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My precious daughters. The world is your playground. Trust your gut. You’ll know true love when it shows its face and settle for nothing less. 
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Chapter 1

Samantha
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“Samantha!” 

I keep going as if I didn’t hear my name. Cold and wet, I climb the wooden steps of the swing set. I hug my arms around my knees, sit and shiver, taking shelter from the falling rain.

“Sam, what the hell?” 

I look up and lose myself in a set of blue eyes as never ending and deep as the sea. Familiar eyes I dream about every night. Tumultuous eyes, stormier than the dark grey skies above us. Lightening zigzags in the background. Thunder cracks hard and loud making me jump. 

“Why didn’t you stop when I called?” 

I shrug my shoulders and sniffle, trying to stop the damn tears I don’t want him to see. 

“Samantha?”

I should answer, say something, but I can’t. Words are lost. I hug my knees and curl myself into a ball. 

Much too big and strong to be doing so, Cole climbs the steps of my childhood swing set. He squeezes through the clubhouse entrance and sits next to me with his back against the wooden slats. Gathering me on his lap, his chest heaves with each breath. I look at his face and examine him closely. 

My heart flutters.

“Ssh. It’s going to be okay. I’m here,” he coos. 

I’ve longed for this moment.  

He opens his arms, beckoning me to move closer to him. I scoot over. Cole slings his arm over my shoulder and holds me. I lay my head against his chest and close my eyes. He’s holding me! I can’t believe he’s actually holding me. 

I wished for this. Dreamed of it. For days. Nights. Years. Here I am in his strong arms, touching him. Breathing in his clean spicy scent. 

“You know you can talk to me.”

I used to be able to talk to him. I haven’t talked to him about anything that really matters in over a year. Besides, I don’t want to talk. I want to touch. To explore him. Run my hands over the curves of his muscles.  

My chest tightens with these thoughts. I don’t dare move my hands. I’m afraid if I do, he’ll pull away and leave. My moment will be gone forever. 

I meet his stare again and wonder if he could read the thoughts racing through my mind. I can’t tell. I have no idea what he’s thinking, but the charge in the air between us is thick. Heavy. 

His lips inch toward mine. OMG! I hold my breath. Ohmygod, ohmygod! Is this really happening? 

He stops. Hesitates. NO!!! 

I don’t know how to get his lips back where they were a second ago. I'll lose my mind if he doesn't kiss me. Right now!  

My heart pounds harder than a kick drum. I stare into his heavy lidded eyes. Smoldering blue eyes framed by the longest, thickest lashes I've ever seen. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted. Literally, the man of my dreams. At least since he kissed me on the cheek for my twelfth birthday. 

Everything about him is perfect; the way he looks, the way he moves, the way he tells a joke. And the hot-as-fuck way his eyes seduce me. Right now, I’m thinking impure thoughts of him, and those eyes are my inspiration. 

His warm breath tickles my lips. I will him to inch forward, but he doesn't. His thumbs brush away the traces of my salty tears, before he cups my face in his rough hands. 

Kiss me! I silently scream. I'm tired of forcing myself to ignore my feelings and pretend they aren’t there. I don't want to any longer. I clasp my hands at the base of his neck and lean into him, trembling. 

He stares into my eyes. The look on his face . . . it’s tender and full of surprise. He acts as if he sees me for the first time. 

“You’re so . . . beautiful,” he says, stroking my cheeks with his thumbs.

Our lips meet. 

This is so happening! 

His mouth is every bit as soft and inviting as I imagined. A loud whirring sounds in the air around us. I’m not sure if it’s the wind whipping or the excess blood shooting through my veins. 

His strong hands move down my back and pull me close, press my body against his. I clench his shirt tight. So tight my fingers lose feeling. Warmth bred of need and desire radiates between us.

I need him closer. 

He deepens the kiss as he guides me down to the wood slated floor. The kiss turns passionate. Demanding. My life went from shit to perfection in a heartbeat. 

I can’t believe I'm lying beneath Cole Andrews! If a bolt of lightning shoots down from the sky and strikes me dead, I’ll die happy. He's on top of me, blanketing me. Sheltering me. I close my eyes and savor each touch. 

I knew he liked me! No matter what anyone else said, especially my know-it-all brother. I waited a long time for this moment. Cole’s hungry mouth breaks from mine only to take a breath before reclaiming my lips. Hard. 

His hand slides up the side of my leg, over my clothes to my stomach, then up to my breast. 

“Oh, God, yes!” I cry.

My back arches to his touch. Who cares that we’re in my back yard and my father or brother can come out at any moment? Who cares if the world sees? This is better than my wildest fantasies and I don't want it to stop. Ever. 

His tongue tangos with mine in a sexy dance of dominance. I’m dizzy, breathless, as I enjoy the intense pleasure of his mouth and hands. It's a while before Cole pulls away, but when he does, it’s like someone slashed me with the jagged edge of a broken glass bottle. 

I grab his shoulders and pull him back to stop the free fall I’m in. He gives in easily. We’re right back where we were a moment ago. In lock step. I lift the hem of his shirt. Again he pulls away. 

With closed eyes and heavy breathing he shakes his head. I don’t know why he's resisting. He wants me.

He has to know I want this. I want him, too.

Cole pushes himself up to a sitting position and helps me onto his lap. His hands move to my head as he searches my face. He doesn’t speak, but flames burn in his eyes. He pulls me against his chest, cradles me, like I’m something dear and precious to him. I hear the quickened pace of his heart. 

Thump. Thump. Thump.

After a few breaths, he glances down, meets my eyes. Fire shines in his. I shift on his legs, and turn my body to face him. Straddling his lap, I lean in to kiss him once again. His hands run across my back as our tongues twist and twirl together. His hands drop to my thighs, moving up and down my legs.

"Cole," I whisper.

"Oh, God, Sam." His voice is low. Raw. "I wanted to kiss you for so long."

"Then why didn’t you?”

"Tyler." 

Why’d I ask? 

“He’s going to go ape shit. You’re his little sister.”

“And you’re his best friend. He’ll get over it He’ll probably even be happy.” 

I lean in again. I want more. Being in Cole’s arms makes the world right. It pushes my problems away. I forget about seeing my father kiss his secretary when I stopped by his office earlier today. I push seeing my ex-boyfriend kiss a guy less than an hour ago from my mind. Turns out I was his fucking beard. Only he never bothered to tell me.

“No.” He closes his eyes and rubs the back of his neck. “He won’t. This is wrong.” 

“Forget Tyler.” I lean in again. He allows our lips to come together once more, but he’s hesitant and keeps this kiss a lot more controlled than the previous ones. Still, I feel it in my chest. In my belly. Between my legs. Cole's hands move up to my face again as he leans his forehead against mine.  

"We need to stop." He whispers. 

"No we don’t." My lips meet the warm skin of his neck. This is the only thing going right today.

I hear the sexiest sound ever leave his mouth. Sort of a moan, sort of a growl. It encourages me to keep up my oral assault. 

"Samantha, please. We can't do this. We have to talk."

I ignore him and find a strong dose of courage. I bring my hand down in his lap. What do I have to lose? My dignity? It’s already gone. I place my hand there and squeeze. I can tell from the groan deep in his throat and the look of ecstasy on his face, he likes it.

“We can do whatever we want,” I whisper.

He shuts his eyes and takes a breath before grabbing my hands and entwining our fingers so I can't touch him. "You have to stop.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Please. If you only knew how long I’ve wanted you. Fuck!” He yells. The unexpected sound startles me. "Samantha. Something's wrong."

"A lot’s wrong. But I don't want to talk about it. I thought that was clear."

A strangled sound comes out of his mouth, but he doesn't release my hands. "You’re not okay are you?"

I let out a frustrated sigh. "Better now."

He smooths my hair, "Doug do something?"

I whimper. An actual pathetic fucking sound comes out of my mouth when I hear my ex’s name. I’m afraid if I tell Cole what happened he’ll never look at me again the way he is right now. 

“Come on,” he says dipping his head so that he could lock his eyes on mine. “You know you can tell me anything.” 

I used to know that. I used to tell him all the silly details of my life just as an excuse to talk to him. 

“Did he hurt you?” 

“Depends on your definition of hurt.” 

Every muscle of Cole’s hard body tenses. He sits straighter, holds me tighter. “I swear, if he laid a finger on you, I’ll kill him. Do I need to go fuck him up?” His voice is menacing.

I shake my head. “No. I just want to forget him.”

“Please, Sammie, tell me what he did?” 

I shake my head. “I’d rather just disappear."

He lifts my chin with his index finger so I meet his stern eyes. "Don't. Ever. Say. That.”

“Why? It’s not like anyone will even notice.” 

“A lot of people would notice. I’d notice. Now, tell me what happened. Maybe I can help.”

I shake my head. 

“C’mon, Sam. Let me be here for you.”

I take a deep breath and lean my head on Cole’s shoulder. He’s never held me like this and I don’t know if telling him will help keep him in place or send him running off. It’s been a long time since he’s taken an interest in me. He’s been distant. Especially lately. The older I get, the more he seems to ignore me. 

"Everything is so fucked up. Apparently Doug’s gay.” I wipe at my eyes with the back of my hands. “Which if he told me or I had a clue, it would be fine. But he didn’t. He used me, that fucker. I was just a diversion. Until he was ready to “come out.” 

“When did he come out?”

“Tonight. At the bonfire by the lake. He kissed his best friend Marcus in front of everyone. I was only a few feet away. He didn’t even bother to warn me. Everyone saw, and this bitch Callie jumped all over it. She started going off on how he only asked me out because I’m so ugly I look like a guy. And that even another guy is a better fuck than me. I’m the laughing stock of the whole town.”

“You know none of that’s true, right?” Cole forces a smile which only makes me feel worse. “She’s only saying that because she’s jealous that you’re so much prettier than her.” 

He strokes my back as the tears fall and my body shakes with sobs I’ve been fighting to keep in all day. He thinks I’m crying over stupid Doug and Callie. That’s fine. I can’t tell Cole about my father. Not before I confront him. I don’t know what it will do to my mother if she finds out. 

“Your words are meaningless. You don’t even know what she looks like.”

“Doesn’t matter. I know you and how beautiful you are. Any girl trash talking you like that is jealous.”

I can’t bring myself to speak. I want to believe him, but this is Cole Andrews. Even though we just kissed with desperation, I can’t believe he thinks I’m pretty, let alone beautiful. I shake my head. 

“For the record, the guy is a dick. I don’t know what you saw in him anyway.” Cole shakes his head. “I never liked him.”

“Wish you would’ve told me a few months ago. I didn’t even think you noticed I was with him.” 

“Of course I noticed. I had to stop Tyler from kicking his ass. Several times.” 

That’s why he noticed. Because of my brother. Not because he was jealous or gives a fuck about me.

Cole sighs and rubs the back of his neck. “That didn’t come out right.” He brushes a stray strand of hair out of my eyes. “What can I do?”

“Tell me how the hell I’m supposed to show my face around here. I’m humiliated."

"You have no reason to be, He’s the one—”

“You don’t understand. It’s not him. It’s the Callie bullshit. On top of all that, no one ever asks me out because of Tyler, and now I find out the only reason Doug did is because he never wanted me. He’s fucking gay.”  

“Samantha, look at me." 

Cole crooks his finger under my chin and lifts it for me to meet his stare. I don’t. I can’t bear to look at him. Why did I share one of the worst moments of my life with the guy I most want to hide it from? 

“Forget I said anything.” 

"I can’t. Sammie, listen, I’m not the best person to talk to about this, because I’m biased.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

He lets out a long breath. “It means, all I can think about is going after Doug, because he hurt you, and any guy that hurts you deserves to have the shit kicked out him. But more than beating the shit out of him, I want to lay you down again and kiss you. And the way you’re looking at me right now, if I do that, I don’t know that I have enough control to stop myself.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone.” 

Tears prickle the back of my eyes because I can’t think of one thing better than the scenario he just laid out and yet he’s acting like everything he just said is bad. 

“Then kiss me. Touch me. I’m yours.” 

He shakes his head. “Sam—" 

“Please, Cole.” I bite my lip. “I want you to be my first.”

I recognize that if he rejects me I’ll never be able to face him again. On the other hand, this is a once in a lifetime chance, and if I don’t lay it out there, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.  

His eyes drop. I’m losing him. 

“You’re the perfect person to get it over with. I trust that you won’t hurt me. I mean in a kinky psycho sort of way, and I know you won’t humiliate me in front of the whole town.”

“Sam.” His voice is low, sad, and there’s a slight shake to his head. “This shouldn’t be something you do because you want to get it over with.” 

“Don’t.” I sniffle. 

“It wouldn’t be right—” 

“Don’t you dare sit there and tell me how you’re letting me down for my own good.”

“You don’t understand. It wouldn’t—”

“Come on, Cole. I’m the only fucking virgin I know. Probably the only one my age on the fucking planet. I need to know that there’s some guy in the world that wants me like that.”

“Trust me, there are a lot of guys that want you like that.”

“I get it.” I sniffle. “You’re just not one of them.” I pull out of his arms and scoot off his lap.

“Sammie, Sweetheart. You’re only seventeen.”

“Yes, but I’m about to turn eighteen, and I’m leaving for college in less than two months. I can think and act for myself and if I want to have sex, I can.” 

“Yes, but us having sex right now would be wrong. No matter how much I want you.”

"Why?" I meet his still stormy eyes. 

He strokes the side of my face. “Because you’re upset and hurt. And so vulnerable.” There’s a deep, guttural sound to his voice.

"Whatever.”

“Sam, you’re rebounding. Anything you do right now is aimed at hurting Doug.” He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “I don’t want to be the guy you have sex with to get it over with or because your ex is a douche.” Something heavy weighs in the air. It’s as if he wants to say more. He doesn’t. He leaves it right there.

He should only know this isn’t just aimed at hurting my ex. I want to hurt all the men in my life. Doug for being a shit. My father for being a lying cheat. My brother for being an overbearing jackass. 

Most of all I want to do this right now because I want Cole. I’ve always wanted Cole and if his words and kisses mean anything, I want Cole to get a taste of what he’s missing. Of what we could have.

“And there’s Tyler.”

“There’s always Tyler. He’s always there, scaring all the guys away. Or are you going to tell me you’re gay, too?”

“No, Sam, it’s just that Tyler . . . Tyler! Fuck!” He holds his head between his hands. “How did I let this happen? I never should’ve kissed you!”

“What?” He drives a knife into my heart.

“Sam, I’m sorry. This is a huge fucking mistake.”  

“A mistake?” Did he actually say that? Is he fucking kidding?
“God, Samantha, we need to get to the hospital. Tyler! That’s why I’m here. Why I was waiting for you. When I saw you, and you were upset . . . I’m so sorry. We have to go.” He scampers to the ladder. “Come on.”
His words sink in. Tyler. Hospital. He wasn’t asking me if I wanted to talk earlier, he was telling me something. At least trying to, but I wouldn’t listen. Fear settles into my bones, making me shiver. 

“Cole, I’m scared.”

“I know.” He jumps out of the clubhouse and extends his hand to me. “Trust me. Everything’s going to be alright.”  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2

Cole

[image: image]


We walk hand in hand to my car in silence. My heart races so fucking hard and fast. I kissed her. After a year of thinking about it and imagining it, I finally bucked up the nerve and kissed her. It was everything I imagined and then some. 

Her lips, her body, they’re soft. Supple. I didn’t want to stop. I don’t know how I pulled myself off of her. I could’ve gone for days before taking a break. Her tongue met mine and moved in perfect unison. Like her sweet mouth was made for me. 

Thinking about that skilled mouth, I have a triple X vision of Sam on her knees running through my head. 

This is so fucking bad! 

I press a button on my key fob, unlock the car doors and hold hers open. She takes a peek at me and hesitates. I wonder what’s going through her mind. Does she hate me for what just went down? I couldn’t help kissing her. It just happened, and before I knew it, a taste of her warm, delicious mouth wasn’t enough. I needed to feel her curvy body beneath me.

Like a jackass, I took advantage of the situation. I’m pissed at myself. I wanted to help, to hold her until whatever hurt was better. This was my opportunity to do that; to be there and comfort her. Normally I keep my distance, because Tyler’s around. He’s always watching, breathing down our necks. 

"What’s wrong with my brother?” Samantha’s trembling voice breaks through my thoughts. 

The sound squeezes my chest. I want to take that fear, that uncertainty, away. I want to hold her, and kiss her again until the world and everyone in it disappears. Until nothing exists but the two of us.

She shivers and rubs her hands up and down her arms.

“He’s okay. I mean he will be.” And I just made things a whole lot worse by hitting on you. I reach into the backseat, grab my sweatshirt and hand it to her.

Sam pulls the hoodie over her head and hesitates before getting in. I’m sure she’s just as aware as I am that this is the first time she’s getting in my car. The first time in a year that we’re spending any time alone together. That’s on me. 

Truth is I’ve been avoiding her. I’ve been keeping my distance from my best friend’s cock-blocking kid sister since she got those damn braces off and the little baby fat she had shifted to her tits and ass. Since then, our easy going, playful relationship changed because in an instant she morphed from Tyler’s kid sister, into the girl I want but can’t have.  

*
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“HEY, TY, I’M WAITING in the living room,” I yell up the steps, as I head toward the couch. 

Bam! Something hits me in the face. It’s not hard, just unexpected.

“What the fuck?” 

Laughter. A girl’s laughter. It’s Tyler’s bitchy sister Sam. She does anything she can to annoy me lately. She’s lucky she’s not my sister, because girl or not I’d be beating the shit out of her right now. 

“You think that’s funny? Blindsiding me like that?”

“No.” She shakes her head, and struggles to keep from laughing. Even though I’m pissed, I can’t help but notice how adorable she looks. “I know it’s funny. Damn funny.” She swings at me again, teasing me, taunting me with her laugh and sparkling eyes. 

“Oh yeah?” I lunge toward her and grab the pillow from her hand mid-strike. Leaving her defenseless. There’s a twitch in my pants. I reach for a second throw pillow and use them both to hit her, alternating the assault from left to right. 

“Stop!” She yells, through a fit of giggles, holding her arms in front of her face to defend herself. 

“Oh, no! You asked for this! You wanted me, you got me.” A quick shift of my weight in her direction and she leans back. I take advantage of my position and straddle her, pinning Sam beneath me. “You’ve been begging for me to take you down a notch all freaking week.”

Another twitch, and I’m a breath away from sporting wood. 

For a split second she stops laughing. Her eyes grow wide with fear. Is it because she feels the change in me? Shit, did I just cross a line? I need to apologize. 

Staring down at her, I’m frozen, lost in the green of her eyes. The color of her iris is bold and darker than normal. It’s the green of jade stones. The colored flecks are vibrant and never-ending. 

And her lips. How did I not notice these lips before? She’s not wearing makeup but they are a deep shade of pink. They contrast perfectly with her creamy skin. These damn pillowy lips call me to kiss them. Beg me to take a taste. If I dip my head down just a little further . . . 

I hear a noise. A throat clears. It’s not coming from either Sam or me. Out of the corner of my eye I see Tyler and the dark look on his face. I don’t know how long he’s been standing there, or how much he saw, but I turn my head enough to notice his death glare focused on me. I’m in deep shit trouble.

I climb off the girl that’s too young for me and rub my neck. “Next time don’t fucking hit me!” I say, with my voice too gruff. I sound angry, not playful, and the smile on her face disappears. It’s replaced with sadness.

Shit. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I can’t console her now. Not with her brother watching my every move. 

I don’t know what happened, why my dick jumped to life or why I wanted to kiss her. She’s a kid. A tomboy I used to play catch with in the back yard and help catch frogs at the lake. All I know is from here on out, I need to stay the hell away from Samantha Stone.
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I PEEK OVER AT THE passenger seat to make sure she’s okay. Sam’s eyes are downcast. Her fingers poke out of the too long sleeves of my sweatshirt. She wrings her hands in her lap and picks at her nail polish. She’s nervous. 

Me too.

I look at her face for a second before turning back to the road. Even rain soaked and tear stricken, she’s gorgeous. 

And young, I remind myself. Too fucking young to have her heart destroyed by some jack-off who’s not sure if he’s into guys or girls. 

Too young for me. 

Knowing that she’s willing to let me look and touch doesn’t help one bit. No, I’m fucking semi-hard when my head should be one hundred percent focused on driving and not on how much I wish I could pull over and finish what we started.

I want her with a desperation I've never felt before. It's like my body knows it can never be satisfied until I have her; until I've touched and kissed every inch of her skin, until she screams my name so loud the windows rattle and the earth shakes. 

It's like she's a disease, a poison running through my veins, and the only way to survive her, is to have more of her; to have all of her. Maybe that’s how I get her out of my system once and for all. 

If I had any doubts before, tonight is proof that I need to keep away from Samantha. It’s the first chance I had to get close to her with no one looking, and what did I do? It took a whole thirty seconds before we made out hot and heavy, right in the open where anyone could see. And then feeling her body under me, I almost came in my pants. 

So much for semi-hard. My dick could smash diamonds right now. This is bad. So, so bad. 

I FUCKED UP!!! 

Tyler’s going to kick my ass. Nah, an ass kicking is too kind. He’ll kill me if he finds out.

“Are you going to tell me what happened to my brother?” 

“Oh, yeah. Of course. He and Caitlin were out." 

“They’re back together? I swear those two go back and forth like a yo-yo.”

“Yeah, sort of. They were at a party and Tyler got pissed at her and left. At least she thought he did, but she found him half an hour later passed out by his car.”

“Ohmygod! What happened?”

I go rigid. I hate being the one to tell Sam, but I’m the only one here. The only one that even thought someone should be there to tell her in person when she got home instead of a in a text message.

“Most likely what he smoked didn’t mesh well with the alcohol and oxy.”

“WHAT?” 

She’s shocked. I can’t blame her. He did a great job of hiding most of what he’s been doing, I knew about the weed. But the rest of it? I can’t believe we’re talking about the same Tyler I’ve known all these years. 

“Tyler’s on drugs?”

I nod. “Looks that way.”

“Since when does Mister-keep-your-nose-clean-or-else-I’ll-kick-your-ass do drugs?”

I shrug and let out a long breath buying time. Tyler made me swear not to tell anyone, but the point is moot now. Everyone knows about this hiccup. At least they will by this time tomorrow. He’s going to have to own up to his shit.

“He’s been pretty fucked up the last few months.”

“As in stoned?”

“No. I mean, yes, I guess. But it’s because of his emotional situation.”

“Whatever. He did it to himself with all this Caitlin drama. I hate her. He’s so miserable since she came into his life. He never let a girl toy with him like this. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with him.”

“Sam.”

“No. She’s like a leech he can’t peel off. She dangles him from a string, calling and texting him all the damn time. And he doesn’t do anything to stop it.”

“What do you want him to do?”

“Ignore her.”

“You think that will solve all the problems? Just pretend she doesn’t exist?”

“Yes.”

I peek over at her through the corner of my eye. “He can’t. There’s a lot going on between them.”

“It doesn’t matter what’s going on. Either he loves her and they work their shit out, or he should break up with her for good. And that means cut her off cold turkey.” 

“It’s not that cut and dry.” Here comes another bomb. “At least not since he found out Caitlin was pregnant.”

“Pregnant?” Samantha’s mouth drops. “Are you fucking kidding? Is that why he’s been so unbearable? Why he freaked out every time Doug picked me up?" 

I nod. “Yes. But, there’s more. Caitlin had an abortion before he even knew about it.”

“No!” Samantha covers her mouth with her hand.  

“She was acting strange and he knew she was hiding something. Honestly, your brother thought she was cheating on him. That’s why he broke up with her. She claims the break-up spurred the abortion. He’s drowning in guilt over it. How was he supposed to know? I mean she never even hinted that she was pregnant.”

“Then how’d he find out?” 

“She called him crying when she woke up, after the fact. It wrecked him.”

“What a bitch!”

“They’ve been trying to work through all this. That’s why they’re on and off.”

“It’s her fault!”

I nod. “I know. She’s racked with guilt and wants him to say it’s okay and forgive her. He won’t because he’s angry and feels betrayed. The real kicker is that through all of this they say they can’t walk away. They claim to love each other, and want to work through this.”

“That’s not love. That’s just, I don’t know, not being able to let go.”

“Maybe. It’s hard to say. I’ve never been in his shoes and hope to God I never will be.” A heavy quiet settles between us before I speak again. “Sammie, I know you love your brother, and you want to support him,” I squeeze her hand, “And you have your own shit going on. But Tyler and your parents need you to be strong right now. Think you can do that?”

I glance over to check on her and she’s looking at me with narrowed eyes.

“What?”

“I don’t believe you!” 

I’m clueless. She’s suddenly annoyed with me and I’m not sure why. 

“This is why you’re being so nice to me? Why you acted like you gave a shit and kissed me? Because I need to hold my shit together and you feel bad for me?” The words are spit at me with acid.

My stomach sinks. “What? No!” She can’t possibly believe that. Can she? “I didn’t act like I give a shit. I care about you. I want to make sure you’re okay.” 

“Whatever.” She shakes her head and looks out the window.

“Not whatever. I care, Sam.” I squeeze her hand again. “I mean I’ve known you since you were what, ten?”

“Maybe that’s the problem.”

She lost me. I get what I told her is tough to digest, but she’s making leaps and bounds that just aren’t making sense. 

“What problem?”

“You said you made a mistake. That’s your problem.”

“I’m sorry. I crossed a huge fucking line. I already said I shouldn’t have kissed you. I don’t know what more to say.”

“Because it was a mistake?” 

Why the hell is she so stuck on that word? I don’t want to hurt her, but I can’t lead her on and let her think there can be anything more. Besides, she’s rebounding. That’s all I am to her, just a guy to help her move on to the next one. A guy she can use to tell her how beautiful and desirable she is. 

She doesn’t realize that I have feelings for her. That the reason I haven’t dated anyone seriously over the last year is because I can’t get her off my fucking mind. None of the girls compare to her.

Maybe once things settle down with Tyler I can talk to him. Convince him that I have genuine feelings for Sam and promise to be good to her. Until then, I can’t add to his shit. I need to be there for him. And her. That means Samantha is off limits.  

I nod, feeling like a fucking coward because it’s all I can do. 

“Asshole,” she mutters under her breath. “Do you know how long I wanted that? Imagined one day you’d realize you loved me and kiss me the way you did? Like I am the air you breathe? Do you even care that I still have the scent of you in my nose? Or that my body still aches for you, everywhere?”

Her words fill me with a strange warm feeling. But they also scare the shit out of me. She’s over emotional from the night. She doesn’t mean what she’s saying. She can’t. 

“Sam, I’m sorry.” I let go of her hand.

“I don’t want you to be sorry.”

I don’t answer. I can’t. Any way I go is a trap. I want her. I care about her. Did she just say love? She can’t love me. She’s just out of high school. And . . . love? That’s what’s destroying Tyler. I’m not going to hop on that fucking train. Oh hell no!

I pull up to the emergency room entrance and let her out. "I'll be in as soon as I find a spot."

"Don’t bother. Since I’m a mistake, I wouldn’t want you to compound kissing me with acting like a friend, or even a decent human being." She slams the door, turns and walks away. 

*
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I MAKE MY WAY PAST the moaning group of people waiting for care, over to Samantha. Her head is down. Chocolate waves cascade over her shoulders as she picks at her purple polished nails. She’s been doing that so much tonight I’m surprised she has any left on them. 

I stop and look at her. Look at her the way I’d look at any other pretty girl that catches my attention and not my best friend’s sister. I’m blown away. If she were anyone else, I’d pursue her with everything I’ve got.

She’s still wearing my hoodie. It looks good on her. Like she should always be in it. A possessive feeling I never had before overwhelms me. I feel like as long as she’s wearing my sweatshirt, she’s mine. Off limits to the rest of the world. And I like it.

“Hear anything?” I say slipping into the hard, plastic chair beside her. 

“He’s stable. They won’t let me back, though. I don’t even know why I’m here if I can’t see my brother,” she complains, keeping her
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