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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan - Seventeen-Years-Old

      

      My stomach is a knotted mess of nerves, excitement, and raging teenage hormones.

      I look down at my phone, hidden underneath the covers of my bunk, for the thousandth time in the last hour. Lights out and bed check were twenty minutes ago, and I’ve been anxiously waiting for Carver’s text.

      He’s my first love. The only guy I’ve thought about since the first time I met him three summers ago. At the time, we were both fifteen, and it was my first summer attending Camp Cheakamus Adventure in British Columbia.

      My phone lights up, illuminating the little pup tent I’ve created under my sheets, and my heart thinks it just ran a race.

      
        
          
            
              
        Carver: All clear. 10:30 @ the lake

      

      

      

      

      

      The text holds so much meaning that I nearly weep with eagerness.

      Tonight’s the night.

      I never thought about sex or what it would mean to lose my virginity until the first time I kissed Carver. Everything from that moment on has been leading up to this point. We’ve waited. We’ve hungered. We’ve lusted. We’ve done almost everything together in our previous make-out sessions. But we’ve never done it.

      I wasn’t ready until now. And Carver could have easily given into temptation and gotten the job done elsewhere way before now. But he didn’t. He never pressured me and was always patient, even when I put on the brakes. Frustrated, maybe, but always patient.

      Tonight, though, my brain and my body are finally ready. And I can’t wait.

      On this star-filled, clear July night in the middle of the Garibaldi Ranges between Whistler and Blackcomb mountains, I am going to become a woman with the help of the only boy I’ve ever loved. The most beautiful, sweet, thoughtful boy in the entire world.

      Carver Edwards.

      He is my everything.

      Over the last hour, I’ve wiggled anxiously in my bed, unable to tamp down the nerves that flit through me like lightning bugs. A restless desire of what awaits me down by the lake drives me to the brink of insanity. I’ve thrown off my covers five times in the last ten minutes, my body a constant strobe of electricity, like one of those crazy static electricity balls at the Science Museum.

      I’m amped, charged and will probably go off the minute he touches me.

      I think I’m more nervous because this isn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision, nor an act of impulsiveness. No, it’s been a slow brew of teenage hormones over the last three years, since our first kiss at the lake. That’s a moment I will never forget. That list of firsts with Carver will expand once again tonight.

      I hear my bunkmate, Emma, snoring softly above me. She’s the only one whom I’ve confided in about my plans with Carver. She listened attentively as I mapped out our secret rendezvous for the big event. Emma isn’t a virgin – lost it the winter of her sophomore year – so she was more than willing to give me pointers and is excited to hear all about it.

      I squirm in my bed, flopping over to my stomach as I flick my phone on once again, the bright LCD light nearly blinding me as my eyes readjust to focus. It’s now ten-fifteen. Even a sighting of Sasquatch can’t keep me confined to this bed any longer. I can’t wait another damn minute.

      Slowly and carefully, I peel back the covers and quietly plant my bare feet on the cabin floor. My toes search for my flip-flops that I left on the side of my bed. The moment I slip them on, I second-guess the decision to wear them on my trek toward my escape, so I pick them up to carry outside until I’m in the clear. No sense making any noise on my way out to my secret rendezvous.

      I creep to the door, where before bed I’d placed some gum in the hinges to keep my unauthorized escape from being detected. I hold my breath as I press on the frame ever-so-gently and breathe a sigh of relief as I step out onto the porch, holding on to the handle until it closes behind me with a snick. Sealing my fate.

      I bolt off the porch and run through the darkened, tree-lined path down to the lake.

      I know this trail like the back of my palm, as I stop only momentarily to brush off the needles of the Silver Fir and Western hemlock trees that gathered on my feet during my run. Slipping my flip-flops back on, I continue my sprint down to the shore, the only light coming from the stars above and my phone flashlight.

      Whether I’m out of breath from the run or the anticipation of what’s to come, I bend forward for a second and rest my hands on my knees, looking to gain my equilibrium and steady my heart rate. Which is impossible, really, since I know it will only grow more rapid from here on out.

      A second later, my waist is captured from behind by strong, assured hands. Although I instinctively know it’s Carver, I jolt at the firm touch, a tiny fissure of fear that dissolves as soon as he plants his lips at the base of my neck.

      “Hey, baby.” He whispers in my ear, his warm breath lingering like a warm breeze. I shiver at the soft touch and the low reverberation of his voice.

      His hand snakes around my middle, toying with the hem of my tank that sits just below my belly button. The need that’s been simmering all day is now roaring to life like the black bears that inhabit the Coast Mountain ranges.

      I lean into him, enjoying the heat from his body. The top of my head doesn’t even reach the bottom of his chin. Carver is a tall, lean basketball player and just had another growth spurt this year. It surprised me when I saw him again at the beginning of camp two weeks ago. It’s like someone sprinkled Miracle Grow on top of his head because he’s now a foot taller than me.

      The thing is, I don’t see Carver outside of camp. Our hometowns are more than an hour from one another in Washington state. We could see each other if I allowed it. But it was my decision early on, and Carver agreed to it, that we leave things at camp and not allow it to continue through the school year.

      The reason is simple: I never wanted Carver to see me in my natural habitat. I live in a white-trash, poor farming community in Skagit Valley. He lives in the prestigious area of Mercer Island, a wealthy suburb overlooking Seattle and Lake Washington. His father is some hi-tech millionaire. So, it became clear from the start that outside of our camp existence, Carver and I had nothing in common and wouldn’t fit together in the real world.

      He has no idea what my life is like back home, and he doesn’t even know I’m here on an academic scholarship, too poor to ever attend a program like this without financial aid.

      But during these few short weeks every summer, I am his and he is mine. And what we will share tonight will bind us together like nothing else ever could. The most intimate act two people can experience. It will be perfect.

      Carver’s deep voice reminds me of how quiet it is out here in the British Columbia wilderness. He speaks softly, but it echoes across the water and through the sky above us.

      “Are you still okay with this, Lo?” His thumb strums across the flesh of my abdominals, having found its way underneath my shirt.

      I turn to face him, tilting my head back and reaching up on my tiptoes to place a kiss on his chin. His nose. And then his lips, which immediately succumb to my demands. There is nothing better than kissing Carver. It doesn’t matter that we are apart for entire school years. His kisses were always like coming home again. And I keep those embers burning the remaining nine months of the year.

      “I’m more than okay, Carver. I’ve been waiting for this my entire life.” I feel his smile against my lip as he takes another taste.

      The stillness of the lake only enhances the possibility that we are alone out here. The only life amongst us are the nocturnal forest creatures hiding or foraging around in the dark.

      The thought thrills me. We’re alone. No one else around to disrupt our night. We can do whatever we want without the concern of being caught. We haven’t kept our relationship hidden, but the camp director, Stellan, is constantly on us about our habitual PDA. I’ve caught him staring at us on more than one occasion, his eyes displaying an emotion I can’t quite name. I’ve mentioned it to Carver, but he just laughs it off, suggesting that Stellan’s just jealous of what we have.

      Carver clasps my hand and tugs me toward the left of where we’re standing.

      “Good,” he says, pulling me behind him as we swiftly walk toward a clump of trees. “Cause your palace awaits.”

      We walk along the edge of the shore for a few minutes, his flashlight illuminating the way across logs, stones and fallen pine cones. And then, just as we skirt around the base of a large hemlock, I see the small camp that Carver set up.

      I gasp in awe. It’s the most romantic gesture ever. It couldn’t be any more perfect than this.

      “Oh my God, Carver. When did you do this?” My eyes flit between the small tent to Carver. The grin across his face is both charming and devilish.

      He shrugs but doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he asks timidly, very unlike Carver. “Do you like it?”

      There are no words to describe how I feel. My mouth goes dry and I bite my quivering lip to keep my tears from falling.

      This boy owns my heart and soul. And he’ll very soon take ownership of my body.

      “I love it,” I respond, following him through the open flap of the tent, which is lit with flashlights. Once seated, I lean in to wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him into my chest. “And I love you, Carver. More than anything.”

      Anyone in close proximity to our tent might have assumed it was a grizzly nearby, based on the loud growl that rumbles from Carver’s chest when my hand lands on the bulge at his crotch. He was already hard before I touched him. I continue rubbing him until he pushes my hand away and rolls on top of me.

      Our bodies are aligned so I can feel his hard length in the spot where he’ll soon be without any barriers. We’ve had our fair share of dry-humping over the past summers and have touched each other pretty much everywhere. He’s given me orgasms with his fingers and taken me to the top of the world with his tongue and mouth. And I’ve done the same to him.

      No one ever told me how incredible it is, and how much joy you can experience, to make a boy come with your mouth.

      “I brought a condom, in case you changed your mind.” He says, lifting his head from where it’s been buried in the crook of my neck.

      I shake my head, sifting my fingers through his tousled hair.

      We’d discussed this already. I’d been on the Pill since I was fourteen to regulate my heavy periods. Since we are both each other’s firsts, and both of us are clean, I wanted to avoid any awkwardness of fumbling around with a condom.

      I am totally okay with this and tell him so, but I appreciate that he is thoughtful enough to bring one just in case. I figured I’d experience pain either way, so at least this way I’d be able to feel all of him. And vice versa.

      “No, I’m good if you are. I promise.”

      Carver cups my cheek and kisses me. His eyes stare at me with love, hope and earnestness.

      “I just want it to be good for you.”

      I can’t help the nervous sarcasm that comes out of my mouth. “Well maybe you should stop talking about it, then, and just get on with it.”

      I giggle when he bites down on my earlobe playfully. But his lips and teeth quickly turn serious, working their way down my neck, his fingers inching the strap of my tank off my shoulder, exposing my breast.

      My hands have a mind of their own as they mold around the muscular globes of his ass and squeeze. He groans, sucking on the sensitive flesh just above my breast, thrusting his lower half into mine. I arch into him as his lips hover over my nipple, his tongue lashing at the tip. I hum in response and wonder how loud we are and if anyone can hear us outside the tent.

      What if someone happens upon our tent? What if Stellan is doing a bed check and finds ours empty, sending out a search party to locate us and take us back?

      No sooner have I thought of every possible worst-case-scenario, I look down and realize Carver has already divested us both of our clothing. Now I’m fully naked, lying next to a fully naked Carver. His hands and fingers touch me everywhere, and with each touch the ache between my legs grows bolder and stronger.

      Carver hovers above me, his broad shoulders and muscular biceps holding him over me. His lower body urges my legs open, his hard shaft gliding effortlessly between my folds. I’m already wet and ready, from just that small amount of friction. I let out a wanton moan, the sensation so unique, yet foreign.

      My legs automatically stiffen when I feel the tip of his cock probe at my entrance.

      “God, Lo…I’m sorry. I can’t hold out any longer.”

      Carver’s restraint disappears, his body tight as a crossbow at target practice. Our gazes lock in the dark as he trembles above me, the delicious weight of his body covering me with untapped desire.

      “Okay.” I whisper huskily.

      I should be nervous as his hand moves between us, as he aligns himself up in just the precise spot. But I’m not. I’m turned on and ready for what’s coming.

      Oh my God, this is really happening.

      I see our past. I feel the present. I hope for our future.

      A quick push, a slight sting and then I feel the fullness of Carver. He’s inside me. I instinctively bring my knees up toward my chest, allowing him more room, as he rocks above me. His biceps strain and his forehead creases as he slides in and out of me. Aside from the pinch at the onset, I now just feel a low-grade burn.

      My breath hitches every time he slides out and then pushes back in. It’s like the waves of the lake - the rhythmic cycle, licking at the shore, pressing across the smooth rocks of the beach. Each time he pushes deeper, I know he’s leaving an indelible memory in my heart.

      His grunts grow louder and the movements faster, as the motion of his body becomes more jerky – along with his breaths. And then with one final push, his strong body stiffens unbelievably tighter as he stills above me. Carver groans so deep, I swear the earth below moves with the rumble of his bellow.

      He buries his head in the crook of my neck as I stroke the back of his head; his neck; and down his spine, loving the slick feel of his muscular shoulders.

      A few moments pass and he still hasn’t moved. I know he’s still awake because I can feel his eyelashes flutter against the skin of my neck.

      And then he says the words that remind me there is nothing that will ever separate us, because we are now one.

      “I love you, Logan. You and me forever.”

      But I will soon learn that Carver’s a liar.

      And forever doesn’t exist.
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      Logan – March Five years later

      

      “Your ten-thirty patient has arrived, Logan.”

      And then Bethany adds under her breath, “If you can manage to tell time, that is.”

      I nod at her as I walk by her desk. She’s Dr. Connell’s front desk receptionist and office administrator, and has only been here two months longer than I have. Even so, she demonstrates an air of superiority over me, along with an underlying hostility that she only displays when no one else is around. Like now.

      The hallway behind the desk is empty and Bethany knows when the doctor isn’t around and when she has liberty to shoot these little barbs at me. I honestly don’t get it. I’ve been nothing but nice to her since the moment I walked in to complete my new hire paperwork. I’d joined the dental assistant team right out of school and it wasn’t my intention to make any waves with any of my colleagues. I normally get along with everyone, but I have no clue what I’ve done to make her despise me so much.

      It’s not terribly important that I make best friends with those I work with, but it sure makes it better. With Bethany’s cold shoulder always on the ready, I’ve tried my best to suck it up and deal with her rude attitude. My motto has always been “get along and get ’er done.” I may have stolen that from my father. A family heirloom, of sorts. Possibly the only thing he’d ever given me since the age of thirteen.

      That’s because nothing free was ever given to the youngest of four from my poor farming family living in one of the poorest farming communities in Washington state. I was lucky to get hand-me-down shoes from the Goodwill by the time I was born. As the only girl in a household of three older brothers, I had to earn my way and keep up – or get beat up. I was not treated like a princess in some fairy tale. There was no slacking or using the “I’m just a girl” excuse, because none of them gave a rat’s ass that I was their baby sister. In fact, it only made them want to beat on me more.

      I suppose I should thank them for teaching me how to survive by growing thick skin. Now I’m able to deal with the likes of the Bethanys of the world, and her snotty attitude toward me. While I don’t think I deserve her spite, I’m not about to get my panties in a wad and go tattle on her to my new boss, Dr. Connell.

      Her like or dislike of me will not affect my job as the newest dental assistant in one of Seattle’s best oral surgery and dentistry practices. My entire goal is to become indispensable to the doctor, so he’ll consider me an asset to him. So I won’t be tossed away like garbage. Thrown away without a glance back like others have done in my life.

      So far, Dr. Connell seems to like me. Perhaps a little too much. Since I started six months ago, Dr. Connell has asked me out twice. And in the age of office sexual harassment lawsuits, you’d think an up-and-coming dentist like him would avoid that conduct.

      He isn’t a slime ball, or creepy, or anything like that. It’s not like he’s lurking around me trying to get fresh or cop a feel. Apart from him asking me out, Dr. Connell has been careful never to do anything untoward. He’s a good teacher and mild-mannered boss, and I enjoy working for him.

      I’ve politely declined each time he’s asked me out. He’s a decent looking man, probably mid-thirties, and a little geeky but sweet. I’m sure he’s quite a catch – but I’m not interested.

      Perhaps that’s why Bethany dislikes me so vehemently. Maybe she’s jealous. I don’t really care what bee’s up her butt. I shouldn’t have to bend over backwards just to win her over. My time is better spent elsewhere.

      Picking up the client folder from the slot on the counter, I quickly glance at the folder and scheduled appointment. It’s Friday and we generally have scheduled appointments until noon, leaving the afternoon open for any emergency walk-ins and weekly paperwork.

      I open the door to the waiting room area and flash a smile to the middle-aged man in the lobby.

      “Mr. Arnold. Come on back. We’re all ready for you now.”

      There’s something unnerving about him as he brushes past me, walking with an air of confidence, his deep brown eyes scanning me from head to toe. “We’ll be in room B today.”

      Mr. Arnold strides ahead, his navy-blue suit wrinkle-free and screaming “I’m the shit.” Mary Ann, one of the other dental assistants, warned me that Mr. Arnold is some bigwig lawyer and one of our select clients.

      Well, la-tee-da. I treat all my patients the same. No matter what race or wallet size, they all have the same oral care requirements. I will not bow down to anyone just because of their social status.

      Even rich people’s breath can stink.

      “Any changes to your medical history since the last time you were in, Mr. Arnold?”

      I take a seat in the rolling chair next to his reclining figure, reviewing his medical information tab on my open computer screen.

      The leering snide of his voice has my head snapping toward him, my eyebrows creasing with question.

      “In fact, yes, there is…I’m in much better shape now that I’m divorced.”

      He chuckles with a lecherous undertone, even adding on a wink. “And my stamina is better now than it was in my twenties.”

      I want to gag up my breakfast.

      Growing up with three older brothers, I’ve heard every sexual innuendo there is and I rarely bat an eye at it. But there’s a time and a place for it. Not in my workplace when I’m about to use very sharp metal instruments in your mouth. That’s just plain stupid. This guy is obviously not as smart as his thousand-dollar suit implies.

      I bite the inside of my cheek and let out a polite laugh at his annoying comment. Although I should shut him down.

      Turning back to my computer, I decide to ignore his comment.

      “Mm-hm. Let’s see here. On your last visit, we were watching the amalgam on your bilateral bicuspids. You were wearing them down quite a bit and the doctor wanted to review it this time to see if a bite guard is necessary.”

      Mr. Arnold makes another mocking sound, but I refrain from giving him my attention. Behind me he says, “Now that I’m not sleeping with my bitch of an ex, my grinding has stopped.”

      Douche.

      “Well, we’ll have Dr. Connell confirm where things are at. Is there anything else we should review?”

      There’s a short pause and I can’t help but swivel around. I find Mr. Arnold blatantly staring at me.

      “Now that you mention it, I do have some sensitivity in the back tooth.”

      He opens his mouth wide and points toward one of the upper molars.

      I slip on my latex gloves, covering my mouth and nose with my mask, and lean in. Using the mirror and periodontal probe, I investigate the location he’s indicated where the pain stems from. I’m going about my business as his left arm swings up and his hand lightly brushes across my right breast.

      I jerk back with a sharp intake of breath. Since I can’t be sure he did it on purpose, I’ll let it go. This time. But if it happens again, I won’t refrain from admonishing him. Fool me once and all that.

      His excuse is immediate but lacking sincerity in the apology, as evidenced by the expression on his face. He wears a pathetically smarmy smile. “I’m so sorry. You just startled me.”

      Mm-hmm. I’m sure that was it.

      One of the areas that has come a long way in the dental assistant field is that we no longer have to be subjected to sexual harassment. No woman, in any profession, should tolerate the sliminess that some men seem to wear. Dr. Connell’s office harassment policy is very clear that it extends to patients and not just management. This type of occurrence happens more than it should when men feel at liberty to cop a feel.

      If I wanted, I could stand-up right now, walk into the doctor’s office and call Mr. Arnold out for his indecent groping.

      But I won’t. It’s not necessary. I’ll handle it on my own. Just like I’ve done with everything since I was seventeen.

      I tilt my head to the side, my eyes pinned to him with an assessing stare, showing him that I won’t back down. I won’t cower. I have the upper hand here.

      “Mr. Arnold. You should really be more careful. It’s very important that I keep a steady hand while I have sharp instruments in your mouth. I’d hate for you to accidentally bump me again. That could cause quite the severe outcome.” I clear my throat, looking over my shoulder at the computer and then back to him. “And according to your chart, you’re quite prone to being extra sensitive to dental cleanings.”

      What I don’t mention is that his records indicated that during his last dental procedure, Mr. Arnold cried like a little baby – a simple filling. I have to stifle my laugh when I see his face turn ghost white and he grips the arm rests more tightly from the threat in my response. He knows it and I know it.

      Don’t mess with me again, otherwise you’ll be sorry.

      “Now then, if you’re ready to proceed, I think the sensitivity in that area could be from the trauma caused by the bruxism.” I continue to explain the damage could be extensive, smiling as I do. “We’ll get some bitewing x-rays and have a look.”
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      It’s after one in the afternoon and time for lunch. I’m exhausted from a long morning and an even longer week. My lower back aches from being hunched over my last patient during her root canal and my dogs are barking like ferocious Pit Bulls. As in, my feet hurt like hell.

      I’m in the small kitchenette breakroom when Dr. Connell comes in, lunch bag in hand.

      “Mind if I join you, Logan?” He asks sweetly, his smile highlighting the bright white of his perfectly aligned teeth.

      Motioning to the chair next to me, I slide my sandwich container over to allow him room at the table.

      “Thanks.”

      I finish chewing my sandwich and close the book I’ve been reading. One from the James Patterson collection. I’ve had it in my possession for weeks now and can’t seem to get through it very fast. My roommate, Alison, however, is a book whore and speed reader. Our apartment is littered with piles of books, which she calls ‘research’.

      There’s a short pause before Dr. Connell – or Jeff, as he has asked me to call him on more than one occasion – speaks again.

      “How was your week? You seemed a little off kilter earlier today.”

      It’s surprising that he picked up on that. I’m usually good at wearing my poker face and keeping my feelings hidden. Lessons learned as a young girl, when I was picked on mercilessly for showing any type of emotion.

      I give him a half-hearted shrug and pick up an apple slice from my lunchbox.

      “Oh, I’m fine. Thanks for asking. I’m just tired today.”

      He takes a moment to consider this, nodding his head and pursing his lips.

      “Are you feeling okay? Maybe you’re coming down with something. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      Not likely. I’m the picture of perfect health. I just haven’t been sleeping well. It’s the time of year where the memories keep me awake at night, revisiting my past decisions. Nothing my boss can do anything about.

      “No, I’m feeling great. Work is going well – things are good.” I say this with as much enthusiasm as I can muster, hoping to placate him so he’ll lay off the twenty questions. It’s making me more uncomfortable than Mr. Arnold’s wandering hands.

      “I’m so glad to hear that. You’re doing an amazing job, Logan. I know the patients adore you. As do I.”

      My eyes slide to his when he says this. Oh, shit. His expression is filled with genuine warmth and affection. I know what this means. I hold my breath and count to ten, uncertain how to proceed.

      Dr. Connell – Jeff – is a very nice guy. Obviously kind and thoughtful. He reminds me of the character Bill Pullman played in Sleepless in Seattle. A little straight-laced for my taste and pretty goofy. I guess he’s good-looking, in a dull sort of way. He has neatly trimmed dark hair that’s turning a shade of salt-and-pepper at his temples. I could certainly do worse.

      But I don’t want to do anything. I’m not interested in dating or developing a serious relationship with anyone right now. And I fear Jeff is looking for exactly that thing.

      He clears his throat, a blush creeping up his neck. “Logan,” he begins nervously, “I really like you. You are a terrific employee. I know you’re apprehensive about dating…but I guess I’m a glutton for punishment and want to ask you one more time…just in case…in the event you might reconsider.”

      His hands fiddle nervously with the bottle of Kombucha tea in front of him, and it just makes me feel sorry for him.

      He continues, “Would you consider just dinner with me? Only dinner. We could even do the early bird special and I’d have you home by eight.”

      I can’t help but giggle at his offer. Any other girl would be lucky to date him. For me, though, I’m damaged goods. My life isn’t the same as most other’s my age. I still have too much work to do on myself before I’d ever be ready for what he’s hoping for.

      I’ll give him one thing. The man is certainly persistent. Maybe if I just said yes to one date, he’d get it out of his system. It’s just one date.

      “Dr. Connell-”

      “Jeff, please.” He interrupts softly.

      I straighten my spine and turn toward him.

      “Okay, Jeff. Just dinner. That’s all I can commit to. I think it’s a horrible idea, though – dating the boss. That’s why no-fraternizing policies exist in employee handbooks.”

      The look on his face is utter glee. Oh geez. He’s like a five-year-old boy on Christmas morning. Excited. Hopeful. Happy. Apparently, I’m the life-size present Santa brought him this year.

      Jeff’s clammy palm lands on top of my hand resting on the table. I want to pull it back, but don’t want to reject him, so I keep it there. I see a flash of movement over Jeff’s shoulder as Bethany walks by, her eyes glaring with contempt.

      Oh, great. Just another reason for her to hate me.

      “We don’t have that policy in our handbook.” His voice rises two octaves higher, snapping my attention back to him.

      “I’m so happy. You’ve made my day.” He rambles eagerly, “Is tomorrow night too soon?”

      I search my brain for an excuse, but all I have planned is finishing this book.

      “Um…well, I’ll have to check.”

      Jeff has already pulled up his phone calendar, perusing the dates on his schedule.

      “Do you enjoy college basketball?”

      Huh?

      I give him a perplexed tilt of my head. “College basketball?”

      He nods his head and waves his hand in excitement. “Yes! I totally forgot. My buddy from UW works at the arena and invited me to use his VIP tickets for tomorrow night’s Regional playoffs. We could go watch the game and then have dinner afterward. What do you say?”

      So much for just dinner and home by eight. I don’t want to let him down, but college basketball isn’t exactly my thing. I’ve only known one basketball player in my life and he left me without a backward glance. So, no, I can’t say I like basketball.

      The lunch in my stomach swishes and sloshes around like piranhas in a pool of bodies. But I feel like I’ll be the one eaten alive.

      Against my better judgment, because of his excitement, I offer up my response.

      “Sure, that sounds great.”
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      Carver

      
      It’s weird being back home in Seattle.

      I can’t say it feels like home anymore, because my home has been Phoenix for the last four years where I’ve attended college. Seattle is simply the place I grew up.

      Mercer Island, specifically. That’s where my parents live. It’s the home to the rich and relatively famous of the Seattle dot-commers and tech-giants. My father is one of those people. He made it big before I was born when he developed a veritable, one-of-a-kind software program and sold it to an off-shoot of Microsoft in the early nineties. Needless to say I grew up in a very influential area.

      Looking back, I had a great childhood. I went to the most prestigious of schools, was afforded opportunities to play on elite high school basketball leagues, and attended the best summer enrichment programs and camps that money can buy. My parents loved me and doted on me as their only child.

      But that was then and this is now. And my father and I don’t talk any longer. Not after he made a decision that affected my future without consulting me. I will never forgive him for it.

      Since then, I’ve limited my trips back home to a handful of holidays. I can’t recall the last time we had a civilized conversation that didn’t erupt in a shouting match. Or just silence. My mother, God bless her, is amazing, and I feel bad she’s been caught in the middle of our war.

      It’s not with some regret that I chose not to invite my parents to come watch me play in the championship games this week. As captain of the SWAU men’s basketball team, I received four tickets that I could dole out to my family or friends. I elected to give them to my high school buddies. Call me an asshole or whatever. If my dad wants to come see me play, he has the funds to fork out to purchase tickets. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me to find out he bought a box suite at the stadium.

      It's nine a.m. Saturday morning and the team is arriving down in the hotel lobby to catch our bus over to the arena. We’re scheduled to play number two, Gonzaga, tonight. We’d just beaten the Huskies at Thursday night’s game and barely squeaked out a win. As a single elimination tourney, we’re now bracketed against the Zags. One of the toughest teams in the Pac-12.

      All our sights are set on winning this Regional game, so we can move on to the Sweet 16. If we do, we’ll play next weekend in Houston. If we don’t, this will be my last college game of my career. Come May, I’ll be graduating from SWAU and then entering the NBA draft in June.

      Everything is looking up and I’m exactly where I wanted to be in life right now. On the precipice of greatness.

      I make my way down the narrow aisle of the bus and take a seat next to Lance Britton, my roommate and one of my best friends. He has his Beats earphones on and his phone in his hand.

      I intentionally bump his shoulder when I plop down on the seat next to him. He looks up and glares.

      “Mm. Someone didn’t eat their Wheaties today, huh dude?” I snicker, knowing that I’ll get under his skin with my annoying comment. “Either that, or that chick you were with last night didn’t finish the job?”

      I love giving the guys a hard time. That’s just how I roll. I talk trash on and off the court.

      “Eh, fuck you, Edwards. I’m trying to get into the zone here.”

      I take in Lance’s appearance. Even though he’s dressed in a suit, just like the rest of the players on the bus, he seems disheveled, like he had an all-night bender. Which may not be too far off the mark. Although we are forced to tone down our drinking during the season, we did party the previous night in celebration of our win against UW.

      I left the party around eleven, with a chick in tow, who was eager and ready to get it on. But I lost track of Lance, and don’t know where he ended up. He’s a great guy – loved by all – one of my best friends. But he has some demons lurking in his soul. Dark ones, that even as his best friend, I still don’t know about.

      For the last year, it’s become more and more noticeable. His regular drinking. Blackouts. Erratic behavior. Sullen attitude. Constant highs and crashing lows. Whatever his problems, they seem to be eating away at his psyche.

      Maybe that’s true for all of us. I don’t know. Maybe I should have gone into psychology instead of business. And maybe it’s time for an intervention. But not today.

      Today we are going to fucking stomp on our competitors and I’m not going to let Lance get away with being in a pissy mood.

      “And what zone is that, exactly? The Danger Zone? The Twilight Zone? The Eastern Time Zone? cause seriously dude, you look like death warmed over. What’s your deal?”

      Lance turns his head away to gaze out the window, like he’s suddenly interested in what’s happening out on the street, but he’s really just avoiding my direct question.

      I’ve apparently hit the mark. He does look like shit. Dark circles under his eyes. His skin tone has taken on an ashy-gray hue. And his eyes, which are usually bright and full of mischief, now seem dull and lackluster.

      “Nothing. I’m fine,” he mumbles unconvincingly.

      “Sure, dude. If that’s how you wanna play it, that’s cool. But if
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