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        It’s funny how one night can change everything.

      

        

      
        As a bartender near campus, I’m certain I’ve heard it all. Rarely a shift passes without some guy taking his best shot, hoping I’ll end my self-proclaimed dating diet.

      

        

      
        Of course, this is exactly how I meet Vince.

      

        

      
        Except, he isn’t the one running his mouth.

      

        

      
        No, he simply shuts down his idiotic friend, then stops my heart with the simplest of smiles and walks away.

      

        

      
        Just when I force myself to forget him, he bumps into me on campus.

      

        

      
        Our connection is consuming, and my world is knocked off kilter. It’s far beyond physical attraction. He’s smart, sexy, and feels like—home?

      

        

      
        Wait, that can’t be right…

      

        

      
        Whatever it is, Vince has me breaking my rules to spend time with him.

      

        

      
        My entire life I’ve prepared for meeting the wrong guys.

      

        

      
        What the hell should I do when I find the right one?
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      Normally, I don’t watch the clock. Especially in this class since it’s my favorite. But today I’m restless. Each minute feels like an hour as I watch the hands slowly move. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that time is standing still.

      Will it ever end?

      My mind drifts to thoughts I can’t afford to think about, and a dull ache in the center of my head forms.

      Immediately, I tamp those thoughts down.

      This isn’t the time or the place.

      Today of all days, I deserve to be happy.

      I’ve made a promise to Van, and I fully intend to honor it.

      Switching gears, I focus on counting my blessings. I have so many things to be thankful for. Today’s not the day to wallow or self-destruct, no matter how much I miss them.

      Having no idea how long I’ve zoned out, somehow through my fog-like state I hear my favorite professor finally announce the words I’ve been waiting for, “I’ll see you Monday.”

      With my trance lifted, I quickly gather my things, stuffing them into my backpack. Ignoring the classmates I usually talk with at the end of class, I take the stairs two at a time, eager to get some fresh air and shake away my thoughts.

      With each step I take, my chest loosens, and my thoughts easily become about the here and now, rather than the past. They aren’t bad memories per se, but the past has a way of pulling me into a rabbit hole I’m not prepared to enter today.

      By the time I reach the center of campus, I feel more in control of my thoughts. Hearing my name shouted from behind me makes me stop and turn around.

      I can’t help but smile at Ryan’s goofy grin as he towers above the crowded courtyard. I’m just over six feet, and the man has a half of a head over me in height. “Wait up, man. What’s the rush?”

      Ryan and I met as freshman. He may not know it, but he’s helped me through more than he’ll ever know. My body instantly falls into a relaxed stance, and the tension from before nearly disappears. “Not much,” I say, running my palm along my neck to relieve what’s left of the tension built there. “I thought I wouldn’t see you until later tonight?”

      “Class got out early, and I’m on my way home. Is Vanessa coming out with us?”

      “Nah…” I say, shaking my head. “Couldn’t find a sitter. She’ll go out tomorrow night.”

      Wait… is that disappointment I see in his eyes? Before I can think twice about it, Ryan’s expression returns to carefree. “So… it’ll just be us guys tonight?”

      Weird. I must’ve imagined it.

      “Looks like it. I’ll text you later when I’m ready. I’m doing dinner with the fam, then we’ll meet up.”

      “Sure thing, man. I’ll pick you up since I’m DD. There’s no way I’m walkin’ home tonight.”

      Before I can respond, my phone buzzes in my pocket. Knowing it could only be a handful of people at this time, I immediately pull it out to find a text notification.

      
        
        Van: We’re slammed at work and short staffed. Can you pick up J? I won’t make it there in time.

      

      

      I notice the time. Shit. I have twenty minutes and of course, I chose to walk to campus today.

      I don’t even hesitate as my fingers fly across the keys to respond.

      
        
        Me: Of course. I’ll see you when you get home.

      

      

      
        
        Van: I’ll make it up to you by bringing home dinner.

      

      

      
        
        Me: You won’t hear me complaining.

      

      

      
        
        Van: Haha—like you’d ever complain about not cooking. See you at home. Thanks again.

      

      

      Looking up to Ryan, I explain, “Sorry, man, gotta pick up Jules. I’ll let you know when I’m ready. Thanks again for driving my ass around. I promise not to get too out of control,” I tack on just to put a smile on his face.

      This earns me a dramatic eye roll. “No one deserves this more than you. I’m happy to help out.” He knows I won’t drink much. And he knows why I’d never take the chance behind the wheel. Yet he won’t let today pass as just another day either. That’s what good friends are for.

      With that, I turn and lengthen my strides across campus. It figures with this being farthest class from Jules, today would be a day Van can’t pick her up. At this time of day, it’s difficult to be on time without making any stops. But there’s nothing I won’t do for her—or Vanessa for that matter.

      In fact, I’ve done everything I can to make sure their needs come first. Refusing to let them be another statistic based on the stack we’ve been dealt. Hell, don’t get me wrong, I’ve learned to love Columbia River University, but it wasn’t my first choice. No—I’m here because it was Vanessa’s first choice. Me attending CRU is the only way she’d be able to reach her dreams, too.

      Don’t get me wrong—I’m by no means a martyr. I’m getting a great education, but my plans to go away on my own to school went up in smoke right after graduation. Thank goodness, I’d already been accepted to CRU, and my counselor pulled some strings when he explained our situation. CRU’s become home to us, and I think it was the best decision I’ve ever made. Life’s way too damn short to live with regrets.

      It helps that I love it here.

      Walking across campus, I’m reminded of exactly why. Where else can you see St. Helens, Mt. Adams, and Mt. Hood from one location? Not to mention the Columbia River in the far distance, from this particular spot. It’s just one of the many perks of living in the Pacific Northwest. I couldn’t have picked a better place if I’d tried. This was the perfect decision for our family, and the people we’ve met along the way have welcomed us like family of their own.

      I arrive with minutes to spare. Walking into the daycare center, I’m greeted by Shannon, the girl who usually runs the pick-up station at this time of day.

      “Hey, Vince. Julia will be out any minute. I saw you walking up and already told her to gather her things.”

      “Thanks, Shannon. Vanessa had to work late.”

      We’re interrupted by the sound of feet tapping against the tiled floor. I turn to see Julia’s bright smile as she closes the distance between us, practically running. God knows a three-year-old can’t walk inside, no matter how many times we remind her. Especially when she’s excited.

      “I thought Momma was pickin’ me up?” she says as I bend, pulling her into a hug. She eagerly embraces me tight. She smells of fun and innocence. This hug is like a breath of fresh air, after being trapped with my thoughts all afternoon.

      “Nope.” I pop the p purposely, making her giggle. “You get me tonight, squirt.” Standing to my full height, I bring her with me as she clings to my neck like the monkey she is.

      “Can we make a cake when we get home? Momma said we’d make cake.” Her serious tone is just like her mom’s when she wants something. Clearly, the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree.

      This girl has a one-track mind. “Who do you think you’re dealing with? Of course, we’ll make a cake. But I get to lick one of the beaters.” I bop her on the nose with a grin. “You know the rules.”

      This earns me an exasperated sigh, just like I’d get from Van if she were here and an intense eye roll from a pair of eyes that mirror my own. “You’re silly. I share with you. Always… Or next time, I don’t get any.”

      Yep. She’s got the rules down pat. I set her on her feet and pat her head playfully before instinctively reaching for her hand. “You ready to get out of here and let Miss Shannon get on with her night?”

      “Night, Miss Shannon.” Julia beams. “See you tomorrow. We’re makin’ a cake.”

      Shannon chuckles lightly as she waves. “Have fun, you two. Don’t get into too much trouble.”

      As sweet as can be, Julia smiles wide. “Don’t worry. Unks is trouble. Not me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            VINCE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Within the hour, Jules and I have the chocolate cake in the oven, and we’re doing dishes. Well, I’m washing the dishes; she’s been scrubbing the same bowl for the last few minutes, using lots of soap and water. It’s a good thing I’m standing next to her, or we’d have to mop the floor, too.

      She’s still got faint lines from the batter on her face as she diligently works at cleaning up our mess. Vanessa should arrive any minute with dinner, and Jules can’t wait to celebrate.

      We’ve barely finished when the front door opens, and Vanessa calls out in the singsong voice she uses to get Julia’s attention. “I’m home. Anybody here?”

      Julia squeals and rushes to greet her mom. “In here, Momma. Unks and I made cake. Do we have candles?”

      I turn around the corner just in time to see Jules launch herself into Vanessa’s arms. The love they share for one another makes my chest constrict. I don’t know what I’d ever do without them.

      Of course, I’ve been with Van since the womb. Thankfully, I’ve never had to live without her. She managed to beat me into the world by a whole seven minutes, a fact she’s never let me forget. I’ve always been her “little brother,” though I’ve towered over her in height our entire lives. I took after Dad, while she looks more like Mom.

      “I’ve missed you, sweet girl,” Vanessa says as she squeezes Jules in a hug that wiggles her whole body, causing infectious laughter to spew from my niece.

      When the laughter dies down, Jules squirms, letting it known it’s time to let go. The second her feet hit the floor, Jules reaches for Vanessa’s hand. “Come on, Momma. Let’s go see if the cake’s done.”

      “Just a sec, Jules. I need to grab dinner.” I notice she’s already dropped bags of food on the entry table. I have no idea what she’s brought, but the smell has my stomach grumbling.

      Before she can reach for the food, I intervene. “I’ve got the bags. The cake should be done any second. Let’s go pull it out.”

      Maybe it’s a twin thing or the fact that we’ve lived together our entire lives, but after pulling the cake from the oven, Van and I work seamlessly to put dinner on the table. I love that Van’s brought home my favorite. Steak and mushrooms for the two of us and Julia’s favorite, homemade mac and cheese. As I help Vanessa plate our food, I notice a large side of steamed broccoli. A huge grin forms, knowing Jules’ reaction.

      Without a doubt, Jules will eat every last floret she can get her hands on, especially if it has any amount of butter on it. I’m not sure which she likes more, the broccoli or the butter. If Van or I are to stand any chance of getting any, I dish us first. Maybe it’s a family trait, as we can’t get enough of it.

      What’s funny is Mom wouldn’t be caught dead eating a green vegetable that wasn’t salad or green beans. But Vanessa and I devoured whatever vegetable Dad put in front of us. We’d always laugh at the faces she’d make as we wolfed down our veggies. That’s probably the only thing I ever saw my parents be so polar opposite about. Dad and his green veggies always got Mom grumbling.

      Though it’s a happy memory, my chest tightens as I fight to recall exactly how disgruntled Mom used to act. I’m not so sure if she really felt that way, or it just became an expected behavior.

      It’s funny how grief hits in the strangest of times. One minute, you’re reliving a happy memory; the next, it’s painful. Fuck… I can’t remember the exact sound of her voice.

      “Unks, you’re gonna dish me more broccoli, right? You know I eat lots,” Julia interrupts my thoughts, and I’m thankfully brought to the present.

      “Of course, squirt. How can I forget?” I tease as I put another huge helping onto her plate. Then I do the same for both Vanessa and me, making sure we get our share before she devours the rest. I’m certain she’ll eat more broccoli than mac and cheese tonight.

      Just as we make it to the table and are ready to dig in, Vanessa opens Pandora’s box by asking Jules, “So, how was your day?”

      Jules beams as she holds the bite of broccoli she’s forked close to her mouth. The overexuberance only a three-year-old can possess. “Great… You’re never gonna believe what happened at school today…” She takes a huge bite of broccoli, chews it fully, then proceeds to tell us every minute detail of her day. The girl must have a photographic memory or something because she’d put many college students to shame with the amount of detail she can describe about ordinary things.

      We learn about Cyrus’s shoes being on the wrong foot, how Miss Shannon forgot who was supposed to be line leader, and it caused a fight between Grace and Eli. She also tells us about how she made an art project she couldn’t bring home tonight because it wasn’t quite dry.

      This. Right here is what family’s all about.

      I wouldn’t trade a moment for these experiences. Van and I interject when we can, but for the most part, we simply eat our meal and let her get her chatter out. It’s amazing how full of life and optimistic a three-year-old can be. They always tell it like it is, and you never have to doubt what’s on their mind.

      Of course, with all her talking, Vanessa and I finish eating long before Julia. Eventually, Vanessa gets up and clears her plate while I do the same. Once Julia’s finished, she eagerly asks, “Can we have cake now?”

      I feign shock, making my eyes go wide and my mouth drop open. “Just where are you going to put this cake, Jules? Do you have a hollow leg I don’t know about?”

      This earns me another giggle and a dramatic eye roll. Yeah. She’s all Van in this moment, especially when she levels me with an expectant stare. “Unks. You know…” She pauses for exaggeration. “There’s always room for cake.”

      “If you say so…” I draw out sarcastically. “What do you say we frost the cake now that it’s cooled enough?”

      Julia hops up from the table to clear her plate. Then rushes to her stool in the corner and drags it to stand at the counter with me. Taking the can of coconut-pecan frosting, I pull off the lid. Julia reaches for the frosting spatula we’d set out on the counter before dinner, loads it up, and plops the frosting in the center of the cake. Since the cake is still a little warm, it doesn’t spread as easily as it should, but Julia gives it her best effort. Thank goodness, we’ve kept the cake in the pan because at the rate she’s going, there’s no way it would spread all around the edges. But it’s not like either Van or I care. This cake is made purely with love from our favorite tiny baker.

      Vanessa takes this time to wipe down the table and pull down some plates for cake. She finishes long before we’re ready for her. When she can’t take it any longer, she swoops her finger into the frosting and nabs a taste for herself. This, of course, earns her a disgruntled, “Momma. You gotta wait for us. No tasting the cake until we sing! It’s the rules, you know!”

      “Hey, it’s my birthday,” Vanessa feigns defensiveness. “And I’m the oldest. I get to make the rules around here.”

      “It’s Unks’ birthday, too. You gotta share this cake, Momma. Or no presents!”

      Vanessa’s mouth morphs into the perfect O as her eyebrows nearly shoot off her head. “Presents… You didn’t tell me anything about presents.” She looks between Julia and me, and it’s all I can do to keep a straight face.

      “Only for those who wait until after we sing Happy Birthday to eat the cake,” she deadpans.

      Once Julia’s finished frosting the cake, she reaches for the box of candles I set out and proceeds to put the whole box of twenty-four, but Vanessa stops her.

      “Hey now… we’re only twenty-one. There’s no need to use the whole box. Leave three off.”

      Julia does as told, then Vanessa grabs the matches and lights the candles.

      Holy shit. The cake’s a fireball.

      Instinctively, I pull Julia away from the cake and take her to the table. “Next year, I say we just get the candles with the numbers on them, or the house might go up in flames.”

      “No kidding,” Vanessa grumbles as she carefully walks the cake to the table.

      As soon as the cake’s safely on the table, Julia sings, and we eagerly join in. It’s tradition that we sing at the same time. Vanessa and I learned at a young age it’s never worth waiting for the song to be sung twice, when all that matters is getting our slice of cake.

      For the past few years, I make the same wish, in fear of it not coming true otherwise.

      Help us be okay without them.

      After Vanessa and I each make our secret wish, we blow out the candles with ease as Julia claps excitedly. It doesn’t take long before we’re devouring the cake and immersed in eating the rich chocolate perfection.

      The second Julia’s done, she pops up from the table and runs out of the kitchen, leaving Vanessa and me to stare at one another, wondering what Julia’s up to now.

      We don’t have to wonder long because before we can voice our thoughts aloud, Julia storms back into the room, her hands full with two hand-drawn bags in her hands.

      “It’s time for presents. Mommy, since you ate the cake first, Unks gets to open his first.”

      I’m surprised to find the bag is much heavier than I expect. I already know what’s in Vanessa’s bag, as I picked it out. But I’m confused at what she could’ve picked out for me that’s this size.

      Julia’s eyes are wide with excitement as I reach into the bag and discover a package the shape of a shoebox. She’s dying to help me rip into the package as she is for all special occasions. Her cuteness is completely undeniable. “Get over here, squirt, and help me open this.”

      Julia squeals with delight as she helps me rip into the packaging and shreds it to pieces in a matter of seconds. “What is it, Unks?” She practically pants. There’s no way she has a clue because this girl can’t keep a secret to save her life, so I glance over to Van to see if she’ll give us another clue.

      Nope. Just a knowing grin. I should’ve expected this as she’s like a vault when it comes to secrets. It is indeed a shoe box, but I’m still not convinced that’s what’s in it. It still feels too heavy. But when I pop it open, I find the pair of running shoes I’d been looking at the last time we made a trip to the mall. They’re supposed to be light though, so I pull one out and find it’s weighted down with something.

      “What the…” I wonder as I reach inside, only to find five rolls of quarters in each shoe. “Why on earth would you do this?”

      Vanessa’s eyes challenge me. “You always guess what you get before opening. I wanted to throw you off. Besides… you know it’s tradition to get money to spend how we want. So… what are you spending yours on?”

      Rolling my eyes at her antics, I chuckle. “Uh… quarters are a nice touch, but you don’t have to spend money on me. The shoes were more than enough.”

      Vanessa’s head shakes back and forth as her eyebrows narrow in my direction. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was pissed. “I’ve been saving tip money for weeks to pull off this prank. The least you can do is thank me.”

      I glance to Julia, who’s watching expectantly. I should know better than to refute a gift from my sister. “Thank you, Vanny.” I tack on her old nickname to make her crack.

      Her lips tip at the end, and her eyes twinkle in mischief. But she remains silent.

      Of course, Julia can’t stand the silence, so she quickly gushes… “What about your present, Momma?”

      Yeah, that makes Vanessa crack. She cannot handle the surprise turned on her. She eagerly picks up her package. I didn’t go to the extent of wrapping anything. I’m all about gift bags. She quickly removes the tissue paper and pulls out the small white box I placed inside and sets it aside, as she reaches for the frame I’d placed beside it. Her mouth forms a perfect “o” when she pulls out the framed selfie I’d taken of the three of us at the beach.

      “Oh, Vince, this is perfect.”

      It is. The sun is setting, Julia has the most adorable expression on her face, and Van and I are cheek to cheek with her. Julia had just said something to make us crack up, and all of our smiles are wide. Our matching hazel eyes all dance with amusement.

      “There’s somethin’ else, Momma.” Julia points to the box.

      Vanessa hugs the frame quickly before setting it down on the table in front of us, then reaches for the small white box. Most would assume it’s jewelry, but the smirk forming on Van’s face lets us all know she expects what’s inside.

      Yeah. I don’t disappoint.

      Van lifts the lid, and Julia gushes, “Look, Momma, I made that.”

      Sure enough, she painted the rock covering up the hundred-dollar bill inside.

      “See… I also follow tradition.” I waggle my eyebrows, bringing lots of memories to mind.

      “At least you follow the tradition of putting money with the rock, like Mom forced you to all those years ago. Jules, I can’t tell you how many years he got away with only wrapping a rock up for me. Grandma finally made him put money inside, or I’m sure Scrooge here would never part with his funds.”

      This makes us all laugh.

      “Unks… that’s just… mean. Why would you give Momma rocks for her birthday?”

      “It’s okay, Jules. Vinnie has been doing this for as long as I can remember. Grandma caught on pretty quick, so I always get money, too.”

      Nodding in agreement, I add, “I have no idea how it started, tradition is tradition. We’ve gotta hold onto those.” I bop her on the nose to make her squeal with laughter. “Okay… who wants cake?”
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      Ryan and I make it into the bar a little after nine. Music reverberates through my body from the moment we walk through the door. Wondering what all the hype is about, I take a moment to look around. Sure, people are scattered across the dance floor, and tables line the walls and are scattered off to one side. A rectangular bar sits in the center of the room for people to access from all sides. It’s what I’d expect from a place like this, but I can already tell it’s not my scene.

      I can dance—or at least I used to in high school, but if given the choice, I’d rather just hang out. I’m here to experience this ‘rite of passage’ my friends claim I can’t let slip by. When I spot Derek and Brayden at table near the back of the bar, I beeline it to greet them.

      “Hey, man!” Brayden bellows as he stands and reaches out his hand to shake mine. “Happy Birthday!”

      Before I can respond, I’m pulled into a bro-hug, and his large palm smacks my back. When he releases me, I manage, “Thanks. Glad you could make it out.”

      “Man—I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      Derek stands to pull me into a bro-hug as well. “Seriously, Vince. We’re happy to be here.” He looks around for someone I don’t see. “I thought your sister and her friends were joining us.”

      I shrug. “Nah, she’s home with Jules. They’re going out tomorrow.”

      He shrugs, like it’s to be expected, then he quickly glances to the dance floor. “Maybe I’ll have to come out tomorrow night, too. To make sure they behave themselves.”

      That earns a laugh from all of us. God knows those girls can handle themselves. None of them are heavily into partying, but you can’t be in college and not go out from time to time.

      Ryan guffaws, “Brayden - Dude you’ll use any excuse. Why don’t you just admit you like one of Van’s friends and at least be honest with yourself? You’ve been crushing on Holland forever. Are you ever going to just admit it?”

      Brayden rolls his eyes as he lets out an exasperated sigh. “Dude. I know. But she just broke up with John. I’m giving her some space—for now.”

      “Just make sure you don’t wait too long, or she’ll be moving on with someone—and it won’t be you,” Ryan advises in a way that lets us all know he’s only looking out for Brayden.

      “Speaking of moving on—have y’all seen that hot redhead behind the bar? I think I’m finally gonna ask her out tonight,” Derek boasts in a way that tells me he may have started the party a bit earlier than the rest of us. His eyes are slightly glossy, and he haphazardly throws his arm up in her direction. “I mean… have you seen her? She’s beautiful and can make one hell of a drink. What else would I need?”

      My eyes wander to where the bartender’s standing talking with a customer. I see Derek’s point. Her red hair is pulled back in a ponytail and still flows past her shoulders. Her black t-shirt and dark-denim skinny jeans fit her perfect body like a glove. Whatever the girl she’s waiting on says, makes her laugh—and it’s a beautiful sight to see. Her head’s thrown back in full abandon as she holds her belly. It’s not often you see people let loose like that, especially in public.

      “Dude!” Brayden shouts, pulling my attention to him. “You don’t stand a chance with Sydney.”

      Interesting… I wonder why. Derek never has trouble getting girls. He’s not a player—per se, but he’s definitely developing a reputation with us for being a ladies’ man. The problem is—the girls don’t seem to get that he’s not ready for a serious commitment—so when they want something more serious—he usually ends it.

      Pretending to be defensive, I see amusement in Derek’s eyes as he plays along with a devious smirk. “And why is that?”

      Instead of Brayden explaining, I’m surprised when Ryan interjects, “Oh, go ahead. We’ll just be right here eating popcorn, because I’m sure we’re about to get one hell of a show.”

      As I look between my friends, there’s obviously something I’m missing. Ryan and Brayden clearly know something Derek and I aren’t privy to. As they just stare at one another in challenge, I break the silence between us. “I don’t know about you—but I’m here to have a drink. Anyone care to join me?” I look around for a waitress and see there are none to be found. May as well just go up to the bar and order one for myself.

      “I’ll go,” Derek offers with ease, and I do my best not to snicker. “Besides, your first drink is on me.”

      Ryan and Brayden each pull out some cash from their wallets and give us their orders. I don’t miss the fact that Derek passes the shorter line to approach Sydney. From his determined expression, I can tell he’s getting ready to play his A-game.

      This should be entertaining, at least.

      We wait for a group of girls to grab their orders before Sydney greets us with a smile as she wipes down the counter in front of her. “What can I get for ya?”

      If I thought she was a knockout from across the bar, I was seriously mistaken. This woman is downright gorgeous. Her green eyes dance between us as she waits for our response, and I can’t help but notice a light sprinkling of freckles across her nose.

      “How’s your night going, Sydney?” Derek drawls in a tone, as if he’s a long-lost friend.

      She’s not wearing a nametag, so her green eyes darken as her brows pull together, as if she’s trying to place him somewhere. In a matter of seconds, it’s clear she has no idea who he is. But she pulls out her best customer services skills and pastes on what I’m sure is a fake smile. “Great. What brings you guys in?”

      Derek reaches out to pat me on the shoulder. “We’re here for my buddy’s birthday. What time do you get off? Maybe you can help us celebrate.”

      Sydney’s green eyes dart to mine and looks me over from head to toe. We’ve never met. But if I’m not mistaken, there’s a flicker of recognition from her. We stare at one another for a moment before she returns her attention to Derek. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m closing tonight. What can I get you two to drink?”

      Derek orders shots for everyone and a pitcher of beer, then continues his quest for her attention. “Maybe you can join us on one of your breaks?”

      Sydney takes in a sharp breath and releases it slowly as if she’s trying to regain control of her emotions. I swear, I’m a little afraid for what’s about to happen to my dear friend Derek. Her fingers slowly open and close into fists at her sides. In an instant, I can clearly tell she’s taking zero of his bullshit, and I have to say, she’s sexy as hell when she’s pissed—but clearly, I don’t want to be on the receiving end of what’s to come.

      Not wanting this to escalate, I slap my palm on his back. “Hey, man. Let’s just get our drinks and get back to the guys. If she wants to join us, that’s cool. But if not, let’s get out of her hair.”

      Sydney looks to me pointedly, and her tone turns to ice. “I’ll need to see both of your IDs before I can serve you, birthday boy.”
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      Of course, I know their IDs were checked at the door by one of our bouncers—so I know birthday boy’s of legal age. But I want to be a bitch to his friend because he’s the fourth asshole who thought he’d have a chance of taking me home for the night. Therefore, I’m not about to back down when it comes to my level of bitchiness for the moment.

      But when I look at the birthday boy, I’ll admit I lose a little of my steam. His hazel eyes are far more perceptive than they should be. He totally gets that I’m about to lose it on his friend. Instinctually, he defuses the situation without any prompting. This is totally crazy, but I swear, it’s as if he knows me already. Maybe I’ve seen him in one of my classes, but I can’t place his name. So being the nosey bitch that I am, I use my authority to my advantage to get his name while I’m at it.

      His cocky friend blurts out, “But we showed our ID at the door.”

      I pay him no attention but continue holding my gaze with the tall, handsome man before me. In a lighter tone, I still snark, “Well, you can show me again, or there’s the door.”

      I don’t miss the corner of this man’s lips quirking, nor the crinkle at the corner of his eyes. He doesn’t say anything but pulls his wallet from his back pocket, opens it, pulls out his ID, and hands it over.

      Vincent Daniel Larson—Date of birth—Today.

      I glance to the man in question, grateful to put a name to the beautiful face before me, before I scrutinize the piece of plastic in front of me further.

      Damn, even the DMV managed to get a dimple to pop and make him look sexier.

      How is that fair?

      Six-foot-one—One hundred eighty pounds—all muscle from the looks of it. Broad shoulders, trim waist—Organ Donor.

      I can’t help but notice he lives on the same side of campus as I do.

      When I look up—he’s staring at me expectantly with an outstretched palm.

      What is he waiting for?

      Oh, right. His license.

      I quickly hand it back then force myself to look at the cocky asshole next to him. He’s irritated. Good—it serves him right. Maybe he will leave me the fuck alone next time. I don’t care who he is—if he can’t see, I’m clearly working—he could be the cutest guy on the planet—and the answer would still be no. Have some respect already.

      I hold my hand out expectantly but don’t bother to grace him with any words. He’s resistant at first, but when I glance to the nearest bouncer, he can see I’m not budging.

      Grumbling something I don’t quite catch, he whips out his wallet and pulls his ID from the front pocket. “Here.”

      I don’t even bother to look at it precisely. I just want to show him who’s boss around here. I could truly give two fucks about his name or anything other than his date of birth. Once I see it, I shove the card back in his direction then turn to make the drinks he has ordered.

      As soon as I’m finished, I look Vincent directly in the eye. “Hope you have a great birthday, Vincent.”

      Vincent brings a finger to the bridge of his nose and ducks his head for a moment, as if he wants to say something. Then he dips closer so I can hear. “It’s Vince. No one calls me Vincent unless my family thinks I’m in trouble.”

      Oh, he’s trouble all right.

      I’m sure I’m smirking when “Well, we wouldn’t want that now, would we,” rolls off my lips.

      This earns me a gorgeous grin. The DMV photo captured nothing compared to this man in person.

      “I can’t say that I do,” Vince says as he holds my gaze a moment longer than necessary.

      His rude friend interrupts as he grabs two shots and the pitcher of beer. “Dude, are we drinking, or what?”

      Vince rolls his eyes and sighs. “Yeah, man. I’ll grab the pitcher if you want to take a third shot with you back to our table.”

      Wanting to make sure I haven’t been a total bitch this evening, I soften my tone and add, “Seriously, Vince. Happy Birthday!”

      In return, I get a beautiful chuckle and a smile that could melt my panties. “Thanks. Have a great evening, Sydney.”

      With that, he turns and walks back to his friends. Of course, I notice the view from the back is nearly as good as the front.

      Damn, he can fill out a pair of jeans.

      I don’t get to appreciate the view for long because my next customer steps up to the bar and places a big order. I absentmindedly go through the process of making their drinks and then ones for the steady line that typically picks up at this time of night on the weekend.

      Vince doesn’t come back to the bar for the rest of the evening. When his table needs a refill, one of his friends comes up with the pitcher instead. I know this because I can’t keep my eyes from drifting in his direction throughout the evening.

      One thing’s for sure, Vince is not a typical twenty-one-year-old out for the night on the town. He and his friends are relaxed and in a steady flow of conversation. They don’t head out to the dance floor and other than his friend hitting on me, they pretty much keep to themselves. They must be good friends because often I’ll hear laughter from their direction when the music slows.

      When a patron has to get my attention by waving a hand in front of my face, I scold myself.

      I’m not even sure why I’m paying attention to Vince. I’m on a man diet. I’ve had my share of assholes, and I’ve sworn to take a break. I force myself to look away and not turn back in their direction while I serve the next rush of people.

      When I slip up and glance in that direction again—he’s gone.

      Glancing around the bar, I see two of the guys from their table on the dance floor. But he and the tall guy he was sitting next to are nowhere to be found. Maybe they’re in the bathroom? I busy myself by cleaning and restocking my area. I wait on a few more customers, but for some reason, my eyes scan the room. After a while, I accept the fact that they’ve gone home.

      The rest of the night seems to go slower than a sloth at the DMV. We have a steady stream of customers, but the clock barely moves. By the time we announce last call, I’m eager to get out of here. I quickly go through my closing duties and have never been more thankful when Asher, our head bouncer, asks if I’m ready to walk out with him. Eagerly, I accept. Thank God, this night is over.
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      As I’m walking across campus to my last class of the day, I’m craving Swedish Fish. I pop into the convenience store on campus and grab a small bag to snack on during my next class. The line’s much longer than I expect, so by the time I’m done, I’m forced to powerwalk to be on time for my next class.

      Just as I reach the door of the building, a man’s hand darts in front of me to reach for the handle. Absentmindedly, I mutter a thanks and wait for him to pull it open. But his hand doesn’t move. I glance up to make eye contact with the moron who’s holding me up, and I’m startled to find Vince’s hazel eyes staring back at me. Though this time, instead of looking at his tousled brown hair, it’s covered in a baseball cap, and he’s wearing dark-rimmed glasses. He still looks handsome as ever, but I wouldn’t necessarily recognize him like I did at the bar Friday night.

      “I knew I recognized you,” I mutter more to myself than to him.

      “It appears you do.” Vince slowly smirks as he opens the door. “What class are you heading to?” he asks with genuine interest.

      “Financial management.”

      Vince’s eyes widen, and his jaw drops. “How have we not met before?”

      I shrug. Because what can I say?

      When we get to our destination, he opens the door once again for me. “Thank you,” I say sheepishly as I make my way into the lecture hall. There are close to one hundred people in this class, as it’s only offered spring semester. But I still can’t get over the fact we’re just now meeting.

      Instead of making our departure awkward, I cut right and take a seat in my typical area of the lecture hall. When I turn to take off my backpack, I’m surprised to find Vince following me down the aisle.

      He raises his hand in innocence. “I’m not a stalker or anything. But it felt like our conversation wasn’t quite over, and I didn’t want to make things awkward, either.”

      “It’s no problem at all,” I assure him as I take my seat. “There’s plenty of room.” I gesture to the few vacancies around me.

      Vince doesn’t say anything but takes his time to plop himself in the seat next to me and gather the things he’ll need for taking notes. By the time we’re both settled, neither one of us get the chance to say anything because the professor walks up to the podium to begin class.

      Of course, there’s no way not to notice Vince sitting next to me. He flips up the built-in table and makes himself comfortable. His large frame takes up the space, and his legs stretch out and cross naturally in front of him.

      But that’s not what captures my attention and never lets go. No—that would be his musky cologne that almost has the effect of catnip to a kitten. Even though I’d never act upon it, I feel my nerve endings zing with hypersensitivity to his closeness. With each and every move he makes, electric currents zip through my body. Like a magnetic force I can’t seem to grab control of, the electric pulses involuntarily roll up and down my spine and rumble into my belly.

      When the person to my right drops her pen on the floor, I’m brought back to reality.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      I don’t react to guys like this.

      I’m not some dumb teenager experiencing her first crush.

      But as I rack my brain trying to figure out what makes this man different from the others, I come up empty-handed. I’ve never had such a visceral reaction to anyone.

      Maybe I’m just being hormonal?

      It has been awhile since my date with ‘Fucking Brad,’ but I quickly squash that thought like a bug on the windshield.

      That’s no excuse.

      I refuse to let that douche-canoe have the power to shape my future. He was just another bad experience in a long line of horrible dates. I don’t have the time or the patience to put forth the effort it takes to be in a lasting relationship. I’m perfectly fine on my own and don’t need a guy to make me happy.

      Besides—that’s what I’ve paid good money on my trusty vibrator for.

      Smirking at the thought, I’m interrupted by the movement from the people around me. They’re shoving their notebooks into their backpacks and exiting the lecture hall.

      Holy shit. Did I daydream through this entire class?

      When I look to Vince, he’s packed but looking at me expectantly. “You okay?”

      Shaking the rest of the cobwebs from my brain, I rush out, “Yeah. Sure. Sorry—got lost thinking about something the professor was saying.”

      Vince’s lips tip at the end, almost as if he’s holding back a smile. “Really? What’s that?”

      Not wanting to completely lie, I spit out, “It’s not that big of a deal. I was just thinking about the assigned reading from last night and how applicable it would be to real life.”

      Vince’s eyebrows lift past the rim of his glasses, but he doesn’t say anything.

      Needing to fill the awkward silence, I quickly change the subject. “Are you done with classes for the day? Or do you have another one after this?”

      Vince stands and lets the person I didn’t know was waiting on my other side, pass by us. “I’m done for the day, you?”

      “I’ve been going since nine and thankfully, this is my last class,” I reply, following Vince out of the hall.

      Vince glances at his watch. “It’s nearly five. Just how many classes are you taking?”

      “Oh, just eighteen credits. I’ve loaded Tuesdays and Thursdays so I can sleep in after working my late shifts. I only have one class on Mondays and Wednesdays—so that’s a win in my book.”

      God. Sydney. Shut up. Why are you telling him your whole life’s story?

      Not knowing what to do, I look anywhere but at Vince. When I finally allow myself to meet his eyes, I’m relieved to find he isn’t looking at me as if I’ve just over-shared. No, he’s nodding in agreement. “Working at a bar must mean late nights; that’s a smart plan.”

      Huh. Not what I expected.

      “I must be a glutton for punishment because with back-to-back classes and only time to go home, grab some dinner, and change, I keep going until we close.” I shrug as if it’s just a fact of my life, trying like hell to stop making things awkward.

      Vince lets out a low whistle. “Wow. That’s a packed day. I thought I had long days—but my days end by five—even when I have to work.”

      Wow—being off by five. That must be nice. “You work on campus?”

      Vince holds the door as we exit the building. “Yeah. I got an internship in the university’s marketing department my sophomore year, and I’ve been working part-time ever since.”

      “Wow, that’s great. I started as a waitress, but bartending makes more.”

      Vince nods in agreement. “I can see how it would, even in a college town.”

      I sigh heavily as I admit, “I don’t have to work as many hours to make ends meet now. When I do get the extra hours, I can put it aside and save it for a rainy day.”

      “That’s great,” he says as we get to the bottom of the steps outside the building. “Which way are you heading?”

      Pointing in the direction of my apartment, I thumb over my shoulder. “This way, you?”

      Smiling, Vince shakes his head. “Seriously—I have no idea how we’ve made it this long without running into one another. Mind if I walk with you?”

      Instantly, I recall his address being near mine—but a few blocks further. He must live in one of the houses up the road, so I nod in agreement. “Sounds good.”

      We turn and walk casually across campus. Neither of us say anything for a few moments—but thankfully, nothing is awkward either.

      Eventually, Vince breaks the silence, “So… you’re taking financial management. I take it you’re a business major?”

      “Marketing, actually. I want to be in public relations with an emphasis on developing the brand or products. What about you?” I ask, keeping the conversation safe. After the way my thoughts drifted in class, I certainly don’t need to make things difficult.

      “I’m double-majoring in marketing and international business,” he tells me as we wait for a car to pass before crossing the street. “If all goes to plan, I’ll be done next spring.”

      “Same here. Wait… Have you been at CRU the whole time?” It’s really odd this is the first time we’ve met if he’s been here all three years. CRU isn’t that big of a campus. But maybe he’s a transfer.

      “Yeah.” He shrugs. “I started as a freshman. My family has a house here in town, so I’ve never lived in the dorms.”

      “Wow. That must’ve been nice. I couldn’t wait to get out of the dorms. Thankfully, I met my roommates Abby and Chloe and only lived in one freshman year. Do you live with your parents?”

      Something dark flickers across Vince’s features, and I suddenly feel as if I’ve asked the wrong question. His jovial expression is gone as he shakes his head and practically whispers, “No. I don’t live with my parents,” on an exhale.

      Crap. What do I say now? Clearly he’s in a bad place with his parents, and I need to change the subject before I put my foot in my mouth further. Think. Think… Got it. I pop off the first question that comes to mind that he seemed to be okay with talking about. “So… what is it you do for the university? You mentioned your internship led into a job on campus?”

      “I help market and recruit potential students. It’s really grunt work, like getting mailings set up. I put a lot of labels on mailers and send out pamphlets. But sometimes I get to design and create a campaign we want to run. It’s not much, but it pays well—so I’m not complaining.”

      “That’s great work experience, too!” I thought about trying to do something in my field, but I just can’t give up the money I make now.

      “I hear ya. You gotta do—what you gotta do. We’ll have plenty of time to work in our fields later, but you’ve gotta get that degree first before anyone will hire you.”

      When we get to the entrance of my apartment complex, I contemplate walking further because I don’t want my time with Vince to end. But knowing I have limited time until my shift at the bar, I stick with honesty. “Well…” I point to the complex on our right. “This is me. It was great talking with you, Vince. I’ll see you around.”

      “Sounds good. Save me a seat for next class. Maybe we can do this again,” Vince offers, and my mind races into a tailspin.

      Thousands of thoughts flicker through my brain, starting with—he wants to see me again—to—I’m so screwed if I have another day like today. I can’t make rhyme or reason of them as they flow like a strobe light through my brain.

      Somehow, among all my internal ramblings, I manage a coherent reply, “Sure, sounds good.”

      I’m rewarded with a beautiful smile that renders me speechless. “Until then…” he trails off then turns and keeps walking down the street, while I’m left to admire his backside. Thankfully, he doesn’t look back—because I’m rooted in place.

      Fuck. I am so screwed.
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      Until then… really? Man, I’ve got zero game.

      I’m still thinking about that ridiculous comment hours later, after I’ve gotten Julia through her nighttime routine and read her a bedtime story. I’m sitting at the kitchen table, trying to study, but all I can think of is the fiery redhead from this afternoon.

      Not that I have time to date as I’m typically helping Van and Julia. Van picked up an evening shift to cover for someone calling in sick. This is a typical Tuesday for us. Not that I’m complaining.

      I will do anything to help Van not become a teenage statistic. Dad drilled it into both of our heads that less than two percent of teen moms graduate from college before age thirty. Mom and Dad were planning to help Van through school, but after their accident, I became hellbent on ensuring she graduates from college on time. Besides—Julia’s one of the best kids in the world—so it’s no hardship spending time with her.

      Van hates not being here for bedtime—but occasionally when someone needs a shift covered, she knows I’m here to help. For the most part, she can handle everything on her own, but one of us has to be home with Jules for bedtime. That’s non-negotiable. So, when I can lighten her load, I always try.

      Van goes above and beyond to be there for Julia. She’s at the diner by

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Connect with Amanda Shelley
      


      		
        About this book
      


      		
        1. Vince
      


      		
        2. Vince
      


      		
        3. Sydney
      


      		
        4. Vince
      


      		
        5. Sydney
      


      		
        6. Vince
      


      		
        7. Sydney
      


      		
        8. Sydney
      


      		
        9. Vince
      


      		
        10. Sydney
      


      		
        11. Sydney
      


      		
        12. Vince
      


      		
        13. Sydney
      


      		
        14. Vince
      


      		
        15. Sydney
      


      		
        16. Vince
      


      		
        17. Sydney
      


      		
        18. Vince
      


      		
        19. Sydney
      


      		
        20. Vince
      


      		
        21. Sydney
      


      		
        22. Vince
      


      		
        23. Sydney
      


      		
        24. Sydney
      


      		
        25. Vince
      


      		
        26. Sydney
      


      		
        27. Vince
      


      		
        28. Sydney
      


      		
        29. Vince
      


      		
        30. Vince
      


      		
        31. Sydney
      


      		
        32. Vince
      


      		
        33. Sydney
      


      		
        34. Vince
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Amanda Shelley
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Connect with Amanda Shelley


      		Beginning


      		Also by Amanda Shelley


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/asavatarnoback.jpg





OEBPS/images/mthood4.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






OEBPS/images/vince-ebook-3.jpg
HE PERFECTLY INDEPENDENT SERIES

5 funny how one night

can change everything.

AMANDA SHELLEY





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-pinterest-screen.png





