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			Prologue

			Drayton

			The school courtyard is a frenzy of activity after the senior class has graduated and thrown their hats in the air. Families are congregating around the beverage tables, sail shades keeping the sun off and upbeat music coming through the PA system.

			That’s it. High school is over. It’s a weird concept to come to terms with. I’ve spent so much of my life here for as long as I can remember, and today I’ll walk out of the campus and never come back.

			I peer around at the familiar faces and wonder who I’ll keep in contact with and who I won’t.

			“Drayton.”

			Coach jogs toward me wearing a suit and tie. I’ve seen him several times today, but I still crack a grin. I’ve never seen this man in anything but sweatpants and a hoodie. I am going to miss him. For all his quirks, he’s been a damn good coach.

			“Yes, sir?”

			He shakes my hand. “Congratulations again, kid. You made me proud, and it was a pleasure having you on the team.”

			“Thanks, Coach.”

			He locks in eye contact. “I want free tickets to NFL games when you make it to the big time.”

			I laugh, appreciating the vote of confidence, and then I notice Dallas coming up beside me. “You got it, Coach. It’s the least I can do.”

			“Good man.” He claps me on the shoulder before he leaves, off to secure more future season passes from his team, no doubt.

			I drop an arm around Dallas. She’s holding her graduation cap between her hands, her hair falling down her back. “Your mom is looking for you; she wants a photo with you and your dad.”

			“Mm-hmm, I’m sure.”

			My teammate Derek and his mom walk past, and I wave.

			

			“Your dad is tracking down the photographer,” Dallas says, moving to stand in front of me. “I haven’t seen him, that’s just what your mom said.”

			Dallas has been doing a good job of avoiding my dad for the last few weeks; even though he and I have been working on burying the hatchet, she’s still hurt by the things he said to her on prom night, and I don’t blame her at all. He blamed her for my interest in UCLA and accused her of ruining my future. I’d never been so close to hitting the man. He plans on apologizing, so Mom says. It’ll require Dallas letting him close enough, but I’m not going to push her into hearing him out. He did the damage; he can fix it.

			“Nathan and I got some photos done too,” Dallas adds.

			“Did you get some with Gabs?”

			“Yeah.”

			Dallas and I took pictures together the second we got off the stage, while my mom and dad were busy having a conversation with some of the faculty. Then I slipped away to talk to the boys and confirm our plans for this afternoon. I’d volunteered to host the graduation party, and Mom was thrilled when I told her two days ago. Not.

			Speaking of, my mom is blowing up my phone with her exact coordinates and ordering me to hurry the hell up before the photographer moves on. I let Dallas know that I’ll be back soon and go find my parents, who are hanging around under a tree, keeping out of the sun. Mom is on her phone, texting me again, no doubt. I can feel it vibrating in my pocket every three seconds. When she sees me, she looks both frustrated and relieved. Dad claps me on the shoulder.

			“Congratulations, graduate.”

			“Thanks,” I say before I’m pulled into a crushing hug by Mom.

			“I’m so proud of you.”

			I pat her back. “Thanks, Mom. Now here’s a gentle reminder, keep your mouths shut around Dallas.”

			Mom leans back, jaw dropping. Dad slips his hands into his pockets and gives me a flat glare.

			“You know what I mean.” I grin, ignoring the disbelieving stares. “UCLA is a surprise. She doesn’t know, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

			As soon as I sent off the letter of intent, I decided that pulling this off as a surprise had the potential to make this summer even more romantic. Time is slipping through our fingers—we have to cling to every moment, bask in the sun like it’s the last time we’ll ever see it. All of that dramatic flair. Plus, she was pretty adamant I shouldn’t choose a college just to be closer to her. I don’t think she’ll spend the whole summer falling apart over our impending separation, but I do know she’ll be happy when she realizes I’m just a half-hour drive away. But keeping secrets? From Dallas? Next to impossible—if anyone breaks, no joke, it’ll probably be me.

			“Ready, team?” the photographer asks, aiming his camera at us. Mom makes a fuss, straightening my cap, fixing my tie, smoothing the fabric on my shoulders. As soon as she’s done, we stand together in front of the tree and smile.

			It’s hard to ignore the fact that someone is missing. I’ve lived the last six years without my sister, and it still feels wrong to be graduating without her. I keep waiting for a moment when it doesn’t feel so gut-wrenching to be reaching these milestones knowing she’s not here to do it with me. Knowing I get to celebrate the life I’m living and she doesn’t. Sometimes I think, Well, if she can’t live her life, then I should live it for her. And then other times I think, How dare I find happiness? I don’t deserve it. It’s a little carousel of ever-changing emotion.

			The photographer snaps a few shots, scans a QR code for us, and hands the little slip over so we can have them developed. Dad waves to someone passing and lets us know he’ll be back as Mom picks her purse up off the ground and looks at me like she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

			Her palm comes to my cheek. “You doing okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m good.”

			She tilts her head disbelievingly, but I’m saved when Dallas wanders over, still carrying her cap. Her legs poke out from beneath her graduation gown, tapering into a pair of high heels that give her another few inches of height.

			Mom smiles, gives her a hug, and congratulates her before slipping away to talk to some of the other moms.

			“I’ve done my share of mingling,” Dallas says, looping her arms around my neck. My hands settle on her waist.

			“You’re about to do a whole lot more of it.” I remind her about the party, and she pouts. “In a bikini.”

			“We’ll see.”

			I look her up and down. “I hope so.”

			“Can you believe it?” she asks. “It’s so weird. Just like that, we’re done. We’re never coming back here. Sure, we got up onstage and got a certificate and threw our caps or whatever. But that doesn’t feel like enough to express how huge this is. We practically lived at this school for years.”

			“I hear you, baby.”

			“And now we have to start the rest of our lives as adults.” She sucks in a deep breath. “That’s a long time. Adulthood is so long. This went too fast. I feel like it’s not balanced enough. We need more time to be kids!”

			She’s freaking out.

			“Well, we have summer. You and me. Every single day is going to be ours. Special.” I pull her a bit closer. “Can we promise each other something, right now?”

			“Okay?”

			“Let’s agree not to think about the fall at all,” I say and note the little flinch of doubt in her brow. “Let’s embrace this summer and not talk at all about what comes after. We don’t get sad; we pretend it’s not real.”

			“Except we’re literally going to LA to visit CalArts again.”

			“Apart from that,” I say and pull her a bit closer. “What comes after summer is out of sight, out of mind. So we can just enjoy the time we have. Deal?”

			“Yeah, deal.” She tries to smile, but I can see the little bout of anguish over how short the summer actually is. “Twelve weeks,” she murmurs. “That’s all we’ve got.”

			So she thinks.

		

	
		
			

			June

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Dallas

			Eleven weeks to go

			The sound of a motorcycle revving the heck out of its engine wakes me up, and I roll over on my pillow, staring at the ceiling through half-lidded eyes. The haze of sleep and confusion begins to clear, and then I sigh.

			Drayton did promise me that not one moment of summer would be wasted before we leave for college. So I’m not surprised that he’s outside waking me up at the crack of dawn. It’s Nathan who is going to have some words about Dray’s wake-up call methods. Dray starts his mornings far earlier than we do due to his circuits in the gym. I know his dad has him working with a private coach most of the summer too. It leaves me time to dance, which I spend at least an hour doing each day. I suppose it works that we’re both committed to staying on top of our craft.

			Flinging my covers back, I stand, then I stumble over to the window in the hopes that I can save the situation from escalating. Too little too late, though.

			Nathan’s voice is barely audible over the revving engine, but I can hear him shouting even in my bedroom.

			Pulling back the curtain, I see Drayton out on the street, leaning casually against his bike with his hand wrapped around the throttle, flicking it back and forth. He tips his head up at me with the biggest shit-eating grin on his face. The neighbors must hate him, that’s for sure.

			I slowly shake my head at him and then draw a hand across my throat, signaling for him to quit it. He stops suddenly and raises a brow.

			“You’re going to kill me?” he shouts loud enough that I hear him, as does Nathan.

			“Yes!” I hear my brother’s muffled voice.

			I wave Drayton inside and let the curtain drop. He’s an absolute menace. But I can’t wait to find out what he has planned for us today. I took some time off work over the next couple of weeks. Wren, one of our newer hires, was more than happy to cover my shifts. She’s mentioned the fact that she wants to get out of here after her graduation next May. What she wants to do, however, I don’t know. All I know is that she needs the cash, and her willingness to cover my shifts means a little extra time for Drayton and me to spend together. Since the graduation party, he’s shown up every morning with a new suggestion.

			Yesterday, we made sundaes with about a thousand toppings and sauces. The day before that, we painted portraits of each other and died laughing at how both of our pictures looked they could’ve been painted by a child. And then we ended up painting each other and kissing and falling a little more in love. That’s how it is with him. A never-ending fall. I’m still waiting to hit the ground.

			I stand in front of the mirror and run my fingers through my hair as I yawn and attempt to wake up. The door flies open a few moments later, and Drayton saunters straight in, grabs my face, kisses me, and then falls onto my bed.

			“Get dressed, Cheer,” he says. “We have plans.”

			“I figured.”

			He grins.

			“How should I dress?”

			“The less, the better is my personal preference.”

			I slide open my closet door and glare at him. “What are we doing?”

			“You can’t really dress wrong for today, Cheer. Wear whatever you feel comfortable in.”

			“This.” I wave a hand over my little pair of cotton shorts and cami. It’s so hot at night at the moment that I would rather wear nothing to bed, but the thought of having to flee the house in a fire or natural disaster won’t allow me to sleep in the nude.

			Not unless I’m at Drayton’s house and we’re both in the nude. It’s illogical, but there’s comfort in not being alone in potentially scrambling around for clothes in the middle of a house fire.

			Drayton stands up and walks toward me. I quickly assess his casual black slacks and white T-shirt. His thin chain hangs from his neck. He slips his hand onto my waist and gives me a rough tug into his body, staring down at me with those sensual eyes and his panty-dropping grin.

			“I do love these pajamas, Cheer, but you wouldn’t be happy with me if I let you go out like this.”

			“So considerate.” I stand on tiptoe and give him a kiss.

			Before I can pull back, his hand wraps around the back of my neck, and he deepens the kiss for a brief moment. Then he gives me several quick pecks, steps back, smacks me on the ass, and tells me to get dressed before wandering out of the room. I hear him hollering for Nathan and smile with butterflies in my stomach.

			There’s a suitcase half packed in the corner of my room for our trip to California next week. I’m not sure why I bothered so early considering I’ve taken most of the clothes back out to wear. I scrounge through it and find my pale-blue tank top and a pair of wide-leg jeans. I quickly fix my hair and put some mascara on. Before I leave the room, I throw my clean laundry straight at the suitcase.

			We’re going to California so I can get the lay of the land, scout out my building, and figure out how to get to my dorm and where to park. What’s close to the building. Spots I can eat when I’m out. Potential places of work that aren’t too far from the campus. Things I’d rather know before I get there. Plus, it’ll be a fun little getaway for Drayton and me. We’re going to go to Disneyland and Universal Studios and shop on Rodeo Drive.

			Well, maybe not shopping because I’ve never spent more than twenty dollars on a T-shirt. But I’ll browse. From outside the store.

			I wander down the hall when I’m ready and find Nathan stirring a cup of coffee while Drayton sits at the breakfast bar and scrolls through his phone. I expected conversation, but it’s silent instead.

			Drayton looks up. “You look beautiful. Your brother isn’t talking to me.”

			“I don’t talk to people who wake me up at seven in the morning and also turn the entire neighborhood against me,” Nathan says.

			“You’ll live.” Drayton stands up and slides his phone into his pocket. “Come on, baby. We’ve got things to do.”

			“Goodbye.” Nathan drags out the word as he lifts the cup to his lips and refuses to look at us.

			I’m surprised he’s this mad; he’s a morning person most of the time. Though, it is summer, and he doesn’t have to be up for work right now. We have plans to go camping when I get back from California. I’m not much of a camper, but it’ll be nice to do something with Nathan that he wants to do. My whole summer’s pretty much scheduled, which gives me less time to worry about what’s going to happen in the fall. I do my best not to think about the fact that soon, Drayton and I will no longer be within a short drive of each other. Up until graduation, I thought I was totally fine with the situation I’d created, and then we left the campus and reality hit me like a blow to the chest.

			Time is counting down, and then everything changes.

			

			***

			Drayton pulls the motorcycle into the lookout spot where he brought me when we became official. It’s still technically closed to motorcycles, but Drayton rides up the wide gravel walking track with little concern. We hop off, and just as he always does, Drayton fixes my hair when I pull my helmet off. He kisses me, and then I go and stand at the edge, where I look out over the rocks and bask in the clear blue sky and sunshine.

			I love coming here. It’s where we confessed how we felt about each other. It’s where we’ve hidden from the world once or twice. I turn and look at him over my shoulder, a pang in my chest at the fact I’ll have to live without seeing him all the time when we go to college.

			Drayton lifts his seat compartment and starts pulling out little snacks and cold drinks. There are churros and croissants and lemon ice tea because I hate coffee. He arranges it all on a plaid blanket.

			“Breakfast with the sunrise.” He stands at the edge of the blanket and widens his arms. “The sun has already risen because I figured you and Nathan would kill me if I came before five.”

			“You thought correct.”

			He nods. “Yeah. Plus, I needed to hit the gym before I came.”

			I sit down and pop a strawberry into my mouth. “Do you want to come camping with Nathan and me when we get back from California?” I ask, licking the juice off my lips while Dray stares at me like he’s hungry for something other than food.

			“Uh, I don’t know.”

			I recoil, blinking at him as he stretches out on his side and leans on his elbow. “You don’t know?”

			“I’m not a big camper, baby. I like hotels and room service and private hot tubs.”

			“You’re such a rich kid,” I scoff, tearing off a piece of croissant. “And full of shit. You like being outside. You also said we have to spend every single day together.”

			He picks up a strawberry. “Guess we’ll have to go a few days with the phone instead.”

			“But—”

			“Besides, Nathan needs his time with you too.”

			It’s not like Drayton isn’t sweet and thoughtful. He’s completely thoughtful, all the time. But surrendering what he recently referred to as precious days together seems out of character. I’m not sure whether to be disappointed or not. Truthfully, I’ve also been looking forward to seeing Drayton camping. He is more of a hotel person, but I don’t believe he wouldn’t brave a tent and sleeping bag if it meant being tucked in beside me under the stars all night.

			“Okay,” I say. “Remember, I only have two weeks off work, and that means we have even less time.”

			“I still have to train all summer, so I’ll just do it then. Besides, shouldn’t you quit soon? You can’t keep working there from California.”

			“It’s hard for you to understand, my privileged love, but I need to save as much as I can before I go. My last day is August thirteenth.”

			“Quit sooner, I’ll make up your wages.”

			“I promise, one day, when we’re married and I have to retire from dancing because my body doesn’t work anymore, you can fund my life. Not a moment sooner.”

			He gives me a quick smile, and then he moves over to me, puts a strawberry between his teeth, and leans in for me to bite the other side. I do, and then he grasps the sides of my face, kissing me while our mouths are full. I laugh and grip the neck of his shirt, pulling him closer.

			“All I heard is that we’re getting married one day,” he murmurs against my mouth. “I can’t fucking wait, baby. Oh, and don’t ever tell me this body’s not going to work. Impossible.”

			I promised myself I would ignore the little pangs over our impending separation. But it’s so hard. In these moments, when he feels like the other half of me, as if we were created in perfect balance with one another, I don’t understand how I’m supposed to go months at a time without feeling his arms around me or his mouth on mine. This was my choice, though; I was the one who convinced him he didn’t need to choose a college near me and that we’d be fine doing long-distance.

			Drayton leans back, his brow a little pinched as his gaze roams over me. “Baby, we had a deal.”

			“I know,” I say. “I’m fine.”

			He looks at me a beat longer.

			I lean back in and kiss him again. “This is why I was doing my best not to fall in love with you, by the way.”

			“Let’s not have that debate again,” he says, and then he pushes me onto my back and crawls over me, holding my head in his palm so it’s not resting on the hard ground. And we lose ourselves for a little while.

			***

			A few hours later, Drayton and I are heading into the library, hand in hand. This is really the last place I expected us to end up. It wouldn’t surprise me if he has some “make out in the stacks” fantasy that he wants to tick off his list.

			“Gabby is working here for the summer,” I say, peering at the checkout desk as we come through. The library has multiple floors, and I’m blanking on which one she said she’d be on.

			“We’re not here for her, Cheer,” Drayton says.

			“Yeah, I bet it’s a much kinkier reason.”

			“If you think I want to fool around in the stacks … you’re right. But later.”

			He’s full of surprises today. We head up to the next floor, passing the open space with desks lining the windows and short round tables flanked by low chairs. People are tapping away on laptops, reading, highlighting notes, or putting tabs in their books. We arrive in the romance section, which holds shelves and shelves of books.

			Dray pulls out his phone, taps on the screen, and then turns it around to show me a five-minute timer.

			“Five minutes to find a romantic quote that best describes us. Go.”

			He kisses me hard and fast and then darts off, leaving me bewildered. It doesn’t take long before I’m snapping into action, and I start frantically scanning the shelves for books. I don’t read a lot, though, so I have no idea what to look for. Gabs would be a huge help right now. I start sliding books out and flicking through the pages, only skimming the second halves since I figure that’s where most of the confessions are happening.

			I go as quickly as possible, moving through the stacks and grabbing random books. So far, nothing is jumping out at me.

			“Three minutes,” I hear Drayton shout from somewhere nearby and wince at the volume he’s using in the damn library.

			I carry on, haphazardly grabbing at books without even reading the spines first. It wouldn’t make a difference. I don’t know what I’m looking for. Suddenly, I’ve found it. Smiling, I read the quote a few more times and put my thumb between the pages.

			A few moments later, I hear, “Time.”

			I sigh at his complete lack of concern for his surroundings and make my way in the direction I heard his voice coming from. He’s in the last row beside the windows, standing there with his elbow leaning on the shelf and a book hanging from his hand. His phone is set up on one of the shelves, recording. He likes to record our adventures, which is sweet.

			“You got one?”

			I wave the book at him. “Yep.”

			“You go first.”

			“No, you.”

			“Why?” he asks.

			I shrug, not having a reason.

			“Fine,” he chides playfully and brings his book up to hold it with both hands. “‘All I know is, one moment I was existing and the next, I was living. And I’d never known the difference until I met her.’”

			My heart starts to flutter as he lowers the book and looks at me again, his suntanned biceps pulling his T-shirt sleeve tight, his tattoo looking as sexy as always, and now I want to fool around in the stacks.

			“Read your quote before you jump my bones, baby.”

			I stick my tongue out at him and lift the book, scanning the words quickly to find the quote. I clear my throat.

			

			“‘I’ve lost enough in my life to know I can survive it. I’ve never loved enough to make me question that, until now.’”

			When I peer up, Drayton has straightened up off the shelf and is staring at me with a longing I will never get used to. Though, there’s a little sadness in it too.

			“You have me, and you aren’t losing me.”

			He crosses the space between us and wraps his arms around my waist. He kisses me as his hands move up my spine and into my hair, and then he’s pushing me back against the shelf.

			“Okay, that was fun,” he murmurs against my lips. “Now we shake these shelves.”

			“Mmm,” I gasp as his mouth moves onto my neck. “We are not going all the way back here.”

			“It’d be so fun.”

			I laugh against his mouth and let myself feel all of the love that comes with being adored by him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Drayton

			Eleven weeks to go

			Lying to Dallas doesn’t come naturally to me. Sure, for a while there, I downplayed how I felt about her. I didn’t let on that I’d imagined marrying her the first time I ever saw her wearing my T-shirt after I brought her home drunk.

			

			I’ve been in love with her for as long as I can remember, and being honest has never been a question for me. Letting her think I’m going to Baylor for college and watching the sadness in her face whenever she thinks about it is killing me. It’s also confusing. It wasn’t that long ago that my girlfriend was acting like a long-distance relationship would be a piece of cake and I should quit considering colleges near her.

			I let myself into her house on Saturday morning.

			“I need a favor,” I say to Nathan. He’s on the sofa with a coffee, his phone in his other hand. “Tell Dallas you don’t want me to go camping with you guys.”

			“I don’t want you to go camping with us.”

			I grin at him. “I know you invited me.”

			He rolls his eyes, and I sit down on the sofa next to him. Dallas is here somewhere, in her room no doubt, getting organized to leave for California tomorrow morning. I can’t wait to spend a week away with my girl.

			“That was out of obligation,” Nathan says.

			“Yeah, well, Dallas asked me to go, and I had to pretend like I just don’t like camping. I had to tell her no. I never tell her no.”

			“If you’re not careful, that’ll go to her head.”

			I shrug and lean back into the cushions, giving Nathan a look as if to say, And? He cracks a smile and shakes his head.

			“You’re good to her. I do appreciate that.”

			I give him a light slap on the shoulder. “I would do anything for that woman.”

			Except tell her that I have to spend a week doing assessment training at UCLA. I’ll also be meeting my teammates (and getting to know who I’ll be up against for starting quarterback), the coaches, and the assistants. I’m looking forward to it. I was thinking ahead when I initially checked out the campus. Even before we became official, I knew I wanted to factor Dallas into my future. It’s hard to explain, but I had a gut instinct that she was the one. Plus, she was too driven and focused to change her plans for me, which I would never have expected. She’s wanted CalArts for a hell of a long time. So either I changed course and followed her or we did the long-distance thing. Fuck that, I want to see my girl as often as possible.

			I considered telling her that I can’t go camping because I have to be at Baylor for assessment training, but that would mean she’d want to see the campus. I know her well enough to know I would not be able to avoid a FaceTime tour.

			“I still don’t see why you can’t tell her,” Nathan says, bringing his coffee up to his face. “She’d be pleased.”

			“Because it’s a surprise,” I say. “I’ve mentioned that.”

			He stares at me as if expecting me to elaborate. I can’t—I just want us to spend the summer in the moment. Loving as if we’re running out of time. Living as if it’s our last summer. I don’t know if it’s cruel. It might be, but it can’t be a bad thing that we’re having the time of our lives so far. I have two passions in life: football and making sure Dallas feels loved. I’m dedicating my every waking moment to both.

			“How long do we need to be camping for?” Nathan asks.

			“A week.”

			He stands up and wanders over to the kitchen, flicking the faucet on and rinsing his cup. “That doesn’t sound like a long time, but it is when it comes to camping. Especially for Dallas.”

			“What about Dallas?”

			Dallas appears from the hall in a pair of denim shorts that hug her spectacular ass and a pastel-pink cropped T-shirt. Her hair is up in a loose bun, and I’m gifted with her sweet smile before she goes back to looking at her brother, brow raised.

			“Nathan was telling me he doesn’t think you can handle camping for an entire week.” I get off the sofa and walk over to Dallas, slipping an arm around her waist and giving her a kiss on the head.

			“A week?” she gasps.

			Nathan gives me a subtle glare. “Might as well make the most of it.”

			Dallas peers up at me with her bottom lip pinched between her teeth. “That’s a big chunk of our summer gone.”

			

			I love that she thinks that. A week isn’t a massive amount of time, but then again, I’m the one who knows we’re going to be together next year. My heart lurches again, and I wonder if I should give up this whole idea and tell her the truth. Then again, so far, I haven’t outright lied. I’ve found ways to avoid telling her plainly that I’m not going to Baylor.

			I had acceptances to both schools—and four others—by March but sent my intent to register letter to UCLA on the last possible day. Until a few weeks ago, I also had no idea where the hell I was going to end up. I had to get my dad on board before I told him about the letter I’d sent. As adamant as I was about doing what I wanted, the thought of his disapproval still weighed on me. Things have been getting better, though. He and I, we’re getting past our shit.

			“I did mention perhaps I should come,” I say. “I know I said I wouldn’t, but then I thought it could be fun and we’d get to do something new together. But Nathan said no.”

			Nathan leans a palm on the countertop and sighs, fed the fuck up. I almost laugh. I shouldn’t stir the pot, but it amuses me. Dallas looks at her brother, head tilted in confusion. “You were the one who first suggested inviting him.”

			Nathan glares at me for a few long beats, and I wonder if he’s going to rat me out. Perhaps I pushed him too far. Finally, he lifts his shoulders. “We need some sibling time. You’re spending ninety percent of the summer with Drayton anyway.”

			“Yeah.” Dallas relents. “I suppose so.”

			“It’s no stress, baby.” I give her another kiss on the head and lead her toward the front door. We should split before Nathan has a change of heart and decides to expose me. “I’ve got people I can visit and plenty to do to keep me occupied.”

			Another indirect lie. I do have people to visit and plenty to do to keep me occupied. In California.

			As we reach the front door, I look back at the kitchen, where Nathan is watching me with exasperation, and give him a thumbs-up.

			Dallas and I head back to my place to have lunch with my parents before we leave tomorrow. By the time we get back from California, they’ll be gone, off to set up some business venture for Mom. We go inside, and Dallas and I both still at the raised voices coming from the living area. I don’t hesitate to follow the sound of obvious dispute, but my sweet, respectful girlfriend tugs on my arm.

			“We shouldn’t interrupt,” Dallas says. “That sounds like Gabby’s mom.”

			“Camilla loves me.”

			“Oh, babe.” Dallas winces. “No, she doesn’t.”

			I wave her off and take another step, only to be intercepted again.

			“This is probably about the pregnancy,” she whispers. “We don’t need to go in there.”

			“What if your best friend needs your support?”

			She stares up at me, her eyes narrowing, the internal conflict obvious on her face.

			“You’re playing on the fact that I want to go in there and save my best friend just so you can watch the drama.”

			“You know me so well.” I press a firm kiss against her mouth and take her hand, dragging her toward the living room. Her steps are reluctant, but I know she wants to be in there as much as I do.

			“This would never have happened under my roof,” Camilla snaps.

			She’s standing in the middle of the room with my mom and dad, though there’s a decent distance between them. Josh and Gabby are doing their best to sink into the couch and disappear. Josh is my best friend, but he became more of a brother when his parents moved to Canada. Mom and Dad agreed to let him stay with us so he didn’t have to leave school or his girlfriend at the time. Neither of which worked out. When he dropped out, Mom hired him as a PA with the expectation that he was to work towards supporting himself and being a responsible adult. I don’t think knocking up his girl was what they meant. 

			Dallas and I stand behind the couch, the adults not detecting us. Dallas reaches down and takes Gabby’s hand, and the two exchange a small smile. I nod at Josh. He gives me a little two-finger wave before sinking further down.

			I circle around and sit next to him.

			

			“Well, that isn’t necessarily true.” Mom is doing her best to be gentle while my dad stands with his hands in his pockets, looking frustrated. “They obviously didn’t use protection no matter where they were.”

			Good point.

			Camilla scoffs. I get it, she’s upset, but my hackles go up in defense of Mom. As if sensing it, Dad twists and looks at me, shaking his head. Message: Don’t get involved. I’m still deciding if the message has been received.

			“There would have been no sharing beds under my roof,” she argues. “I didn’t know she was spending nights here with no supervision, allowed to do whatever.”

			Dad tilts his head at her. “You didn’t know where your daughter was spending her evenings, and that’s our fault?”

			Mom pushes her elbow back, giving Dad a gentle jab in the ribs. Steam appears to be coming out of Camilla’s ears. This might be the first time the three of them have gotten together since the news broke. I knew Camilla was upset, but Dallas said she was handling it all right. Mom told Josh they were welcome to live with them. I thought the issue was sort of resolved. I guess being in the same room raised some grievances. I peer over at Dallas and notice a subtle glare aimed in Josh’s direction as she leans in close to Gabby, who whispers something in her ear.

			“How did this all start?” I whisper to Josh. I’ll find out what the girls are talking about later.

			He puts his hand over his mouth. “Camilla came with us to the ob-gyn checkup and was dropping us off after. She decided to come in and talk to Mom and Dad, and, I don’t know, one comment led to another and it got tense.”

			“Dude, quit trying to blend into the furniture and stand up. Handle this shit. Have you even apologized to her once since it happened?” I whisper.

			Josh scowls at me. “Why should I? It was a team effort.”

			“That’s not the point,” I say, keeping my voice low. “You need to be the epitome of a man right now. You’re about to have a kid. Camilla needs to see you being fit for that role. Not hiding behind Mom and Dad.”

			

			He bounces his leg. “What do you know about all this?”

			“It’s about what people expect. Having confidence and taking charge and at least pretending to be in control helps build trust. Also, an apology goes a long way with moms. Believe me.”

			I’ve missed the last few moments of conversation, but I tune back in to hear Camilla expressing exactly what I was saying. “What are they going to do? Is Josh going to go off and lead the life he wants while Gabriella is stuck here raising a child? What about her future? She had plans.”

			Mom’s shoulders deflate a little, and she looks at my dad with obvious distress. Suddenly, Josh stands up and steps forward. I feel a little surge of pride for the fucker. Until he speaks.

			“I’m not an asshole.”

			Camilla looks at Josh with her brows pinched.

			“What I’m saying …” Josh clears his throat, clearly nervous, and Dallas and I look at each other with subtle judgment—well, subtle from me, not so much Dallas. I love the kid, but that was not an opening line. “I’m not going to leave Gabby to handle this on her own. If her plans change, then so do mine, and we share the load. We have equal opportunity, and we make equal sacrifices. I’ll work to support her, and if she can take classes to keep up with her dreams, we’ll make that work. We’re in a better position than some. We have a good support system, and I’m sorry we broke your trust. I am sorry. It’s not ideal, but I won’t leave her to do this alone.”

			That’s better. Gabby’s clutching her chest with tears streaming down her face. It seems she needed the reassurance too. Dad gives Josh a light pat on the back in support, and while Camilla still has her arms crossed, her face has softened. Just a little.

			She nods. “That’s good to hear.”

			Mom gestures outwardly at the room. “And the kids are welcome to live here. We have so much room, and it’d be no imposition.”

			Camilla sucks in a sharp breath, hardness returning to her features. “Gabriella should be at home with me.”

			“We’ll talk about that, Mom,” Gabby mumbles, wiping her face with open palms.

			Finally, as if Mom is just realizing Dallas and I are here, she waves her hands at us, gesturing for us to get away from the sofa. “You two, out. Go and wait in the kitchen, we’ll be there in a minute.”

			I sigh, standing up and taking Dallas’s hand, leading her out of the room. “Well, all right. We’ll be unsupervised, though. Someone might end up pregnant.”

			“Boy
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