” His big shoulders are still shaking. “I’m glad I listened.” I pull to a red light, startled when he takes my hand off the wheel, holding it in his warm grip. His head tilts, his brown eyes bursting with character. A torturously handsome, kind-hearted rake with an actual sense of humor. “Friends?”

Feeling as though I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, I roll a shoulder. “I’m reserving judgment.”

His laughter defeats me this time and as I coast through the light, I smile.
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