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Chapter One


I twisted my ankle, checking out each angle of the wretched shoe on my foot. “This is not a good idea.”  
“Will you just trust me for once? Adam’s a great guy.” Vicky sighed loud enough to be heard across town. 
“I’m not talking about the date, although that’s not a good idea either.” I mimicked her sigh and pointed to the cheap piece of plastic on my feet. “I’m talking about these flip-flops. They’re horrid.” 
“That’s what you’re bitching about? Seriously, Rachel, you can’t go to a carnival in Louboutins.” She pushed off the side of her car as Daniel rounded the front. He snaked his arm around her waist, careful not to touch her broken ribs. 
“But you can on a blind date?” I countered. 
Vicky tossed her hands in the air. She knew there was no winning this argument. Besides, the Louboutins didn’t go with this equally horrid dress Vicky loaned me. 
I followed the happy couple a bumper car’s length away, just enough to not lose them and not hear their lovey dovey bullshit. Daniel and Vicky walked so close together the color of their shirts started to blend. A hint of copper slid along my tongue, and I realized I’d bitten my lip. Jealousy was not something I did, but seeing those two into one another, it was hard not to let the green monster take over. I rolled my jaw to loosen the tension. 
The sounds of the carnival drifted through the humid air. The rise and fall of happy screams, the eighties music blaring from the rides, and the whirling machinery crammed into my ears. 
We stepped into the sunlight, and I saw my “date” standing at a game booth. The first time I’d met Adam Marshall was at Vicky’s house in Hillsdale. Her mother invited a group of us over for a pool party, and Vicky strolled in with Daniel on her arm and Adam trailing behind her with a somewhat pretty blonde. I took in every inch of Adam as he navigated around the edge of the pool, ignoring the glare from the girlfriend. Like I cared. Adam’s hot in an unconventional way. Tall and lanky with a thin face, he made it work when most guys would’ve just appeared awkward. 
This time, I stayed a few steps back as Vicky and Daniel approached him, waiting for his reaction. He high-fived Daniel before glancing over Vicky’s shoulder toward me. The hunger of his gaze brought a heat to my cheeks. This was what I knew. Guys wanted me, they just didn’t want to know me. Forcing a grin on my face, I sauntered up to Adam, sliding in beside him. 
“Hey,” I said with a breath. I dropped my head, slowly raising it as I checked out every inch of him again. It’d been a few weeks, but he needed this from me as much as I needed him to do the same. “Long time, no see.” 
“Nice dress.” He pointed at the floral monstrosity Vicky loaned me. 
This blush covering my cheeks was from embarrassment. I felt like a redneck in this green thing, plus it was too tight around the waist. If I hadn’t tripped in these stupid flip flops and spilled diet cola over my white tank and shorts, I wouldn’t have borrowed it.
“We’re going to get some food,” Daniel said as he squeezed Vicky against his side. I threw up a little in my mouth. “Wanna come?” 
I raised my eyebrows at Vicky, but she didn’t notice. She wasn’t even looking at me. Gag. “No, thanks. Go ahead. We’ll catch up later.” 
Dacky, or maybe Viniel, disappeared into the crowd. They might as well have a stupid nickname since they’d become one person. The thought made me giggle. I glanced back at Adam, but he was focused on something over my shoulder. I frowned when I realized what, or rather who, held his attention. Adam’s girlfriend from the pool party threw a dart at a wall filled with balloons. She missed. When she turned around, she caught us watching her. 
Instincts kicked in. I faced Adam and slid my hand behind his neck. He broke his gaze at the other girl and let me bring his head to mine. The kiss was supposed to be brief and just a show of who was with whom, but it turned into something unexpected. My toes curled in the cheap flip-flops, digging my French pedicure into the rubber bottoms. Adam’s fingers dug into my waist, pulling me to him until we were pressed as close as we could get with clothes on. 
I drew away first, mainly because we were in the middle of a carnival, but also because this was not supposed to make me want to take him to the nearest hotel. No, this date with Adam was supposed to be two peeps hanging out, not a heavy make-out session within three minutes of saying “hi.” 
He pressed his forehead into mine. “What did I do to deserve that?” 
The laugh bubbled out even as I tried to swallow it. 
“I didn’t think it was funny,” Adam said, leaning away from me. His hands stayed firmly on my waist. 
I pursed my lips together when I noticed his serious expression. “Your ex is over there.” 
He let go of me and put a bit of distance between us. The frown covering his face caused tiny wrinkles around the edges of his perfect mouth. 
Great. I felt slightly bad for being honest. He needed to hear some more. “Let’s get it out in the open, Adam. You may be into me, but you’re still not over her. And there’s the fact that you don’t even know me.” He opened his mouth to interrupt. I held up my hand to stop him. “Don’t. It’s okay. I get it, alright? You need a rebound. You picked me. It’s not the first time that’s happened, you know.” 
“A rebound?” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and leaned against the side of the booth. 
“Yep. That’s me. Everybody’s rebound.” I spit the words through the bitter taste they left on my tongue. “I’ll hang with you for a couple of weeks, just long enough for the ex to know you’re over it. Maybe we’ll have a little fun along the way. But, eventually, we’ll go our separate ways. That’s how it works.” I crossed my arms, squeezing my chest to force the rest out. “I’ve played the game enough, okay?” 
His head fell back as his eyes kissed the sky. I waited for him to tell me I was wrong, even though I wasn’t. The popping of balloons followed by a girly squeal caught my attention. A petite girl threw her arms around her boyfriend, laughing as he lifted her off the ground. The booth attendant held out an oversized stuffed dog with a rose in its mouth. The boyfriend grabbed the dog and passed it on without taking his eyes off his girl. She clutched the stupid thing to her chest as they walked away holding hands. She wasn’t beautiful; she wasn’t even pretty, but I wanted to be her. 
I tore my gaze from them and faced Adam. 
He tucked his upper lip into his mouth, his teeth scraping along the skin. “Why would you agree to this then?” 
Hope. I closed my eyes, unable to speak that truth. When I opened them to answer with a well-considered lie, more truth came out anyway. God I sucked. “I ... I’m tired of being the rebound. I thought ... it doesn’t matter. Let’s just hang out, maybe go on a ride or two. Then we can forget this ever happened.” 
I twisted away, but Adam’s hand gripped my wrist. 
“No,” he said, spinning me back toward him. 
“What do you mean no?” 
His face brightened. “I mean, no, we’re going to do this a little different.” 
I raised my eyebrows for him to continue. 
“It’s simple, Rachel.” His smile grew as his hand slipped into mine. “You and I aren’t that different. You don’t want to be alone, and neither do I.” 
When he didn’t add anything else, I stepped closer, wanting to knock him for a loop. “And?” 
“Heather was... I loved her.” He squeezed my hand as his words left an iceberg in my chest. “Getting over her won’t take a week or two. It may not even happen, but I need to move on. And you ... you need something I can give you.” 
This time I moved away from him, dropping his hand like a hot coal. “Oh, and what’s that?” 
“You said you’re tired of being the rebound, right?” 
I nodded, and he smiled. 
“Then I’m taking you off the market.” 
The smell of kettle corn must have addled my brain, because what he said didn’t make sense. 
“Like I said, it’s simple. Let people think we’re a serious couple. You won’t be anyone’s rebound. And I ... well, I’ve got time to get over her without ... complications.” He closed the distance between us, putting his hands on my hips and pulling me against him. “We hang out, let people see us together. Maybe even show our affection.” His grin was infectious, and I matched it with one of my own. “We play the part for a few months.” 
“And when you’re ready to move on, or I meet someone else, we part as friends?” This idea grew on me the more I thought about it, but I had to know if this was how it would end. 
“Friends.” 
I tapped my chin with my free hand. “You think this will work? No real strings? No real relationship? Just a fake-out to get you over Heather and reset my rep?” 
“No strings. Nothing real.” His lips twitched. “Think you can handle it? I’m a lot of man for one woman.” 
I snorted and rolled my eyes, pressing the length of my body against his. “Yeah, I can handle it. The real question is can you?” 
Adam slid his arm around my waist and tugged me into the crowd. He leaned toward my ear and whispered, “We’re gonna find out.” 




Chapter Two


During the drive to Tilles Park, I relived Saturday. Again. It’d been two days, and I still didn’t want to let the night go. Adam was a perfect gentleman--well, compared to most guys I’ve dated anyway. He treated me like a goddess. The best part, besides that searing first kiss, was the Ferris wheel. We sat pressed together, his arm draped around my shoulders. We talked about everything except ourselves. For a while, it felt real. Until Heather came into view and Adam tensed beside me. I’d squeezed his knee to draw his attention from her, but it was useless. It wasn’t until she was out of sight that he relaxed. 
Thanks to the excessive number of one-way streets in St. Louis, I had to circumnavigate Tilles Park before turning off Marquette Avenue into the lot. The basketball courts sat alongside the tennis courts on the southern end of the park. They were well-maintained, and the best place to practice. The distinct thwacking of a racket hitting a tennis ball bounced around the trees. 
I hit the remote lock on my car, securing the doors with a high-pitched beep beep. Nobody else was here yet, so I took the opportunity to shoot some free throws. The ball rolled off my fingertips, swooshing through the net. It was the most satisfying sound in the universe. When I transferred to Xavier Academy before my sophomore year, I sacrificed any chance to play basketball. It was for the best, or so I thought. I couldn’t return to Parkton High anyway, not after what happened. 
“Hey, girl, starting without us?” Tisha shouted from the other end of the court. 
I turned around, smiling as my teammates strolled onto the court in their high tops and long shorts. Tisha Merrit was easily six foot with the grace of a gazelle. Beside her was Vina Lincoln, one of the quickest girls I’d ever met. 
“Not my fault you guys are always late.” I dribbled toward them, spinning around Tisha before she could drop her bag and steal the ball. The hook shot sailed from my fingers, banging off the backboard and through the hoop. “Getting slow, Tish? Maybe we should work on some speed drills.” 
Tisha let out a loud “ha” and threw her bag off the court. “Bring it, baby. You can’t do that twice.” 
We played one-on-one until Vina snuck in to steal the ball from me. She dribbled backward down the court. 
“Spill it, Westbrook. What’s got you in a good mood?” Vina asked before tossing the ball over her shoulder blind. It thunked against the backboard without touching the hoop. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I grabbed the ball as it bounced toward me at half-court. 
“Uh-huh, sure.” Vina walked off the court and reached for her gallon of water. 
I turned to say something to Tisha when the other team strolled onto the court. These girls weren’t as good as us, but they weren’t bad either. We played them a few times over the summer at three-on-three tourneys in the area. They won one to our three. Each game had been close, probably because we started practicing together just before school ended last spring. It was both a good thing and a bad thing. They challenged us, but they also knew most of our plays. Thankfully they weren’t going to the Jason Andrews Tournament in Quincy over Labor Day weekend. The three-hour drive was too far for them and the entrance fee too much. 
“Get your game face on, Westbrook. We’ve got some new plays to try out today.” Tisha waved at the other girls as she strolled toward Vina. “Hey, ladies. Ready to play?” 
Darla, their de facto captain, smirked in response. Great, she was in the mood for blood. That usually meant me going down hard on the court. Darla played like a pro and would be a shoo-in for the NBA if she had the right sex organs. She also played dirty. And her two teammates, Kelly and Jeanette, followed her lead. 
Vina went over the new plays, ones she emailed me on Saturday, but I hadn’t looked at yet. I felt like an asshat. If we’re going to win this tourney, I need to get my head into practice. Especially if I was going to walk on to a college team next year. Vina’s a brilliant strategist, but she went simple with the new plays. 
We went on D first, and Darla wasted no time in trying to knock me on my rear. I saw the pick just in time to avoid it, but she got past me and drove to the basket. She scored, barely getting the ball over Tisha. 
I took my time at half-court to call and set up the play. One thing I learned from playing Darla over the summer was her lack of patience. I used it to my advantage on more than one occasion, but she wasn’t biting today. Vina and Tisha crossed the court, setting up picks. As each one rolled away, I was supposed to hit the open girl. Instead, I decided to teach Darla a lesson. I faked left, then bounced the ball between her legs. Tisha moved into the paint in time to get the ball and turn for a quick jumper. Game tied. 
Vina’s scowl could’ve backed down an NFL head coach. I stuck to the plays after that. About halfway through the second game, my thoughts drifted toward Saturday again. Adam smelled like he stepped out of the shower even after several hours outside in the August heat. 
Darla swiped at the ball, hitting the top of my hand, but knocking the ball off the course of my dribble. I regained control and took advantage of her being off kilter. Tisha broke free of Kelly. In two strides, she was under the basket springing off the balls of her feet as I tossed a sweet alley-oop toward her. The ball barely touched her fingers before she bounced it off the backboard and into the hoop. Tisha was going to be an All-American one day. 
Focus, Rachel. The thing with Adam means nothing. 
Darla caught me on my heels, spinning off my right hip and making an easy jump shot near the free throw line. 
“Still thinking about that guy who had his hands all over you Saturday night?” Darla whispered as I passed her on my way to half-court. She grinned when I glanced over my shoulder at her. “I knew that was it. Better watch it, Westbrook. They may dump you before Quincy if you lose your focus. I’d be more than happy to step in for you.” 
It was like she reached into my chest to squeeze all the blood from my heart. Basketball was the only thing I really had. Sure, there was the silver Mercedes in the parking lot, the designer clothes in the closet, and a trust fund that could buy this park ten times over, but basketball was mine. This team was mine. No way Darla was going to psych me out of it. 
I didn’t call the play by raising my hand and signaling. Without breaking Darla’s stare, I started a slow dribble, letting the rhythm tell my teammates what was going on. We’d started the “dribble call” before our last tourney. It only worked for a few plays, but our opponents were clueless. Usually you could figure out another team’s moves after watching them a few times. We mixed it up. One time the slow dribble would mean a play we called “Bump and Dump,” but the next game it may call for the “Pick and Drop.” Vina liked naming each play with a simple description. 
Darla faked toward me, but a quick crossover set her back a step. She eyed me, and I knew she was working out my thoughts. The sounds of the tennis game on the court beside us faded until I heard nothing but my own breath. I dropped back toward half-court, never taking my eyes off Darla as Tisha and Vina fought for position under the net. This play was all mine. Nothing fancy, nothing spectacular, but I almost always scored. 
I deeked left again before breaking right. Darla stayed with me until I pulled back two steps. She bolted forward, ready to jump and block the ball. With a quick move, I slipped by her and took my shot, banking it off the backboard and shattering the silence in my head. Tisha grabbed the ball as it bounced beneath the net. 
“Nice, Westbrook.” She cocked her head, closing one eye slightly. I knew this look, it was Tisha’s how-do-I-keep-her-this-focused look. I’d been the recipient of it more times than I could count. She tossed the ball at Darla. “Hit it, D. It’s getting late.” 
“Got somewhere to be, Tish? Or someone to be with?” Darla bent down, stretching to her toes. The ball rested between her feet. “Like your girl Rachel here? She’s got a man on her mind.” 
Vina slapped her hands against her thighs, tossing another scowl my way. “Whatever, D. Just play ball.” She didn’t approve. Not that I cared. Vina had one goal in life, to get a full ride to any college. Nobody was going to stand in the way of that. Not even the hottest guy on the planet. The summer three-on-three tourneys were a way for her to perfect her skills on and off the court. Vina liked playing coach more than she’d admit. 
The next several points went back and forth until exhaustion got the better of me. Darla snatched the ball from a bad pass and scored without anybody trying to stop her. I collapsed on the court with my arms spread above my head. 
Darla stared down at me. “That how you looked Saturday night?” 
If I had any energy, I would’ve jumped up to slap her smug face. Instead I just flipped her off. 
Darla snorted and walked off the court like she’d been on a Sunday stroll. 
“What was that about?” Vina asked, casting a shadow over my supine form. 
“Darla being Darla, I guess.” I reached up and she pulled me to my feet. “Who knows what’s on her mind half the time.” 
“Whatever it was, she got to you.” Tisha spun the ball on her finger, catching it between both hands when it started to fall. “You gonna tell us, or leave us in suspense?” 
“It’s not a big deal, guys.” 
They stared at me, waiting anyway. Apparently, it was a big deal for them. 
I sighed and let my arms fall to my sides like they weighed ten million pounds. “Fine, but it’s nothing. Really.” I waited for one of them to drop it. They didn’t. “She mentioned the date I had Saturday night. That was all.” 
“That’s it?” Tisha widened her eyes. “That was all she said.” 
“If it makes you feel better, she made it sound... worse than it was.” I squeezed my fingers into my palms. 
Vina took the ball from Tisha and rolled it between her hands. She watched the slow revolution as she spoke. “I don’t care if you screw around with every guy in the city as long as you’re focused on the game, Rachel. For a while, it wasn’t.” Her head snapped up as she slapped the ball to a stop. “Don’t let it happen again or I’ll find someone who wants to play.” 
The silence stretched for a moment, broken only by the thwacking tennis game. 
“It won’t,” I finally said. “Don’t worry about it.” But you’ll never find someone else who pays. I didn’t say it no matter how much I wanted to.
Vina nodded and strode off the court with Tisha on her heels. I stood alone, wondering how this had happened so fast and how to fix it. 




Chapter Three


I hated this nervous flutter in my stomach. There’s that old cliché that girls get butterflies when they’re around boys they liked. Well, this felt more like bats.  
Adam and I exchanged text messages every day for the last six days to work out the details of our arrangement. Friday night, his ex worked at a frozen custard stand, and there was a big party in my neighborhood, the perfect place to show off my new boyfriend. It almost made me sick how much I loved the sound of that. Our evening was set. 
The oddest thing was his plan to pick me up at my house. That might have a lot to do with the nerves. Adam wasn’t dirt poor or anything, but he didn’t have Westbrook money. Westbrook Pharmaceuticals was the largest privately own pharmaceutical manufacturer in the country. Dad’s great-great grandfather started it, and a Westbrook has been at the head table ever since. I was next in line, actually the only person in line, and I’d be the first female Westbrook to run it. My future was mapped out. Unlike most kids my age, I didn’t mind that. It was easier. There were worse things to do than run a billion-dollar company. 
I waited in the kitchen with Joanne, the longest tenured cook-slash-maid we’ve had around here. She just passed her eighth-month anniversary. I started buying her little gifts for each month she stuck around. For her seventh month, she got a bottle of her favorite perfume. A makeup bag full of high-end cosmetics waited on the kitchen counter a few weeks ago for the eighth month. She refused them at first, but I insisted. I liked Joanne. She didn’t try to parent me, and she was smart enough to stay away from my father’s evil assistant, Angela. 
The buzzer at the gate filled the silence of the room. That was the other thing I liked about Joanne, she didn’t have to talk all the time. The bubbling of water on the stove was comfort enough. 
Joanne pressed the button to open the gate without even asking who it was. I knew it was Adam. He was supposed to be at my house at six, and it was ten minutes before. Nobody ever came over to our house without an invite. We wouldn’t let them in. Well the last maid did, but that’s why she only lasted four weeks. Angela fired her without telling my father. He shrugged and took his paper into his study when he found out. Not that I liked the last one, but Dad should’ve gotten on Angela’s case for firing her without his approval. It’s our house not Angela’s.
The doorbell echoed through the house. Joanne turned to face me and nodded once before hurrying toward the front door. I slid off the stool by the counter, smoothing my palms over the pale-yellow sundress. I’d spent most of the afternoon in my massive closet, digging for the perfect outfit. It needed to be sexy and casual but dressy. This fit the bill. I couldn’t remember when I bought it or if I’d ever worn it before. I paired it with white sling backs and a matching clutch to class it up. 
After waiting the appropriate minute and a half, I strolled into the foyer, where Adam stood with Joanne. He rocked on his heels with his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. He didn’t glance at me even as the click of my heels announced my presence. His head was tilted back. I always forget the fresco on the ceiling. Dad commissioned it from some artist my mother liked. It was the history of St. Louis circling the Arch in the center. It took the guy more than a year to paint it, and I remembered playing with my mother around the scaffolding like it was a castle tower. 
“Hey,” I said as the memory sent waves of unease along my skin. My mother was the last person I needed to think about at this moment. 
Adam slowly lowered his head. “Hey.” He nodded toward the ceiling. “Nice place. I think my house would fit in this room alone.” 
“It’s not that big.” I stopped about a foot away from him. 
Adam chewed on his upper lip. “It’s that big, Rachel.” 
I turned around to get Joanne to second me, but she had disappeared. I really needed to figure out how she did that. 
“So, I thought we’d have dinner first before we go to Izzy’s and the party. Sound good?” Adam moved toward the door and stopped with his hand on the copper knob. “This door would probably pay for college,” he mumbled. 
I ignored the money comment. It wasn’t like my family hadn’t worked their asses off for the wealth. Instead I focused on the unplanned part. “Dinner, huh? Sounds a lot like a real date.” 
“Yeah, well, I figured we could use the time to discuss a few things.” He pulled the heavy door open with a grunt. 
“Color me intrigued,” I said over my shoulder as I stepped into the late August heat. 
Adam barreled into me when I stopped. Sitting in the drive that circled our gaudy three-tiered fountain was the ugliest truck I’d ever seen in my life. It was almost as ugly as the stupid fountain. The rusty truck might have been white at one point instead of the orange and white before me. 
“What is that?” I pointed at it, half afraid it would fall apart from my glare. 
“Your chariot awaits, my dear.” Adam bowed and motioned toward the truck. He smiled at me when he straightened. “She may not be much to look at, but she’s got a solid engine. Besides, maybe it’s time for a princess to see how the other half lives.” 
I crossed my arms over my stomach to keep from hurling. “Do I need to make sure my tetanus shots are up to date?” 
“Wait until you feel how smooth she rides,” Adam said in my ear. I was starting to realize that this was his favorite form of communication. 
My arms tightened around my midsection, fighting back the shiver that had nothing to do with the need to hurl. For the millionth time since last Saturday, I questioned whether this fake dating thing was a good idea. 
The drive to south city took twenty minutes. We avoided all conversation since Adam turned the music up to eleven. The truck may have looked like a relic from the Great Depression, but the stereo was top notch. His phone switched from twangy country to hard rock then indie coffeehouse. I stared at him as he drove and sang each tune. Adam Marshall was a musical enigma. 
He kicked it up a notch when he caught my eye and sang the lovesick indie ballad a little louder. Shaking my head, I faced the passenger window and allowed a smile. 
We parked outside a diner with a neon pink sign flashing “Hot Buns & More!!!” Obviously, this wasn’t going to be a fancy dinner. I watched each letter light up again before opening the door. Adam waited on the sidewalk. His hands were shoved into his pockets. I wondered why but decided not to worry about it. What did it matter? The chances of someone asking me why my fake boyfriend always had his hands in his pockets were slim to none.  
“Not what you expected,” Adam said as he reached for the door. 
“What gave it away? The lack of me squeeing?” I mumbled, but he heard me anyway. 
His breath parted the hair covering my ear. “Best food in the city, Rachel.” 
I glanced over my shoulder, inhaling a whiff of his cologne, a mix of black pepper, patchouli, and violets. It wasn’t the scent of wealth and probably not the most expensive brand, but it fit Adam. I smiled and stepped into the diner, grateful for my incredible sense of smell. At least my mother left me with that. 
A waitress led us to a corner booth away from the counter. The rounded booth seated six, but since it was just the two of us, it felt huge. The forest green vinyl creaked as I slid toward the center. I stopped when my shoulder touched something hard beside me. Adam grimaced and rubbed his upper arm. 
“Sorry, I just...” I motioned toward the diner as if that would explain it all. This wasn’t my usual type of place. It was more like something I’d watch on TV. The smells of roast beef and fried chicken filled my nose. I could feel the calories swirling in the air around my head and the grease seeping into my pores. 
“No, it’s okay. I
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