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ROSLYN SHANNON SMILED at the text from her adopted sister, Eda, and then shut her phone. “Well done, Aubrey,” she whispered into the growing darkness, and the apartment buildings around her. “You followed your heart, and found your man. Now I’m going to follow my heart, too.”

Putting her phone away, she straightened her shoulders and stared into the third floor apartment windows. There, amid the thump of dance music and shouts of her classmates, was a party she’d had her eye on all night. Once she got in, she’d enact the plan she’d had building in her soul for days.

She didn’t admit to herself that when she said “follow my heart,” she meant something completely different from talking to the guy she liked.

Pushing her long blonde hair back off her face, she made a messy braid for herself, and adjusted her tight black dress one last time. Making herself pretty had never been the problem. 

The problem that always came with it was when people saw her beauty, and then thought she was less than intelligent.

“Let’s see how little you think of me this time,” she said to the profiles outlined in the window as they leapt around and danced.

As she climbed the stairs, in the back of her mind, she could still hear her adopted moms begging her not to go tonight. They’d been on her case all day after hearing what she intended to do, plying her with movies and spa sessions to get her attention off the way she felt when people underestimated her.

“Sweetheart, please!” Emily had said as she’d watched Roslyn pick out a dress. The homemaker and professional seamstress had followed Roslyn from room to room, trying to talk sense into her adopted daughter. “You always get hurt after these things. I can’t stand seeing you get so broken up like that anymore!”

“Why do you even want to go to one of those parties again?” Callie Shannon, the girls’ other mom, had asked when Roslyn had gone to the garage for the car. She’d been walking into the house after her shift as head doctor at the local hospital, and smoothed the hair off Roslyn’s face when the girl asked for the keys. 

“Why, when you’ve told me a thousand times that the guys only want to be with you for your face?” Callie had asked softly. To Roslyn, she’d sounded as heartbroken as her wife, Emily, had all afternoon.

“Because I’ve got a plan this time,” Roslyn had said, staring her adopted mother in the eye, her heart pounding with excitement. “I’m going to take them by surprise and use my beauty against them.”

Callie had taken Roslyn’s face in both her hands, as tender as Emily would’ve been. “Just be careful, my dear,” she’d said, eyes swimming with tears. “I’ll keep the light on after you leave.”

Feeling brave, Roslyn now pushed open the pulsing apartment door. The dark and noise immediately engulfed her. The first time she’d gone to a house party of any sort, the crowd and the loud nature of the thing had almost scared her away. 

Now, she wore it as a cloak, using the anonymity to slip in unseen, and find the guys she came looking for.

Just like she thought, the boys and their jerseys sat by the bar. The countertops had been usurped by booze for the duration of the evening. In between them were two girls who quickly walked away, clinging to their tiny purses and leaving the boys to sway tipsily into each other.

Roslyn’s ex, a wiry guy with Patrick Swayze looks, seemed to have had the most to drink. To her surprise, though, she recognized his nerdier, more studious friend, Ezra, from her astronomy classes. 

To her shock, Ezra, who never came to these parties before, kept clapping one hand onto her ex’s shoulder, handing him a mug. At first, Roslyn figured it was another form of booze. Then her ex pushed the cup over. 

Black coffee poured into the sink.

That makes more sense, she couldn’t help thinking, remembering the way Ezra poured over textbooks between classes.

Crossing her arms, Roslyn stood far enough away for her ex to see her, but not close enough for him to hear if she called his name. She stared at the guy until he saw her looking, and then gave him a predatory smile that he mistook for interest. 

Wiping his sweaty hair off his forehead, he grinned back, a sloppy smile she once thought was suave and sleek, and stood up.

Roslyn turned, leading him through the crowd to a corner with couches tucked to the side, and two coffee tables between them. As she sat herself down, she found him sidling up next to her. He had two red cups overflowing with drinks, and the stink of beer wafted off both of them.

“Your favorite,” he slurred, plopping himself down beside her. 

Roslyn didn’t even pretend to smile as she reached for a napkin on another table. Before she could even start speaking to him, she turned around and caught him slipping something into her drink. Her mouth dropped open, and then she startled.

Ezra had followed behind them, eyeing them both from the crowd. His jaw had dropped, too, seemingly seeing the drugs at the same time Roslyn had. 

Over the top of the table, their gazes met.

You saw that, too, didn’t you? His eyes asked, getting brighter and harder with angry disbelief as her ex’s arm began sliding around her back.

Roslyn clenched her jaw, giving him the barest nod.

“You look good,” her ex whispered, leaning in for a beer-scented kiss.

“Hey, man, look at this!” Ezra called, loud enough for half of the room to hear. A second later, he plopped down beside his friend, holding out his phone and flipping through the pictures.

Roslyn waited until her ex had turned to look, and then switched the cups on him.
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AFTER A SECOND, her ex scoffed.

“Nothing there, stupid,” he said, turning back toward her.

Roslyn gave him a chilly smile, and lifted her drink. “To a good night,” she called over the crowd.

He laughed, clinking cups, and then drained his in four swallows. Over his shoulder, Ezra winked.

It took her ex another handful of minutes to go down. The second he did, Roslyn slid out of his hold, getting up to leave. She didn’t even bother trying to make him comfortable. As far as she was concerned, he could fall onto the floor, and she wouldn’t care.

“Thanks for helping me,” she called to Ezra. The guy watched her with the most wide-open confusion on his face. “I hate when guys think I’m stupid just because I’m pretty.”

“Wait, you’re leaving?” he asked, getting up, too.

She made a face, motioning to the rest of the party. “It’s not really my scene. I just needed to make sure he didn’t think he could fool me into getting back with him.”

“Can I walk you out, then?” he asked, scrambling to his feet.

She made a face. She’d been in situations like this before. With her good looks, it was hard not to be. As her mind raced for a good excuse, Ezra put up his hands.

“Just to the door. Scout’s honor,” he said, holding up two fingers.

Roslyn’s eyebrows shot to her forehead. “I never pegged you for a scout,” she said. Still, at the back of her mind, something about that made him more endearing. “Okay,” she said, and then held up a finger. “But just to the door.”

Ezra nodded, following her back through the party.

In the hall, with the door closed, she finally felt like she could breathe. The smells of beer and people and perfume in the apartment had been suffocating. The noise had been terrible. Even being in the same room with her ex had made her feel sleazy. 

Now that she was standing outside with Ezra, though, she couldn’t help getting the sense that even he was waiting for something from her. He stood there with his hands in his pockets, and rolled back and forth on the balls of his feet. Every so often, he’d glance over at her, and then away again when he found she was watching him.

In the past, she’d been the one to start conversations. This time, she pulled out her phone, already scrolling through for her moms’ numbers to let them know she was on her way home.

“So…stars, eh?” Ezra said, too loud in the quiet hall. It made her jump, and he winced, his smile turning into a grimace. “What’s your sign? Do you know?”

Roslyn went cold. She rounded on him, eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?”

He tried to smile again, one hand waving. “You know, because we’re in astrology together—”

“Astronomy, Ezra,” she
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