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      Jace's sandy brown hair flows through my fingers as I grip the back of his head. He hasn't had a haircut in a few weeks, so he's all scraggly which is perfect for me to latch onto as he whips his tongue across my lips. I pull him closer to me as he presses his lips to mine, kissing me with all the fury you'd expect from someone who is about to leave for a whole freaking week.

      His hands grab my hips, his fingers spreading wide across my back as he pulls me closer to him. His feet shuffle, and mine go backwards until my back presses against my closed bedroom door. If I had it my way, the door would stay closed forever and he'd never leave. I kiss him and breathe in the scent of his body wash, trying to hold on to every bit of him, forming his essence into a memory for me to think about when he's gone.

      We stay like this, wrapped in each other’s arms, making out like the teenagers we are, until my neck hurts from looking up at him, and the smell of Mom's burned dinner seeps under the door, startling both of us.

      “What is that smell?” Jace asks, pretending to choke on the stench. He leans in and kisses me softly on the neck before I have a chance to answer. When he pulls back, my knees are too wobbly from his kiss to bother saying anything. My brain simply doesn't function in a state like this.

      The ear-splitting sound of the smoke detector blasts through the house, and I yank open my door and head to the kitchen with Jace following. Mom stands next to the stove, two blackened oven mitts on her hands and a dejected look on her face. A stream of black smoke flows from the open oven door, covering the entire room in an awful-smelling fog.

      “Well kids,” Mom says, even though Jace is almost nineteen and totally not a kid. “Looks like we're ordering takeout for dinner.”

      

      Later, Jace sits on the floor of the living room with his back pressed against the couch with me sitting between his legs, my back against his chest. Two empty pizza boxes sit on the coffee table. My little brother Bentley sleeps in Mom's lap while we finish watching the made-for-TV family movie he had insisted we watch. The movie is ridiculously awful, but I don't mind it because I spend my time twisting my fingers around Jace's and sneaking glances of him over my shoulder.

      Nothing is boring when Jace is with me.

      “Thank you for dinner, Ms. Maize,” Jace says, glancing over at Mom.

      “You're welcome, dear,” she says, grabbing the remote control. A grin bursts across my face. Mom never called Ian dear. She flips through the channel guide, looking for something not as annoying to watch. “Sorry I ruined the real dinner. Maybe next time I'll be able to serve you two a home-cooked meal.”

      “Or I could take ya'll out to the Taste of Texas,” Jace says, popping up from the couch. Mom and I both roll our eyes because the Taste of Texas is an incredibly expensive steakhouse that Jace recently visited with his new boss and hasn't stopped talking about since.

      Jace helps Mom contort my brother's sleeping body into a manageable shape, by placing him over Mom's shoulder so she can carry him to bed. Mom walks to the hallway and then glances back at us. “Thirty minutes,” she whispers over Bentley's shoulder, extending my time with Jace by twenty extra minutes. She's in a really great mood today. To Jace, she says, “See you next weekend, dear.”

      Mom disappears into Bentley's room and then her own room. When the coast is clear of all sibling and parental units, I slide my hands up Jace's chest, hooking my fingers together behind his neck. “That's the second time she's called you dear today,” I muse, closing my eyes when he kisses the top of my forehead. “She really likes you.”

      “That's because I'm not a dropout druggie douchebag,” he murmurs with his lips still pressed to my forehead. Alliterations aside, he's right. Jace is a high school diploma-holding non-drug user, full time employee and owner of a paid-off house, thanks to his late grandfather leaving it to him in his will. Even if Jace wasn't so freaking nice and charming, my mom would probably love him.

      “We have twenty-nine minutes,” he says, glancing at the clock on the wall. A devilish grin slides across his lips and he winks at me. “How about we make the most of it?”

      I sprint to my room with Jace on my heels. The moment we get inside, he closes the door behind us and wraps his arms around me in a tight hug. Jace leans forward and we fall to my bed with him on top of me. He adjusts himself on the bed, holding himself up on his elbows as he hovers over me. I open my mouth to speak and he silences me with a kiss.

      I try again, and he kisses me again. With a sarcastic roll of my eyes, I push his face off mine. “I'm trying to talk to you, mister.”

      “I know, but I just want to enjoy being with you. If we talk, we'll bring up how I'm about to leave and not see you for five whole days.”

      I sigh, because he's right. His head softly pushes mine to the left so he can kiss me, trailing soft kisses from my lips to my cheeks to my neck. Chills run down my arms at the feel of his touch. A dull ache throbs in my chest at the knowledge that he'll be leaving soon, driving back to Mixon, Texas where his new apartment waits for him with an empty bed and no girlfriend. And I'll be stuck here, in my bed that smells of him, waiting to start the first day of school for my senior year tomorrow.

      After a summer this wonderful, I can't possibly go back to school.

      “I should drop out,” I say, running my hands through his hair. “I could get my GED or something, and go stay with you.”

      Jace cocks an eyebrow. “Um, no.”

      “Why the hell not?” I ask, acting more offended than I really am. Although I'm pretty damn offended, so I'm not acting much.

      He takes a deep breath and puts on his Serious Face. It's the face he wears when I'm trying to talk him into something stupid and he's trying to talk me out of it. “Because,” he says, running his calloused hand over my cheek. “You need to finish school. I can't be the cause of you dropping out.”

      I stick out my bottom lip in a pout. “But staying in school means another ten months of being away from you.”

      “I live forty-five minutes up the road, Bay. This is hardly a long distance relationship.”

      I keep my lip puckered out and look off to the side, avoiding his gaze. It's easy for him to act as if this is no big deal; he has a job and a life without me that doesn't involve sitting in a stupid desk all day, surrounded by idiots.

      “Sweetheart.” Jace watches me until I turn to face him. He strokes his hand through my hair. “Why do you act like our relationship will be over when you go back to school? We spent all summer living next door to each other and it was awesome having you in my arms every night, but that doesn't mean this will all disappear. I'm still yours and you're still mine. We will make it through this school year.”

      I sigh, not knowing what to say because all of his words are perfect and all of mine are crap. He looks into my eyes, glancing back and forth between them, waiting for me to respond. I draw in a nervous breath. “You promise?”

      He leans in and places a soft kiss on the top of my nose. “I promise.”

      

      With thirty seconds left until my Mom-appointed bedtime, I linger in the doorway, one foot on the threshold and the other resting on top of Jace's shoe. He stands on the porch, facing me with his arms outstretched on either side of the doorframe.

      “What's that look for?” I ask, poking him in the chest. “I'm freaking out because I'm going to miss you so much and you're standing here smirking like some kind of…” I trail off, unable to find the right word.

      His smirk gets even smirkier as his head tilts to the side. “Like some kind of what?”

      My words come out all flustered. “Like some kind of…guy…who…smirks.”

      Jace bursts into laughter and quickly covers his hand over his mouth so as not to wake up my mom. “That's the best you've got, eh Maize?”

      I stick my tongue out at him and he grabs the back of my head, pulling me into a kiss. “This look is because I have something to tell you,” he says with oodles of mystery dripping off his words. I swallow. The smile on his face should be a good sign, but knowing that he has something to tell me just makes me want to freak out and throw up. What if it's something bad?

      “Wh-what is it?” I ask in a whisper.

      He draws closer to me, slipping his arm around my waist. “I love you, Bayleigh,” he says in the first time I've ever heard his voice say those words in that order. My heart pounds inside my ribcage as he continues, “I do. I've known it for a long time but it took me a while to get brave enough to tell you.”
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      The first day of my senior year is exactly as miserable as I thought it would be.

      My best friend Becca has four classes with me, which would normally be the cause of celebration, but today it is anything but. She spends every waking moment gushing about her new boyfriend Braden, and how freaking sweet he is and how adorable he looks when he eats Pop Tarts every morning and how he holds her hand in the hallways and his palms are kind of sweaty but that's okay with her because she just likes being close to him.

      I should be happy for her—I mean, I am happy for her—I would just prefer if she didn't remind me every five seconds that her boyfriend is across the hall in math class and mine is forty-five minutes away.

      Not to be braggy or anything, but her boyfriend hasn't said the L-word yet and mine has. I haven't told her this because she would freak out. Plus, this new level in my relationship with Jace is special—I don't want to share it with anyone else yet.

      Somehow, I manage to make it through my first day of senior year without dropping dead from love-struck longing for Jace. I send him a text when I get home, telling him exactly that but I know he won't get it for another hour or so. He's been booked solid with giving motocross lessons at the dirt bike track.

      Even though my mother
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