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      “I found a place!”

      I turned from the counter, where I’d been chopping celery for tonight’s soup.

      “A place?” I chuckled. “A place for what?”

      “For us!” Haines grinned, marching up to me and gripping both my arms, practically knocking the knife out of my hands and onto the cutting mat.

      My eyes widened. “You found an apartment? And we actually have a shot at approval?”

      Haines nodded emphatically. “They even emphasized college students since it’s so close to the Sweetwater Bay campus. It’s on the sixth floor of this massive apartment building, and it’s close to the grocery store, a college bar, everything.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh yeah, we couldn’t survive without a bar.”

      Neither of us had ever had even a sip of alcohol. Our parents’ relationships were awful enough to have bonded us both—two near-strangers as pre-teen boys—together for life, along with Haines’s little sister, Hannah.

      “Oh, come on, Cade. Just meet me halfway with the optimism, would you?”

      I sighed, but it was all for show, and Haines’s eyes glinted with amusement because, of course, he knew. “Fine. We should put in an application. Maybe they’ll actually approve us.”

      “We’re moving out! Like real adults!” Haines scooped me up into a hug.

      Of course, I melted into it. Haines’s hugs had always been like magic. And maybe I nuzzled my nose into the crook of his neck. It’s not like he minded.

      “Baby adults,” I corrected him with a quiet mumble against his skin.

      “Real adults,” Haines corrected, pulling away enough to poke the tip of my nose. “We’re real now if we can get an apartment. Then all we have to do is get Han into a place with Cass, and all four of us are golden!”

      I softened. The four of us had been close friends for years. But Hannah and Cass were a year behind us, so we had some time to help them get everything ready before they turned eighteen and could move out together. “We’ll keep an eye out on our floor. Maybe something will open up before Hannah’s birthday.”

      “Genius, Cade. I like the way you think.”

      I laughed. “Okay, go apply for us. I’ll finish the soup.”

      “Bet I’m faster!” And off Haines went, with more energy in two minutes than I’d seen from him in the last month.

      It was a good look on him.

      Oh great. Now, I would get to pine after Haines from the same apartment, and no one else would be there to be our buffer.

      What had I gotten myself into?
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      I shoved the window up in its frame and stepped out onto the fire escape, nearly folding myself in half to accommodate for the narrow frame of the window I was slipping through.

      My heart hammered in my chest, and I fought to regain a semblance of steadiness in my breaths, but they continued to escape me in pants.

      I gripped the black iron railing with both hands, the twisted metal digging into my skin. They weren’t made for comfort, after all.

      “Fuck.”

      It was emphatic and desperate and everything that had settled in my chest as the nightmare tried to take over my mind again in flashes.

      A dark bedroom, my oversized bed and its hand-carved posts and hand-stitched curtains, a flash of lighting that lit up my mother as she tore through the doorway to get to me.

      I shook my head. “I’m not there. She’s not here. She’s gone.”

      My hand was on my side before I could stop it, pressed against the old wound I’d gotten from the lamp thrown in anger.

      It was healed, barely pink now after having nearly seven years to scar and heal properly. I was safe now, even if my mind forced me back there in the middle of the night.

      Even if I was happy now.

      I sank to sit on the flat grate of the fire escape, blocked off with a railing so that I couldn’t fall unless I was really trying. I sat there for a while, arms wrapped around my knees, focusing on my breathing and heartbeat, convincing my subconscious to let go of the past like I’d been desperate to since it happened.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up from where my mouth had been pressed to my forearms, my dark hair falling into my face. Haines climbed through the window like I had earlier, albeit a bit more clumsily, because he was significantly broader than I was.

      “Hey,” I sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

      “You didn’t.” He frowned, dropping himself down to sit beside me. “I was getting some water, and I saw the window open.”

      Well at least he didn’t witness my breakdown then—not that he hasn’t seen a few of those in our years of friendship, especially now that we were roommates.

      Fuck, it was hard to be just his roommate, even if this was perhaps the healthiest relationship I’d ever had. I couldn’t help my lingering eyes when he emerged from his unreasonably hot shower in only a towel, steam curling behind him like he was some Greek god.

      But it was always worth the unrequited feelings. He was truly the best friend I’d ever had and significantly better than any I’d reasonably hoped to have before I started college and stepped out on my own. I’d had my brother, but he had his own friends, and Haines was always mine. I prioritized him, and he prioritized me.

      “Cade.”

      I blinked, shaking myself back into reality.

      Haines had scooted closer, bracing his arm behind me on the grate beneath us and securing himself into my personal bubble that I would normally stab anyone who dared invade.

      Haines was different. He always was.

      “Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “No sorries. You know that.”

      I smiled sadly, letting my cheek fall against my arms instead so I could meet his concerned gaze. “Right. I'll just say ‘screw you’ then for having to come out here and check on me again.”

      Haines’s frown sharpened. “You can be as sassy as you want, but I see right through it, Cade. You’re my best friend. I’ve known you for years. Was it another nightmare?”

      I sighed, my smile slipping. I rubbed my face with the back of my hand. “Yeah. Same one.”

      Haines cursed. “I would kill her if she was still around.”

      “I know.” Haines was my friend because he wasn’t scared of my darkness. He never let me push him away because of it. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is to me. I hate how much she still hurts you.”

      “Just nightmares,” I mumbled. “I should get over it.”

      “That’s just it.” Haines tightened his arm around my shoulder, and I unconsciously leaned into his warmth. “I know you think you deserve them. But you never did anything to deserve what you got. No way in hell.”

      I didn

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Sign Up for My Newsletter
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


