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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ADAM

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I get out of the car, I hear it. A voice that is hard to miss and even harder to forget, no matter how much I try to tell myself I should.

      “Dad, really, I can get it.”

      “Out of the way, Mila.”

      “Seriously?” she asks, her frustration evident as I hear the unmistakable sound of a stamping foot. “I’m not completely incompetent, you know?”

      A deep belly laugh sounds. “Oh really?” he asks, his tone mocking.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Mila’s tone is indignant this time as though she legit can’t believe her dad is questioning her.

      The laughter sounds again, echoing in the underground parking garage. “Okay,” her dad replies. “You really want to go there right now?”

      “Yeah, Dad, I really do,” comes Mila’s voice in all its stubbornness. “Do you?”

      “Do I?” the deep voice mimics. “Of course, I do. Not sure this is a battle you can win though, Mila. I mean should we start with the time you locked—”

      “Ugh, honestly. Why do you always have to bring that one up!” Mila shouts, cutting him off.

      I laugh out loud now, as I lean back against my car, arms crossed over my chest, watching the two of them attempt to negotiate who should be carrying the box all while having a discussion about something that apparently relates to Mila somehow fucking something up.

      At hearing me laugh, Mila spins around until she sees me, a look of surprise on her face as her jaw drops open. I smirk at her as she stares across the small parking garage at me, eyes wide in confusion as she turns to her dad and then back to me again.

      “Can I help?” I ask, giving her a quick wink as I take a step toward them.

      Her eyes narrow. “What…what the fuck are you doing here?” she asks, and I can’t tell if she’s confused or annoyed or maybe both.

      “Mila!” her dad half shouts, clearly frustrated and annoyed. “Do you really have to speak like that?”

      She rolls her eyes now, not bothering to look away as she gestures toward me. “Dad, this is Adam. Adam, this is my dad, obviously.”

      My grin widens as I turn toward the older guy holding a box full of stuff that looks kind of heavy. “Hey Mr. Collins, nice to meet you. Can I help with this?”

      Her dad gives me a strange look, which is hardly surprising given I apparently know both his daughter and his name, as his eyes shoot quickly to Mila before moving back to me. “Do I know you?” It’s not asked with malice, more like confusion, as though he’s wondering if we’ve met before. Then again, he could just be wondering what my accent is. Who knows?

      I shake my head as I step closer and offer to take the box from his hands. “No,” I reply. “I’m Adam Cooper, I work with Caleb and am friends with him and Ruby and…” I trail off, wondering exactly what I am to Mila. “And I know Mila too.”

      Her dad’s expression changes now, a huge smile breaking out as he practically shoves the box into my arms before turning back to the car and grabbing another one. “Fantastic, nice to meet you, Adam,” he says as he picks up the next box of stuff and starts walking toward the door that leads inside the apartment complex. “And yes, we’d love the help, thanks,” he calls back over his shoulder.

      Mila hustles over to me, her face scrunched up in confusion as she falls in step beside me and asks, “Seriously, what are you doing here?”

      I glance down at her, laughing at the expression on her face. “I live here. What are you doing here, Mila?”

      She lets out a huff, her eyes glancing quickly at her dad’s back before she answers. “I live here now too, obviously.” The last word is said with annoyed sarcasm, her arms out wide as though of course it’s obvious.

      I let out a laugh, nudging her with my elbow. “Guess we both live here then, don’t we?” I say as we walk through the door her dad just disappeared through.

      He heads toward the elevator, jamming the button with his elbow as he glares at Mila, who is now standing empty handed beside me. Mila rolls her eyes again as the doors open and the three of us get in.

      “Which apartment?” I ask, as Mila hits the button for the third floor.

      “360,” she says, arms crossed over her chest as she looks from her dad to me.

      “Huh, I’m in 357.”

      “So, we’re like neighbors?” she asks, surprised.

      I chuckle. “Actually, I’m across the hall from you.”

      “Fantastic,” her dad chimes in. “You should swap numbers. It will be good to know you have a responsible adult close by.”

      Mila shakes her head, rolling her eyes, her go-to reaction it seems as she turns to her dad. “Um, excuse me, but you don’t even know him, Dad. What makes you think he’s a responsible adult?”

      Now it’s her dad rolling his eyes and I swear the action is so similar to the way Mila does it, I have to bite the inside of my cheek just to stop from laughing.

      “He’s friends with Caleb, he must be,” he says with a shrug, as though his reasoning is obvious.

      Mila throws her arms up and says, “Ugh, of course Caleb. The favorite.” Her tone is laced with sarcasm and annoyance and I get the feeling this isn’t the first time she’s called him out on this.

      “I don’t have favorites, Mila, you know that,” her dad says with a grin as he shoots me a sideways glance. “I love you all equally.”

      “Sure you do,” she mutters almost to herself.

      Trying to change the subject, I ask, “You living here with anyone else?”

      Mila crosses her arms over her chest, clearly annoyed as she widens her eyes at her dad as if to say, why don’t you answer him.

      Her dad laughs, clearly used to Mila’s M.O. “I mean you could try being polite,” he says to his daughter before turning back to me. “And yes, she’s living here with her friend Charlie. Also a handful,” he adds, giving Mila a wink.

      The elevator stops on her floor and her dad walks out. “Charlie, as in Charlie a guy?” I ask, turning to her.

      Mila smirks at me now. “What, you jealous?” she asks, obviously enjoying the fact that I’ve asked a question that clearly makes it look like I am.

      I scoff. “Course not, just curious.”

      “Right,” she says. “But no, not a guy. Charlie, as in short for Charlotte.”

      I smile. “Gotcha. Well, I’m just across the hall if you ever need anything.”

      Mila holds the door with an out-stretched arm as it begins to close and looks up at me. “Anything, huh?” she says with a smirk and a raised brow. “What about alcohol?”

      I chuckle as I step past her and into the hall, knowing how pissed she gets every time she comes into the bar and I refuse to serve her booze. It’s not that she doesn’t have a good fake ID, she does. It’s just that as the sister of my boss’ girlfriend, it’s a little too close to home for me to pretend not to know it’s fake and she’s underage. Well, underage in this country anyway.

      I still find the whole not being legal to drink until twenty-one thing weird. I mean why vote or join the military if you can’t have a beer, but that’s how it rolls here. I’m not about to lose my job, or worse still, mess things up for Caleb, just because Mila wants a shot of tequila or whatever.

      “We’ll see,” I tease, winking at her as I follow her dad into her apartment.

      I feel a hand slap at my back, a hissed, “We’ll see? What the hell does that mean?”

      Glancing over my shoulder, Mila is standing behind me, hands on her hips again as she glares up at me now. I laugh as I hold the box up. “Where’s this going?”

      Mila lets out a frustrated huff as she says, “Bedroom,” before storming past me.

      I follow her past the kitchen where her dad is busy unloading his box and down the short hall to a room at the back of the apartment. As I step inside, my eyes wander over the space, taking in the bay windows overlooking the campus, the large queen-size bed that sits against the far wall and the boxes of clothes and books that litter the floor.

      “Nice,” I say, as I drop the box onto the desk. “Much bigger than mine.”

      Mila smirks “Something you have to admit often?”

      “Ha ha smart arse,” I reply with a smirk.

      Mila walks over and shuts her bedroom door and leans back against it. “Listen,” she starts, holding a finger toward me. “Is it a yes or a no on the alcohol situation,’cause really, we aren’t in the bar now, so this has nothing to do with Caleb or my sister or whatever you think it is that’s stopping you from getting me booze. This is just one friend doing something for another, that’s all.”

      I chuckle, mirroring her pose as I lean back against the desk. “Friends, huh?” I tease.

      Mila’s brows narrow as she gives me a slow once over that I swear almost feels like she’s mentally undressing me. When her eyes reach mine again, she smiles, biting her bottom lip as she pushes off the door and slowly walks toward me. “Well, we could be more than friends,” she says, her fingers tracing the lines of ink on my arm.

      Her touch and her words set off a fire inside me, a fire I know I need to quench as soon as possible. It’s not that I’m not attracted to her. Hell, I’d have to be fucking blind not to like the look of her and even then, I’m pretty sure I’d still get the gist of it.

      I mean she’s this tiny firecracker of a brunette with a great set of tits, a killer body, a smart mouth and a wickedly sexy smile.

      But, she’s also Caleb’s sister-in-law, well practically anyway, and I promised him I wouldn’t fuck around with her. Well, I promised I wouldn’t serve her alcohol in the bar. I’m not actually sure we set any rules on the whole fucking part. Whatever it was, at this point I can’t actually remember what I promised him, so the safest option is to just do nothing with her. Put her firmly in the off-limits, don’t-even-go-there basket.

      Even though she is hot as fuck and so totally the type of girl I’d go for.

      And it’s not like she hasn’t tried either, flirting her arse off with me every time she came into the bar. I’d resisted anything more though. I might flirt and act the part, but what most people don’t realize is I don’t actually follow through. But even if that wasn’t the case, I still needed to say no.

      She’s a total no-go area. For so many reasons.

      “What happened to the fake ID?” I ask, still leaning back against her desk, watching her.

      “Lost it,” she groans, rolling her eyes. “Was out clubbing over New Year’s and the damn thing fell out of my bag.”

      “Bummer,” I reply with a smile.

      “Yes,” Mila says, stepping closer. “It is a bummer, which means I really do need an answer on the whole can you buy me alcohol thing.” She’s smiling up at me, a sexy as hell look on her face as she runs her fingers up my arm, tracing the lines of ink that curve around my forearm and all the way up to my bicep before disappearing under the sleeve of my shirt.

      Her touch feels like electricity, a trail of goosebumps left in its wake as she stares up at me, her beautiful brown eyes filled with hope and something else I should most definitely be worried about.

      “Pretty please?” she whispers, her voice sexy and low.

      I chuckle, uncrossing my arms as I straighten and push off her desk. “Well, seeing as you asked me so nicely,” I tease, before walking out of her room.

      Mila follows me out but doesn’t get a chance to ask me if I’m being serious, since her dad is still in the apartment. Truth be told, I’m not sure if I am serious or not. It’s not like I have this big issue with buying her alcohol. Honestly, I couldn’t give a shit. To me she isn’t underage because she’s over eighteen.

      But it’s what this arrangement might mean or imply if I do.

      

      I help Mila and her dad with the rest of her boxes, laughing as her dad continues to give Mila shit as we haul her stuff up to the apartment. It’s clear they are close and have a good relationship, even if her dad does seem to enjoy teasing the hell out of her.

      Mila gives him just as much shit back though and it’s very funny to watch. Kind of reminds me of the relationship I have with my dad and my brother, even if it’s not something I get to experience much anymore.

      After we’re done, her dad grabs a couple of waters from the fridge and hands me one. “Thanks for your help today, Adam,” he says, offering me a kind smile. “We’re going to meet up with the others for dinner, would you like to come along?”

      I resist the urge to glance at Mila as I ask, “Who are the others?”

      Her dad drains his water bottle before replying, “Caleb, Ruby, Mila’s mom. You’re welcome to. It’s the least we can do after you helped us out.”

      I shove a hand through my hair as I pretend to contemplate his offer. As tempting as it is, I know my answer is going to be no. Even though I’m friends with Caleb and obviously by extension, also with Ruby and Mila, hanging out with them and their parents kind of feels like a bit too much.

      Almost like it’s a date or some family gathering or something.

      Which is so not my scene.

      Not anymore anyway.

      “Thanks,” I say, offering him a smile. “But I can’t tonight.” I make a point of looking at my watch even though I have absolutely no plans, especially with the bar being closed.

      Mila’s dad offers me a smile and a nod, thanking me again before he grabs his keys and heads to the front door of the apartment.

      Mila is still standing in the kitchen, watching me as though she’s trying to decide whether she should ask me something. Before she has a chance, I give her a smile and a wink. “Enjoy your new digs,” I say, waving an arm around her apartment. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I don’t even know why I add the last part, I shouldn’t be encouraging anything with her, regardless of how platonic it might be.

      Before she has a chance to respond, I tip my head once and head toward the front door, not bothering to look back.

      When I get to my apartment, I close the door behind me and finally exhale a sigh of relief, falling back against the closed door as I shove both hands through my hair, gripping the back of my neck. I have no idea what possessed me to stay and help Mila move into her apartment, let alone tell her where I lived, but I’m hoping to fuck I haven’t just made a huge mistake.

      “Jesus christ,” I mutter to my empty apartment, the place barely furnished because I never stay anywhere long enough to bother. “You are an idiot, Adam,” I say to myself as I head toward the bathroom to take a shower.

      I pull off my long-sleeved shirt, throwing it on the floor as I force myself to stand in front of the mirror and take a mental inventory of all the marks I want to ignore and pretend aren’t there, even though I can’t, no matter how hard I try.

      There’s a long, jagged scar that cuts across my chest like a gouge, almost as though I’ve been split in two. It seems fitting in some ways, given everything that happened that night. On my left arm are lines of scarring around my forearm and bicep, permanent reminders of the shattered glass that impaled itself in my skin. Internally, things were broken too. Ribs, my spleen, even my liver; although in some ways it feels like the only part that truly broke was my heart. An injury that can never be fixed no matter how hard the doctors tried.

      I bury that part though, the internal pain that never seems to stop, no matter how far I run or how much I try to forget.

      Doesn’t matter how much ink I get either; nothing is ever going to hide these scars I bear.

      I don’t deserve to hide them anyway, not after everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MILA

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, I’ve been living here for about a week now, but I have to say it doesn’t feel any different than when I was up north. Still living with Charlie, still in a tiny room, still going to school and still trying to avoid life.

      “Did you skip class again?” Charlie asks, a little judgmentally with her hands on her hips as she stands in the doorway to our apartment, coming in from her last class.

      “Listen, the first day is always stupid. It’s like going over the syllabus and shit and I know how to read,” I respond, rolling my eyes at her overachieving attitude. “It’s only Tuesday. I’ll go on Thursday,” I add, suddenly feeling the need to defend myself.

      “Whatever,” she quips, the door now closing behind her. “Guess who I saw today?” The inflection in her voice rises as she nears the end of her question.

      Of course I know who she saw today because we only know like five people here and all but one of them are basically my family. She’s talking about Adam. Adam Cooper with the hot Australian accent, a panty-dropping smile and the eyes of the devil. That boy. He’s far more trouble than I need, but he’s all the trouble I want.

      She doesn’t need to know this though.

      “Do I really have to guess?” I ask, playing it coy as if my interest in him is nonexistent. I’m sure she can see right through my nonchalant act, but I don’t care.

      “It was Adam,” she chirps out with giddy excitement, flopping down next to me on the couch. “Are you avoiding him? He’s down by the pool right now, Mila and he’s fucking shirtless. Shirtless!” she screeches, her tiny hand and perfectly polished nails closing around my arm, giving it a shake.

      “Why don’t you go for a swim then? You seem to be far more interested than I am,” I tell her, again with the breezy comment that I know isn’t fooling her. “Put on that white bikini and flaunt your tiny ass down there.”

      “He doesn’t want to see my ass in a bikini, Mila,” she says, pursing her lips and shaking her head, her blonde hair floating around her face.

      “He’s a fuck boy, Charlie. We both know that. Just look at him. He has no interest in anything more than getting me, or you for that matter, into bed and then bailing.”

      She lets out an annoyed huff as she pushes off the couch and walks over to the window. She dramatically throws herself against the glass, letting out a loud moan as she looks back over at me with her mouth formed into a perfect o-shape.

      “Fine,” I hiss, joining her at the window, both of us stalkerishly watching Adam as he pulls his amazing body from the water.

      “Holy shit,” we mutter in unison causing both of us to burst out laughing. The water glistens on his tanned skin, showing off his muscular arms and the definition in his abs, his tattoos are all darkened and almost magnified.

      Why does he look like this?

      Who is testing me right now? Who thinks that any sane woman can avoid all of what is sitting in front of Charlie and me right now? Obviously the two of us are putty in his goddamn hands, but nope. I need to hold the power in this situation, and I won’t let him convince me he’s a fucking god. No good comes of that. Ever.

      “I think I want to put on my suit and go for a swim. How about you?” Charlie asks, the question posed more as a prompt than anything. She’s easily swayed by a hot guy, but she’s good at this game too. She knows better than to jump in head-first and she also knows that despite me claiming not to be interested, I am.

      We share a secret, something neither of us will ever tell. It’s how we ended up in Hawthorn, it’s why she knows not to go for Adam, and it’s also the reason why I haven’t gone after him. I just keep waiting for a moment when things feel normal again.

      “So?” Charlie urges, pushing me to finally just give in.

      “Yeah, let’s go down there and sit by the pool.”

      “Yes!” she calls out, tossing a fist in the air. I have no idea what she’s so excited about. I get that he’s got a hot body and he’s definitely some good eye candy and that accent is pretty amazing, but she’s getting nothing else out of it.

      “What are you so excited about?” I question, hitting her with a pensive stare.

      “Come on, Mila. I’m sure he has some hot friends, and I don’t know anyone here except your sister and Caleb. It’s a little boring. And you might want to consider giving him a chance. You can’t keep stringing guys along and expect your Prince Charming to fall into your lap.”

      “Stringing guys along?” I bite back, questioning her description. It feels like a low blow.

      “Sorry, that was shitty of me. I didn’t mean it like it’s a bad thing. I just figure it might be nice to have someone...” Charlie falls short of finishing her thought, pushing out her bottom lip. “I’m sorry,” she repeats.

      I nod my head not wanting her to feel guilty. She’s an amazing friend and I know what she said wasn’t meant to insult the way my life has been going for the last few months. I guess we all cope in different ways, or at least that’s what I like to tell myself.

      “Go put on your suit,” I say, letting what she said fall away. “Let’s see if we can mooch a few beers off Adam.” I say it because it sounds normal. It feels like what the old Mila would’ve said, the one whose life isn’t a complete disaster.

      “I’m pretty sure you can get whatever you want out of Adam,” Charlie calls as she prances off to her bedroom to change.

      I walk into my room, and while our apartment is small, we each have our own bedroom, sharing just a bathroom between us. It’s better than the dorm we vacated a few months ago and we traded in the cool weather of northern California for the sunny warmth just a few hours south. But the change in scenery hasn’t changed everything I hoped it would.

      I pull off my dress and stand in front of the mirror, looking myself over. It’s a pretty package, but it’s a little damaged on the inside. I often wonder if people see it in my eyes, if they can see it in the way I carry myself. Like it’s written on every inch of my skin.

      I rub my hands over my face, shaking off the thoughts that have clouded my head for too long. Time heals all wounds, right?

      

      Ten minutes later, Charlie and I are walking down to the pool, a strange sense of urgency running through me and I find Charlie giggling next to me.

      “What are you laughing at?” I whisper-shout right before we reach the gate to the pool.

      “You’re nervous. You’re never nervous,” she shoots back, reaching up to open the gate. “I get it, though. He’s crazy hot and much older and it feels a little, I don’t know, forbidden.”

      “Oh my god, Charlie. You make me sound like fucking Lolita.”

      “Will you call him daddy?” she jokes back, her eyebrows going up a little as she wets her lips seductively.

      “No!” I practically shout, slapping her on the arm. “That’s fucking weird.”

      “It is, isn’t it? I never really understood the appeal of calling a guy you’re sleeping with by that name. It’s gross.”

      We walk through the gate deep in conversation about why anyone would use that term to refer to their older boyfriend when Adam calls my name. And I hate how effortlessly it falls from his lips, how perfect it sounds coming from him.

      “Yes?” I respond, acting like I had no idea he was here or that I hadn’t been watching him from the window of my apartment for the last thirty minutes.

      I pull the dress off that I have on over my bikini and toss it onto one of the lounge chairs and Charlie does the same. Both of us sliding back onto the chairs as Adam walks over toward us.

      “How you going?” he asks, and I laugh out loud at the look on Charlie’s face. I haven’t been around Adam a ton, but I’m quickly learning to decipher his Aussie lingo.

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” she replies, a little bit of a confused snip to her tone.

      “He’s asking us how we’re doing,” I clarify for her, giving Adam a playful wink.

      “We’re doing fine. We were just discussing how strange it is that women who are dating older men will call the guy “daddy” as a term of endearment. Like it’s supposed to be all hot or whatever,” Charlie says, this conversation taking a turn for the awkward suddenly. But I shouldn’t be surprised because Charlie has no filter.

      It’s what created an instant friendship between us when we met back in high school. We met at cross country practice our freshman year and she was not shy at all about outrunning some cocky boy who said a girl could never beat him. He was dead wrong, and Charlie never let him live it down.

      She went on to epically roast another kid who stood her up as her date for the homecoming dance by hanging a sign on her car for a month telling everyone at school what a prick he was.

      She’s a don’t-fuck-with-me kind of girl and I love it. It’s why we are now roommates too. There’s no one else I’d rather live with than her, and she made it so I didn’t have to live with my sister Ruby.

      Adam sits down on the end of my lounge chair, his hand resting dangerously close to my thigh as he leans toward me. It’s a pity we didn’t make it down here sooner because he’s now wearing a long sleeve t-shirt, covering up his drool-worthy body and even sexier sleeves of tattoos. I’ve been dying to see the whole package up close, but I’m out of luck today.

      “For real?” he asks, his face scrunched up a little. “Sounds like something out of a porno.”

      “I think it’s more that women want the guy to think they’re submissive to their masculinity or whatever, but I still think it’s fucking weird. I can’t hear the name daddy and not picture my dad’s face,” I say, shuddering a little.

      “Something tells me you aren’t submissive to anyone,” Adam says, and I hate the seductive tone in his voice. I find myself squirming at his words and looking over at Charlie as she waits for me to say something equally witty back to him. I’m torn, but the old Mila would definitely shoot back.

      “Nope and to take it a step further, doing something like this renders grown women child-like rather than allowing them to own their own sexuality in a relationship. What does it say about our society if we fetishize helplessness and submitting to someone else's will?”

      Charlie is looking over at me with her mouth open just slightly, her eyes wide and when she lets out a small chuckle, Adam turns to look at her too.

      “I imagine you’re a handful, Mila,” he now says, his hand squeezing my bare foot and I look down at where our bodies are connected, feeling a surge of warmth race up my leg.

      “Oh, but she’s worth it,” Charlie states, jumping in and saving me from the silence I’m currently struggling with.

      “I’m sure she is.” He now winks at me, and this playful thing we’ve got going on isn’t going to last much longer because I really want to strip off his clothes and trace his tattoos with my tongue. But no, that feels all wrong. I need to get my crazy ass under control.

      “What are you up to tonight, Adam?” I ask, trying to keep the breathlessness I’m feeling out of my words. “You working?”

      “I am and I’d love to see you in there, but obviously minus the alcohol because, you know, you’re underage.” His grip on my foot tightens not letting me forget that he has yet to move his hand.

      “Well, then how about I come by your place after you get off work instead?” I ask, leaving it wide open for him to decline and a part of me hopes he will. I shouldn’t be offering things like this. I know what it leads to and that’s the last thing I need.

      “Only if you’ll call me daddy,” Adam now says, a cheeky smile on his face. He’s a total shithead, but I love it.

      “Not a fucking chance.”
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      “So, how’s it going being neighbors with Mila?”

      I glance up to where Caleb is sitting at the end of the bar, a pen in his hand as he goes through some invoices for the orders we just took delivery of.

      “It’s fine,” I reply, stacking the beer fridge behind the bar.

      “Have you seen much of her?”

      I look back at him, but he’s either distracted by his paperwork or doing a good job pretending to be. “I mean, not a lot, no,” I reply, leaning back against the glass doors. “Saw her this arvo, but that was probably the second or third time since she moved in.”

      I did a lot more than just see her this afternoon. Fuck, I practically ogled her in that tiny bikini she was wearing when she and her housemate decided to wander down to the pool. I have no idea if she knew I was down there already, my guess is yes, given their apartment overlooks the pool area, but that doesn’t mean I should read too much into it.

      Just like I should not be thinking about how the idea of her wanting to hang out with me makes me feel good either.

      “Why’s that?” I now ask him, trying to block the memory of her on that sun lounge, my hand on her foot as I stupidly flirted with her.

      Caleb looks up and smiles, shaking his head a little. “Just wondering, that’s all,” he replies, before turning back to his paperwork.

      “You worried about her?” I ask, even though the real question I want to ask is if he’s worried about me living so close to her.

      He looks up again, tapping the pen against the papers. “No, I’m not. I mean, I think Ruby’s wondering why she moved down here. She’s kinda worried about Mila in that way, I guess.”

      “Really, she didn’t say?”

      “No,” he says with a shrug. “She’s never actually explained why she left school up in Tahoe to move here. Then she showed up earlier than expected but won’t say why. Ruby has tried asking her, but apparently she kinda glosses over it.” He throws his pen down, leaning back on his bar stool to stretch his arms over his head. “I don’t know, man. I probably don’t know all the details.”

      I laugh. “A chick thing?”

      Caleb smirks. “Maybe, yeah. But I’ve kinda been busy with this place and all that other shit too, so you know.”

      I nod, remembering all the crap he went through with Ruby’s professor, who turned out to be a dirty fucking perv and a stalker. Thankfully all of that shit got resolved, but not without taking its toll on Caleb. I still don’t know all the details, but I know he looked like he went to hell and back while he was going through it.

      I should know; it’s something I’m all too familiar with.

      Unlike me though, he seems to be landing on his feet now, getting together with Ruby, buying this bar and doing a lot better in general. I was kind of surprised when he and his sister and her boyfriend bought the place off the old owner. Fuck knows where they got the money to do it, but I don’t ask too many questions about it. I mean it’s none of my business and I’m just happy he kept me on the payroll.

      “You want me to see if I can suss anything out?” I ask, knowing this is possibly the dumbest thing I can suggest. I’ve got no place sticking my nose in Mila’s business either.

      Caleb laughs a little. “Well, I mean, if you find anything out sure, but don’t go digging. God knows I do not need that shit blowing back on me.”

      Now it’s me laughing as a hand suddenly raps on the glass windows at the front of the bar, before Ruby walks in.

      “Hey, babe,” Caleb says, smiling as she comes up behind him and wraps her arms around his shoulders. “You done with class already?”

      “Uh huh,” she says, kissing his neck. “Hey, Adam,” she adds, smiling at me.

      “Ruby,” I reply, tipping my head in her direction.

      “I hope my sister’s not being too much of a pain in the ass for you?”

      I chuckle at Ruby’s concern, having witnessed her trying to reign Mila in countless times in this bar. She’s a super sweet girl Ruby, but I can see why she drives Mila crazy. God knows my brother Josh used to regularly lose his shit at me telling him what to do when we were growing up. Maybe he appreciates the fact I’m not there to do that anymore.

      “Not at all,” I say, glancing at Caleb. “I don’t actually see a lot of her.”

      Ruby exhales, her smile disappearing as she asks, “Do you know if she’s going to class at all?”

      Caleb looks up at her. “You don’t think she’s going to class?”

      Ruby shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure she’s picked a major yet, so who knows when her classes even are.”

      “Maybe she’s just not on your schedule?” he suggests to Ruby.

      “I hear them coming and going,” I say, interrupting. “I mean during the day, so she’s probably going,” I continue, even though I have absolutely no idea.

      Ruby exhales. “God, I hope so. I just don’t know what’s going on with her right now.”

      Caleb smiles, pulling Ruby into his arms. “I know you’re worried about her, but let her settle in, find her feet. Then we can stage the intervention, okay?”

      Ruby nods and I get the feeling this isn’t the first time Caleb has said this to her. “Yeah, I know. Anyway, do you have time for an early dinner? I’m starving.”

      Caleb laughs, leaning in to kiss her again. “For you, Ruby, always.”

      

      It’s a slow night at the bar, which isn’t surprising given it’s Tuesday and the first week of classes. Everyone always starts the semester with good intentions, but by next week, they’ll be over trying to be good and either skipping classes or showing up to them hungover.

      At the end of my shift, I say good night to everyone and head out to my car to drive home. The streets are quiet, so by the time I pull into the parking garage, it’s only just past eleven.

      I head inside, jamming my thumb on the elevator button. It’s down in the basement and takes a sec to arrive, but when the doors open to the parking garage, I’m greeted by Mila, leaning against the back wall, a basket of laundry in her arms.

      “Hey,” she says, smiling at me.

      “Hey yourself,” I reply, stepping inside. The doors close, shutting the two of us in as the lift begins its slow journey to our floor.

      “How was work?” she asks.

      I lift a shoulder. “Pretty quiet. Your sister dropped by.”

      Mila makes a strange noise and when I meet her gaze in the mirrored doors displaying our reflections, she smirks a little, her tongue now poking out to wet her bottom lip. All of a sudden, this lift feels small and claustrophobic, a weird electricity crackling in the air between us.

      “I thought you were coming by?” I ask, needing to break the tension.

      She pushes off the wall as the elevator comes to a stop. “Actually, I thought I was stopping by your place after work.”

      She wanders out past me and of course my eyes drop to her ass, which is currently covered in tight jeans and looking spectacular. “Did we agree on that?” I ask.

      Mila walks down the corridor before pausing outside our doors, facing my apartment instead of hers. “I think it was left open-ended,” she says, smiling at me. “But, I mean, seeing as we’re both here, it seems like maybe someone is telling us to hang out.”

      I chuckle, amused at her reasoning. “Right and we’re just hanging out, are we?”

      “Well, we could have a couple of drinks,” she suggests.

      “Uh huh,” I say, leaning back against my door, arms crossed over my chest.

      “I’m willing to offer up something in return.”

      “Sexual favors,” I blurt out without even thinking about it. Fuck me, I really need to stop with this flirting when it comes to Mila. Even if she was to offer me exactly what I just suggested, I know there’s not a chance in hell I can take her up on it.

      She bursts out laughing, her eyes shining as she looks up at me. Fuck, she really does have amazing eyes. “Well, I was going to suggest food, but I guess we can negotiate.”

      I swallow hard, knowing I need to move things away from anything even remotely connected to sex. “Food is good. What have you got?”

      “Let me go and dump this laundry and grab something,” she says, reaching behind to open her front door. It closes behind her before I even have a chance to say anything. Exhaling, I unlock my front door and go inside, wondering if this isn’t the dumbest idea ever.

      While waiting to see if Mila is actually going to come over, I kick off my shoes and head into the kitchen to grab a beer. Just as I’m twisting the cap off, my front door opens and in walks Mila, a couple of takeaway containers in her hands.

      “Oh please, come on in,” I say, half sarcastic, half teasing as she walks into the kitchen, her eyes scanning my apartment.

      “Wow, did you just move in or something?” she asks, dumping the containers on the bench as she walks to my fridge and helps herself to a beer.

      “No,” I reply, leaning back against the sink.

      Mila scans my small apartment and picks at the label of her beer bottle. “Well, I really like what you’ve done with the place,” she says, brows raised as she turns back to me.

      I smile, pushing off the bench as I walk over to see what food she’s brought. “Yeah, I do travel around a fair bit you know, so I tend not to accumulate a lot of stuff, because it’s a pain in the arse having to move it.” I pull off the lids, my mouth watering at the enchiladas, corn chips and guacamole she’s brought over. “Fuck, this is awesome, thanks.”

      Mila nods in acknowledgement. “How long have you been in Hawthorn?”

      I grab some forks from the drawer, pulling out a stool at the bench and taking a seat. I hand a fork to Mila before digging into the enchilada. “Dunno, maybe six months.”

      “Where were you before that?” she asks, taking a seat beside me.

      “Spent some time in Canada,” I say between mouthfuls. “Before that, I was in Boston, Florida and the Caribbean.”

      “The what?” she says, laughing.

      “The Caribbean.”

      Mila lets out a snort as she says, “Pretty sure it’s pronounced Ca-rib-e-an.”

      “Uh huh,” I reply, nudging her shoulder with mine. “Pretty sure I speak the Queen’s, so I’m the one pronouncing it right.”

      Mila rolls her eyes. “No, you speak Australian.”

      “Whatever,” I say. “How come you moved to Hawthorn?” Even though Caleb asked me not to dig, it feels like the perfect segue to do exactly that. Plus, it takes the heat off me with all her questions.

      Mila gives a shrug as though it’s no big deal. “Wanted a change,” she says, stabbing her fork into the enchilada.

      She isn’t looking at me anymore and I immediately know there’s way more to this story than she’s letting on. But I don’t push it, knowing what it’s like to have secrets you don’t want to share with anyone.

      “Cool,” I reply, feigning indifference.

      “Are you staying in Hawthorn?” she now asks.

      “Dunno,” I say with a shrug. “We’ll see.”

      “Do you think you’ll move back to Australia?”

      Fuck me and these questions, which suddenly feel like they are veering dangerously close to territory I do not want to venture into.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, exhaling. “One day, sure.”

      Mila nods, turning to me now as she says, “How old are you?”

      I burst out laughing at this one, taking another sip of my beer. “Twenty-eight.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise as she mirrors the movement, taking a small sip of her beer. “Not quite daddy age,” she says with a smirk, before looking away.

      I have to clench my jaw at the comment, fighting the stab of pain that lances through me. I know we were joking about it earlier, but right now, with that comment, daddy age, she has no idea how fucking hard it is to hear shit like that.

      I take a deep breath, finishing off my beer as I once again change the subject. “So, what are you studying at uni?”

      Mila laughs a little. “Uni, so cute,” she says, kicking my foot with hers. “I don’t know yet.”

      I glance down at our bare feet, still brushing against each other and sending ripples of electricity up my leg. “What are you interested in?”

      Mila shrugs. “I don’t know…I just can’t seem to pick something.”

      I chuckle, pulling my foot away and resting it on the bottom rung of the stool. “What’s everyone else in your family do?”

      Mila gives her tell-tale eye roll as she turns to me. “Dad’s a lawyer, Mom’s an exec at some finance company, Ruby’s studying counseling, so you know, all fucking high achievers.”

      I burst out laughing, nudging her shoulder again. “Feeling the pressure?”

      “Feeling like the family fuck up,” she mumbles, dropping her fork into the now empty container.

      “Hey,” I say, noticing the sudden sadness in her eyes, “you’re not a fuck up, Mila,” I tell her. “You’re allowed to spend time deciding what you want to do with your life.”

      She lets out a long exhale, stretching her arms up and over her head in a way that makes the bottom of her t-shirt rise up. I get a glimpse of bare skin above the waistband of her jeans and it takes everything I have in me not to lean down and lick it.

      “I know, I just wish I could pick something,” she eventually says.

      “Ok,” I say, tapping my fork against the empty food container. “Tell me what things you like to do, whatever it is, no matter how crazy it sounds.”

      Mila gives me a look that screams are you fucking serious right now, making me laugh.

      “Come on stubborn arse, just do it.”

      “Fine,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “I like working with people. I like helping people and I like biology.”

      I have to swallow the sudden lump in my throat, my voice stalling out at her words. Mila continues, oblivious to my brain freeze.

      “I don’t want to be a shrink like Ruby though and I’m sure as shit not smart enough to be a doctor. So yeah, that leaves me blanking on the whole fucking career thing.”

      I force myself to take a deep breath as I drop my fork and turn to face her. Mila eyes me suspiciously as though she isn’t sure what I’m going to say to her list.

      “Well, that’s easy,” I eventually get out, hoping she doesn’t notice the catch in my voice.

      “It is?” she asks.

      “Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “Do nursing.”

      “Nursing?” she repeats, her brows narrowed in confusion.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “You’re working with people, helping them and you have to learn bio. Check, check, and check.”

      Mila’s eyes search my face as she takes in my words. “You think?” she eventually asks, her words a low whisper.

      “Yep,” I nod. “And if you need it, I can always help you.” The words are out before I even realize I’ve said them, and I instantly wish I could take them back.

      “You could?” she asks, her eyes widening. “How? Why?”

      I let out a long slow breath wondering if I haven’t just completely fucked up here. “Because I’m a nurse,” I eventually say.
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      The way he announces that he’s a nurse grabs me for a split second. There’s something in his words, a desperation or a fear that clings to what he’s just said, but I don’t push it any further. It’s clear he isn’t interested in sharing how he now works at a bar instead. I know a thing or two about secrets and Adam Cooper has one.

      But I wouldn’t dare pry. People share in good time, or maybe never, and it’s not my place to question why. I’m just here for some lighthearted fun. He’s the one who decided to drop a bombshell on me, so it’s time to move things back to flirting and surface level conversation.

      But my mind keeps traveling back to what he said, making me want to know what makes him tick. And who moves around like that unless they’re trying to outrun something?

      He’s smiling at me when I look up at him, a sweet, simple smile that lights up his face. He’s far too handsome for his own good with hazel eyes that seem to glow with flecks of gold and paired with all his charm, he’s a fucking catch.

      “What?” I ask, returning his smile as I feel my heart begin to beat a little faster. I hate that I have this response to boys who are only here to ruin my life.

      “You’re nothing like Ruby,” he responds, and my eyes roll so hard I swear they feel like they’re going to fall out.

      “I get that a lot,” I shoot back, sounding far more annoyed than I should, but I’m tired of being compared to her.

      She’s literally perfect in every single way and it stands out against my hot mess self. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this and while I know people don’t mean anything by it, I still feel insulted. The comparison sucks, and there’s no way I’ll ever be like Ruby. Not to say there’s anything wrong with her either, we’re just different people.

      “I like that,” he adds, taking things up a notch, his fingers sliding across the counter to brush against mine. “Different has always been better in my book.”

      He can’t say things like this to me, because it makes me want to cross the imaginary line I’ve set up for myself over the last few months.

      I move my hand away from his, wrapping it around the bottle of beer, taking a sip, but holding it to my lips for a little longer, making it look like I’ve done more than just sip. I pick at the label, my fingernails slowly pulling back the paper wrapper in the hopes it bides me some time to come up with how to respond.

      I’m good at flirting, I know this, but flirting leads to kissing and kissing leads to bedrooms and bedrooms lead to meaningless sex. It sucks because I used to love meaningless sex and I love a distraction. Adam Cooper is definitely a distraction.

      “You want another beer?” he asks, not being weird at all about the underage drinking thing.

      It’s a simple question, but not so easy to answer. Another beer isn’t just a drink. It’s not something to quench my thirst or something my body needs. Another beer means staying longer, it means more conversation, it means possibly getting buzzed and it totally means I may end up in Adam’s bed.

      One answer, far too many scenarios and all things that are forcing me to be far more mature than I want to be. But if my past has taught me anything, it’s to say no, right now.

      I’ve put myself in this situation and what I need to do now is leave.

      “I think I’m gonna go,” I say, tilting my head in the direction of the door. “I’ve got class tomorrow and it’s getting kinda late.” I feel a steady panic build as I replay my own words in my head. I know I should leave, and hopefully I can. I look down at my watch so I don’t have to look at his face. Seeing his beautiful eyes, all fucking intense and soulful, will make me want to stay.

      “You been going to class?” he asks, but there’s no judgment in his question. It’s posed with more concern than anything.

      “I mean, sorta,” I reply, sounding like a complete idiot. Adam laughs, standing up and following me over to the door.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I plan on going starting tomorrow, but I haven’t been...yet.” I drag out the last part; the wording is everything.

      “Go declare that major and start kicking ass,” he says, reaching over to tuck my hair behind my ear. He might as well light me on fire because just the simple brush of his fingers against my skin sends me into a tailspin. I hate that my body is constantly at war with my brain, but it’s exactly what I need to tell my ass to get moving back to my own apartment.

      “Okay, Tony Robbins, you got it,” I tease him, reaching over to pat him on the chest, but as soon as my hand touches him, he backs away. Drawing in a ragged breath, he shakes his head a little. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, not realizing that me touching him would draw that kind of response. I look down at my feet, not wanting to meet his eyes, embarrassed that I made him uncomfortable. I should know better. “I’m gonna go.”

      I reach for the doorknob, but Adam’s palm lands flat against the door with a small thud causing me to turn and look at him. That panic I felt earlier returns, my heart beating hard against my ribs, and I’m sure my eyes are wide as I take in his face.

      “No, it’s me who should be sorry,” he says, stepping closer to me and closing the distance that he created when I touched him. “I don’t know why I...” He stops short, reaching down to take my hand in his.

      With our fingers laced together and my skin absolutely on fire, he leans down and presses his lips to the side of my neck. I feel like I should be scared, that I should grab for the door, but there’s something about Adam that radiates comfort and safety. My pulse is thumping hard and fast, his lips dangerously close to feeling exactly what he’s doing to me. But there’s so much simplicity in his gesture, yet it’s still so innately sexual. Now it’s me who feels like I should shy away, my heart racing for so many different reasons, I’m not even sure my brain can figure out what’s happening.

      “Good night, Mila,” he murmurs, his tongue dragging across my pulse as he pulls away. Biting down hard on my bottom lip to stifle the moan I so desperately want to let loose, and Adam’s eyes watch my mouth.

      “Thanks,” I respond, opening the door to his apartment. “Now I’m gonna have to go rub one out in my bed before I can fall asleep.”

      I have no idea why I say that. I’m starting to think this is just who I am: the girl with no filter. Or maybe I’ve just been living with Charlie too long and picking up on her bad habits. I don’t want to lead him on, but that’s exactly what I plan on doing. What I am doing.

      “Don’t say things like that to me,” Adam growls, shaking his head slowly, his eyes never leaving my face.

      “Why? Because I’m too young?”

      “No, because you’re not too young and I...” He doesn’t finish his thought, just shakes his head again. “Good night, Mila.”

      “Good night, Adam.”

      

      I’m still reeling the next morning when my alarm goes off at seven. I stare up at the ceiling, the fan letting off a methodic hum as it spins, only adding to the noise inside my head. Our conversation by the door of Adam’s apartment plays out over and over in my mind, thinking of all the things I could’ve said and if I should’ve just closed the door behind me and kissed him.

      “Mila!” Charlie’s voice calls out, her hand slapping against my door. “You up?”

      “Yeah, what?” I call back, dragging my ass from the bed to open the door. She’s standing there, a smirk on her face, dressed in a pair of leggings and a tiny tank.

      “Wanna go to the gym with me before class? You are going, right?”

      “Yes, Mom, I’m going to class and yes, I’ll go to the gym with you. Give me five to change.”

      But Charlie doesn’t leave; she flops down on my bed, waiting for me to share the details of what happened with Adam last night. She’s nosy as hell, but I would totally be doing the same thing if it were her.

      “So,” she starts, trying to be stealthy and it makes me laugh.

      “Nothing happened,” I respond immediately.

      “Seriously? Nothing? Nothing at all?”

      “Shit, Charlie, don’t sound so defeated. But yeah, nothing. We had a couple of beers, talked for a little bit. He helped me decide on a major and then I left.” It’s really just as simple as that if you don’t include that point where he made out with my neck.

      “Wait, you were hanging out with a university guidance counselor last night, not Adam?”

      “Ha ha ha, smart ass. No, I was hanging out with Adam. He’s a nurse and he suggested I major in nursing—”

      “Wait, hold up,” she says, tossing a hand in the air. “We’re talking about Adam who works at The Last Drop, right?”

      “Yeah, I know. Knocked me on my ass too. Definitely didn’t see that coming.”

      “Did you ask him why he’s working at the bar and not at a hospital or whatever?” she asks, everything coming out in a rush.

      “No, I didn’t. I leave those kinds of questions to you. You’re the nosy one, not me.” I turn and wink at her, sticking out my tongue.

      “Next time kiss him so you have a better story,” she replies, letting out a huff as she storms out of my room.

      

      After the gym, instead of heading home before class, I make my way over to the guidance office, kind of excited to declare my major. I sign in and sit down in the chair ready to decide my future thanks to Adam. This is it. Something my parents have been nagging me about. Something Ruby knew from the day she applied at Hawthorn, but then there was me. Always viewed as wasting my parents’ money on classes that would lead to nothing. Honestly, I think even my parents are surprised I’ve made it this far.

      “Mila Collins,” a woman’s detached voice calls and I hop up from the chair, smiling like an idiot as I walk into her office. This is my first step toward adulthood and this woman does not seem at all excited.

      “What can I help you with?” she asks, again with the lack of enthusiasm.

      “I’d like to declare my major,” I announce with flourish, far too loud for the tiny room that I now find myself sitting in. The woman looks up at me, still with no affect.

      “To what?” she now asks, her unpolished nails tapping away on the keyboard.

      “Nursing,” I say, feeling the weight of my decision in my heart and needing this woman to understand how big this is for me. Up until yesterday I was certain I would wander the campus of Hawthorn without a clue as to what I was going to do with my life. “I want to help people,” I add, but she looks thoroughly unimpressed.

      “Done,” she tells me, never looking away from the computer screen. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      “That’s it?” I ask, finding myself deeply offended that balloons aren’t falling from the ceiling and horns aren’t blowing in my honor.

      “Sorry, the marching band was booked,” she deadpans, dull and bothered.

      I snuff out a breath and stand up with gusto before turning on my heel and sort of storming out of her office. I don’t think these people at the university understand how important this decision is. They would have the marching band on retainer if they did.

      

      Classes are boring and by the time I’m done with the three I have on Wednesday, I’m antsy and feeling a bit salty. It feels like everyone is like that lady at the guidance office, all bored and bothered. The professors in my lectures lack the enthusiasm I expected and even the other students in my classes seem either bored or stressed out.

      When I exit the elevator to my apartment floor, Adam is just leaving his place, locking the door behind him.

      “Hey,” I say as he stops in front of the elevator, giving me a quick wave. “How are you?”

      “Good and you?” he replies.

      “I declared my major today,” I announce, throwing my hands in the air, hoping for some returned excitement.

      “Oh, nice.”

      Oh, nice. Really?

      What in the fuck is with these people today? Yesterday he was all about helping me decide and flirting with me and sucking on my neck and now he’s all, “Oh, nice”.

      The smile drops from my face and I fold my arms over my chest. I’m sure I’m being indignant and spoiled, but I blame my parents for making me think declaring my major is a big deal, which it clearly isn’t.

      “Well, that’s that, I guess. I was pretty fucking excited about it, but it seems that I’m just out here on my own, tooting my own horn and looking like a damn fool,” I broadcast to the empty hallway with Adam staring at me as I flail my arms around me.

      And just like I did with the lady in the guidance office, I whip around, but this time find solace in my apartment, slamming the door like the immature pain in the ass I’m being right now. Eventually I’ll grow up, but today isn’t that day.

      Ten minutes later there’s a knock on the door and still riding my crabby high, I storm over and fling it open. Standing here in front of me is Adam, holding a bottle of champagne.

      “Care to celebrate?” he asks, swinging the bottle back and forth in his hand, making me laugh, a huge smile spreading across my face.

      “You’re indulging my pity party, huh? Did you just run to the store and buy that?” I ask, pointing at the bottle in his hand.

      He shrugs not admitting to anything. “It was quite the tantrum,” he says, smirking. “Maybe you need a spanking.”
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      “Seriously?” Mila asks, still smiling as I swing the champagne bottle.

      I literally don’t know what the fuck is wrong with me these past few days. I swear it’s like I’ve suddenly developed a split personality when it comes to Mila. In fact, I’m certain I have; somehow managing to swing from cool and detached to flirty and definitely thinking about taking things further. All with a healthy dose of wanting to spill all my secrets to her thrown in too.

      Fuck my life right now, because I have no idea what I’m doing anymore.

      I give her a smirk. “About what, the celebrating or the spanking?”

      She laughs, opening the door wider and inviting me in as she says, “I don’t know, both?”

      I grin as I step inside and it’s at this point that I seriously contemplate punching myself in the face.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Mila takes the bottle from my hand as she moves into the kitchen and grabs two coffee mugs. Walking back to the living area, she gestures to the couch before flopping down beside me. I take the bottle from her hand and unwrap it, popping the cork as she holds out the mugs, waiting for me to pour.

      “To declaring your major,” I say, tapping my mug against hers.

      “Hell yes!” she half shouts, taking a small sip. “Hey, weren’t you just on your way out?” she asks, as though suddenly realizing
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