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Keira
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I’M SMILING AS I STRIDE toward my boyfriend’s driveway with the box of doughnuts I bought for him.  They are his favorite, chocolate iced with kreme filling from Krispy Kreme.  It’s his birthday, and I’m surprising him.  He thinks that I had to go straight to work after school today so that I could leave early for his party tonight, but I actually requested to be off today weeks ago.  I even parked my car a few houses down from his so he wouldn’t be alerted to my presence before I knocked on his door.  Unfortunately, my clunker of a car is loud.  Still, it gets me where I want to go, which is all that matters to me.

I’m not embarrassed by it like Chase is.  He’ll probably want to take his car to the restaurant rather than ride in mine.  I’ll offer to chauffeur him anyway, but I’ll definitely treat him to dinner regardless.  Along with the surprise sweet treat I’m bringing him right now, I’m going to take him out to the restaurant of his choice, and then we’ll come back here for his party.  He is going to have an awesome birthday.  I’m even dressed the way he prefers, in a miniskirt and uncomfortable high heels.  It’s not my style at all, but it’s part of my surprise for him today.  It will be fun to see the look on his face.

My smile freezes as I halt in my tracks at the sight of Dax Cooper leaning casually against Chase’s car.  His dark eyes linger on my face for a moment before traveling slowly all the way down to my shoes.  They catch on the doughnut box in my hands during the return trip back up my body to my now flushed face.  When his gaze lands on mine, I can only withstand seconds of direct eye contact before dropping my eyes to his crossed arms.

I can’t help noticing how good they look.  Masculine with taut muscle pulling the sleeves of his black t-shirt tight.  All of him looks good.  He’s wearing black jeans that he fills out perfectly.  His black combat boots complete his all-black ensemble.

“Are you in stealth mode?”

I’m stunned to realize that I just asked him that, and my gaze shoots up to his.  I’m even more astonished to see amusement in his eyes.  It makes him look less intimidating, more approachable, and I suddenly realize that I’m in the presence of a cute guy.  Previously, he was always hot but untouchable.  Certainly no one that I could ever imagine talking to—let alone dating.    

What the hell am I thinking?  Where did that random thought come from?

He smirks at me.  “Are you in pink mode?”

I feel the blush creeping back over my cheeks.  Yes, I am dressed all in pink.  Pink top, pink miniskirt, and even pink high heels.  I look like I raided Barbie’s closet.  I may have overdone it, but just last week Chase had been complaining that I never wear pink, so...

Chase!  I’m shocked to realize that I forgot why I was here.  Also, what is Dax Cooper doing in my boyfriend’s driveway?  They aren’t friends.  My clean-cut, jock boyfriend has nothing in common with a bad boy like Dax.

“What are you doing here?” I ask in bewilderment.

The amusement disappears from his face and is replaced by a hard expression that makes him look every bit like the aforementioned bad boy.  “My girlfriend is in there.”  He jerks his head toward Chase’s house.

I glance at it and then back at him.  “What’s she doing in there?”

He eyes me like I’m an idiot.  “What do you think?”

I’m slow to comprehend his implication, but when I do, I know he’s mistaken.  I shake my head.  “No.  Chase wouldn’t do that.”

He snorts.  “Really?”

“Yes,” I insist.  “He asked me to prom.”

Dax rolls his eyes.  “Oh, then, of course he’s not in there having sex with my girlfriend.”

“S-sex?” I stammer, getting flustered.

“Yep,” he says.  “They left the door unlocked, so I sneaked inside and heard them going at it.  I’m waiting for them to get done so I can confront them and beat the crap out of him.”

I gape at him as I try to process what he just told me.  “You’re waiting for them to get done?”

He shrugs.  “I couldn’t attack him in his house, because I didn’t want to get charged with breaking and entering.  So, I’ll wait until he comes outside.”

Just then, I hear a feminine giggle, and I look to where the sound came from.  I see that Chase’s front door is open, and he’s in the doorway kissing a girl in a leather miniskirt.  His hands are gripping her rear as he devours her mouth.  She’s dressed, but he has only his boxer briefs on.

I’m dimly aware of the doughnut box slipping out of my hands and dropping to the pavement, but I don’t spare it a glance.  I stare in shock at the sight of my boyfriend with another girl.  Despite what Dax said, I hadn’t really believed it.

Not until I saw it with my own eyes.

There’s no denying it now.  Chase is cheating on me.

I suddenly feel like I’m about to topple over, but an arm steadies me and pulls me against a solid body for support.  “It’s okay,” a deep, comforting voice says.  “I’ve got you.”

And he does.  He keeps his arm around me as I lean into his side while we face the startled expressions of Chase and the girl when they finally break apart and spot us as she exits his house.

“Hi, Riley,” Dax taunts.

She scowls at him, and I recognize her.  I hadn’t known her name or had any classes with her, but I’d seen her in the hallways at school.  She hangs around with the rougher crowd—with Dax’s crowd.  And she looks the part in her leather miniskirt and cropped black top that shows off her midriff.  She also has on black ankle boots, and I feel so silly in comparison to her.  It’s so obvious that I’m the good girl, despite my attempt to sex up my look the way Chase wanted me to.

“Keira.  What are you doing here?” Chase demands with accusation in his voice, like I’m the one who’s done something wrong.

Explanations about surprising him for his birthday are whirling around in my head, but Dax speaks before I can form the words.

“We came to tell you to go screw yourselves,” he says and turns us around.

I move with him automatically as he walks us out of Chase’s driveway and down the sidewalk.

“Keira!” Chase shouts after me, but I don’t respond.  I know he can’t follow me, because he’s in his underwear.

Because he was... 

My mind shuts down that thought immediately.  I can’t think about that right now.  I need to hold it together until I get home.  I’m in this numb, shocked state right now, which is helping.

Also helping?  Dax Cooper.  He’s taken charge of this situation, which is a huge help to me.  Because I’ve never dealt with a situation like this before.  So, I go with him, because he seems to know what he’s doing.

Which is why I don’t say anything when we walk past my car and continue on toward a motorcycle parked by the curb a few houses down from it.  I accept the helmet he hands me, but he takes it out of my hands when I just stare blankly at it.  He puts it on me like I’m a child, and I stand in docile acceptance of his ministrations.  He flips the visor up and asks me my address.  I tell him without questioning his right to know it.  I watch him as he puts on his own helmet, and a random thought occurs to me that I’m wearing the spare he keeps for the girls who ride on his motorcycle.

I’ve seen them getting on behind him after school in the parking lot, but I never imagined I’d be one of them.  I would normally balk at the thought.  But things right now are not normal.  I am in an alternate reality in which it makes sense for me to get on the back of Dax Cooper’s motorcycle and wrap my arms around his waist per his instructions.

Then we are leaving behind my cheating boyfriend, and I am reveling in this exhilarating new experience.  It is so different from riding in a car, and I love it.  I want to keep going, but unfortunately, I only live a few streets over from Chase’s house.  So, the ride is over before I am ready for it to end.

I reluctantly unwrap my arms from Dax and dismount after he cuts the engine.  He gets off the motorcycle too, and I remove the borrowed helmet and hand it to him.  “Thanks,” I say.

He puts the helmet away in the compartment he’d removed it from earlier, and he simply flips up the visor on the one he’s wearing.  “Do you have a friend you can call?” he asks.

“Uh, yeah,” I reply, unsure of why he’s asking me that.

“Good,” he says and sweeps his arm toward my house in a gesture that prompts me to start walking toward it.

To my surprise, he accompanies me up my driveway and to my front door.  He stands behind me as I unlock it, and I then turn to say in parting, “Thank you for bringing me home.”

He holds his hand out.  “Give me your keys, and I’ll drive your car here.”

I hand them over but then say, “You don’t have to do that.  I can get it later.”

“You’re not going back there,” he retorts in a suddenly hard tone.

The expression on his face tells me not to argue, and I don’t want to.  The thought of returning there and seeing Chase again is not pleasant.  “Okay,” I say, shutting down the memory of my last sight of him.

“I’ll be right back,” Dax says and turns to stride away.

I watch him mount his motorcycle and take off.  Instead of going inside, I sit down on the top porch step to await his return.  He is back quickly, due to the previously mentioned short distance between my street and Chase’s.

My heart lifts at the sight of Dax pulling into my driveway behind the wheel of my car, and I hop up to go greet him.  “Thank you so much!” I gush as he gets out and shuts the door.

When he faces me, he halts and just stands there looking at me.  “You look happy,” he states.

“You’re nice!” I exclaim, still beaming at him.

He eyes me warily.  “Uh, have you called your friend?”

“My friend?” I repeat in confusion.

“Yeah, the one you said you could call,” he reminds me.

“Oh, right,” I respond.  “Abby.  I can call Abby.  She’s my best friend.”

He reaches out and takes my hand, and my pulse jumps.  Turning it palm up, he drops my keys into it.  I automatically grasp them, and he lets go and backs up.  “Okay.  Call your friend now.”

He turns and strides away.  It isn’t until he starts walking down the sidewalk that I realize he doesn’t have his motorcycle.  Of course not, because he had to leave it on Chase’s street when he went to get my car.

“Wait!” I call out.  “I’ll drive you to your motorcycle.”

He turns to reply but keeps walking backwards away from me.  “No, I’ll walk.  It’s not far.  You call your friend.”  He turns and picks up his pace, obviously eager to put distance between us.

“Thanks again!” I call out to him, raising my voice even more to ensure he hears me.

He raises his hand in response but doesn’t turn to look at me.  I watch him until he’s gone from sight, sorry to see him go.

With a sigh, I trudge up the porch steps in my stupid high heels and kick them off as soon as I’m inside my house.  Anger wells up inside me.  I wasted my hard-earned money on uncomfortable shoes and on clothes I would never have otherwise bought, all to please a guy who was cheating on me.  I suddenly feel like punching him.

That makes me remember Dax’s assertion that he was going to beat the crap out of him.  He hadn’t though, which was probably due to having to take care of me so I wouldn’t collapse from the shock of discovering Chase with another girl.

The girl I now remember Dax had said was his girlfriend.  My sudden jealousy takes me by surprise.  Because it isn’t jealousy over seeing her with Chase.  Instead, it is envy over her being with Dax.

Which doesn’t make any sense, since I’ve never had any romantic interest in Dax Cooper.  In fact, I’ve never wanted anything to do with him at all.  He always seemed tough and intimidating, the kind of guy I should stay far away from.  I like nice guys—like Chase.

Except Dax has turned out to be nicer than Chase.  He showed caring and concern for me when Chase betrayed me, and he even abandoned his plans to beat up Chase in favor of escorting me home.  Like a gentleman.

Underneath his tough exterior, Dax is a gentleman.  I marvel at that discovery, and I now want to know everything about him.   

My thoughts are interrupted by the sound of pounding on my front door, and excitement spikes within me.  Has he returned?

I rush to throw open the door, and my face falls in disappointment at the sight of Chase.  “What the hell are you doing with that lowlife?” he demands as he barges in.

“Are you serious?” I retort, my anger instantly rising.  “I just caught you cheating on me with another girl!”

“And now you’re taking revenge by cheating on me with him?  Don’t be stupid, Keira.  That guy is dangerous.”

Outrage at his unbelievable nerve has me yelling, “I can’t cheat on you!  We broke up!”

“Keira, c’mon,” he cajoles.  “We’re not going to break up over one mistake.  That girl means nothing to me.”

“That girl?  Don’t you even know her name?” I demand.

“She doesn’t matter,” he says.  “You’re the only one who matters to me.”

That incenses me.  “Of course, she matters!  You slept with her!”

He shakes his head.  “You don’t understand.  She’s not like you.  She’s the kind of girl who...well, she’s just not important.”

I look at him with his clean-cut blond hair and blue eyes, and I feel like I’m seeing him for the first time.  I thought he was a nice guy, but he absolutely isn’t.  More than anything else, what he just said proves that.

“Her name is Riley,” I tell him.  “And she’s just as important as anyone else, because she’s a person with feelings.”

He huffs out a laugh.  “Only you would defend a girl you just saw...”

He obviously thinks better of finishing that sentence and clears his throat.  “Uh, anyway, I’m sorry.”

I cross my arms.  “Please leave.”

He sighs.  “You came over to surprise me for my birthday.  I saw the doughnuts you brought me.”  His eyes scan over me.  “And you dressed sexy for me.”

Then his eyes widen.  “Were you going to have sex with me?”

I snort.  “No.”  Dropping my arms to my sides, I get into a confrontational stance.  “But I guess that’s the only thing you care about.  Our relationship obviously means nothing to you.”

“That’s not true,” he insists.  “I know you’re the girl for me.  I asked you to prom, didn’t I?”

I huff in exasperation.  “And then you cheated on me.”

“I told you that was a mistake,” he snaps back in frustration.  “You need to let it go.”

I stare at him in disbelief.  “Let it go?  You can’t be serious!  You cheated on me, Chase.  I can’t just let it go.”

He sighs heavily, like he’s the one who’s been wronged.  “Fine.  I guess you need time to forgive me.  Just don’t do anything stupid before then.”

His assumption that my forgiveness is a foregone conclusion stokes my anger again, and I give him a hard stare.  “I’m not going to forgive you, Chase.  We’re done.”   

He expels an exasperated breath.  “We’ll talk after you calm down.  I guess I’ll tell everyone that you’re sick, and that’s why you can’t come to my party.”

I am quickly becoming furious with him.  He’s acting like this is no big deal, and like I should just get over it.  He’s more worried about his party than he is about me.  

“Or you can tell them that I’m with Dax,” I blurt.

It was a crazy thing to say.  I know that.  But it’s making Chase mad, and that is satisfying to see.  Provoking him is giving me perverse pleasure.      

He grits his teeth.  “Stay away from him.  I mean it, Keira.  He’ll just use you.”

“Like you used Riley?” I ask, calling him out on his hypocrisy.

His eyes narrow on me.  “Are you seriously going to give it up to a guy like that?  I didn’t think you were that kind of girl.”

“I didn’t think you were that kind of guy either,” I retort.  “I guess we were both wrong.”  Managing to smirk at him, I add, “He’s so sexy that I can’t help myself.”

My words hit the mark exactly as I intended them to.  Chase’s face reddens with rage, and he spews a nasty taunt about what kind of toy I’m going to be for Dax.  He warns me that he won’t take me back after that and storms out, slamming the door behind him.

The adrenaline from our fight carries me up the stairs to my room, but my shoulders slump as I look at myself in the mirror.  Sudden sadness overwhelms me.  My attempt to sex up my look seems pathetic to me now.  Dating Chase had always seemed too good to be true, and I have been proven right.  He was my first boyfriend, and I’ve already lost him after only two months.

In this moment, I miss my mom fiercely.  I feel so lost without her sometimes, and this is one of those times.  She would know how to help me through this and give me advice on how to handle it.  Most of all, she would hug me and make me feel better.  She had the absolute best hugs.  I feel guilty thinking that, because my dad’s hugs are great too.  He makes me feel safe and protected.  But my mom’s hugs were pure comfort, so soothing and reassuring.  She made me feel okay about myself, about who I am.

With a sigh, I take Dax’s advice and call Abby to come over.  I need to commiserate with a friend, and it’s something how he knew that.  Just another thing about him that’s different than I expected.  I have the thought that maybe he needs to vent to a friend too.  Maybe that’s why it occurred to him to suggest that to me.  Yet I can’t picture him sharing his feelings about his cheating girlfriend with the guys I see him hanging around with at school.

I frown.  It doesn’t seem like he has anyone to talk to about this.  I know the difference between surface friends and close friends that you can confide in.  Since I started dating Chase two months ago, his crowd has accepted me.  They are all nice to me—including the cheerleaders I’d feared would scorn me—but we don’t talk about anything personal.  I certainly can’t imagine calling them and telling them about the humiliating way I discovered my boyfriend cheating on me.

Because I realize that it was humiliating.  Me standing
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