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      Twelve Years earlier

      

      "Linc! Stop! I give in! Ahhh." I'm giggling and not really cross with my best friend as he chases me across a park in our neighborhood. We come here a lot as it's only a short walk from our houses, which sit opposite one another in a suburb of Las Vegas, Nevada.

      As normal for June, the weather is hot. A dry heat, so we’re both dressed in shorts and tees with flip-flops on our feet. It’s hard to run in flip-flops so I’m not doing the best job of beating him. In fact, he always wins. Always. I may get a head-start but it’s not for long. He’s taller and bigger than me but racing him ups my game. I can beat most of the girls in my class at school.

      He reaches me quickly and grabs my arm, pulling me to a standstill. While he's always been faster, that doesn't stop me from trying to get away. He enjoys the chase as much as I do.

      "Gotcha. I'll always catch you, Izzy. Always. You can't run from me. "

      We're laughing so hard, we both fall to the ground and lie on our backs, panting and staring at the clouds in the sky. Our time at the park always seems to end up the same. We make animals out of the white puffy clouds and talk about anything and everything. It's my most favorite thing to do with him. It's when we're both in the moment together, with no one else. Just the two of us.

      I turn sideways and look at him. The way his hair is messy and falling over one eye. His cheeks red from the exertion. "Do you mean it, Linc? Will you always be here to catch me? And will we always be best friends?"

      "Pinky promise." He's staring at me funny, and butterflies flit about in my stomach as we lock fingers. It's absolute. No one breaks a pinky promise. Ever. Well, not in our world. We take our promises very seriously. Neither of us has ever broken one. And we never will, no matter how hard it is to make solemn oaths sometimes.

      His skin is warm, and the sun shows off just how black his eyes are as he blinks at me. My breathing picks up, and my hands begin to feel clammy. It's not unpleasant, just a first for me, and I don't entirely understand it. I do know one thing, though. This boy who has seen me cry when I've skinned my knee and has taught me how to skim stones across a nearby swimming lake. He's defended me against bullies at school and picked me a flower from the garden for my birthday. The same boy who’s fallen to all fours so I can climb on his back to reach the first branch of our favorite tree. With absolute clarity, Lincoln James has my heart.

      

      Linc and I have known each other for as long as I can remember. Living so close, we hang out almost every day. If I'm not at his house, he's at mine. We go to school together, and even though we're in different classes, Linc always finds me at lunchtime so we can play. His twin brothers, Phoenix and Hunter, often tag along outside of school hours, but today it's just the two of us. Something I much prefer. I love it when I get my best friend all to myself.

      My parents are best friends with Linc's parents, so it's like we both have two Moms and two Dads each.

      "You're looking at me funny," I comment, noticing how incredible his eyes actually are, wanting to swipe a strand of tousled ebony colored hair off his forehead as the gentle breeze wafts it across his tanned skin.

      "I always look at you," he smiles, dimples tweaking his cheeks. His eyes sparkle as he continues to watch me as if I'm his favorite pastime.

      "Yeah, but today it's different." Maybe I'm seeing things that aren't there, but he's still staring.

      "Different? How?"

      I watch his super-long lashes flutter down as he finally turns his head and shuts his eyes.

      "I don't know. Just different." His mouth is still upturned at the corners as he muses over something he's obviously not going to share with me.

      I turn my head up to the sky and gaze at the white smattering of clouds creeping across the otherwise blue backdrop. I wonder what he sees when he looks at me. What he's thinking. Sometimes Linc keeps his feelings bottled up. I don't try to drag them out of him. I know he'll tell me when he's ready. Boys don't talk about their emotions. That's what Mom says.

      But the way his expressive eyes pierced into me moments ago makes me want to kiss his cheek and learn all his secrets. I feel like he shares a lot with me because we're always together, but there are parts of himself that he keeps quiet about. I want to know the private thoughts he holds back. Whether or not Linc will ever want to kiss me.

      Heat floats up my neck, so I push away the thought. Linc will have a fit if he knows what I'm thinking. We're not into doing adult things. We both put our fingers down our throats when we see older people making out. Gross. But that was yesterday. Today, there's been a shift. I can feel it. My nervous energy begins to settle because he's not reaching into me with his gaze, but when his hand moves to touch mine and he links our little fingers, it ratchets back up higher than before.

      We both remain in comfortable silence. That's the thing about us. We don't have to talk. Sometimes it's nice just to be beside each other without speaking. I listen to my pulse pound in my ears and enjoy the sound of birds in the trees. If I could stop time in this very second, I would. It's like we're a part of each other, and each person needs the other to breathe. While we're not into grown-up things, Linc always likes to be touching me. Simple gestures like now where a finger linked is enough.

      After a while, Linc murmurs, his eyes still shut. "My birthday is coming up in a month. Will you go to the circus with me?"

      I squeal, sitting up, letting him go. "Yes! Oh, Linc. Really? I can't wait to see the acrobats. And the clowns. Can we get cotton candy?" My voice rises as Linc opens his eyes and turns to me, his dimples deepening with his grin. I'm giddy at the thought of seeing the circus with him. It’s been a dream of ours since forever. This day truly can't get any better. Suddenly, the image of a big top filled with talented acts, loud music and lots of people fills my mind. We’ve driven past it every year, fantasizing about what it would be like.

      "I'll get Mom to buy us the biggest cotton candy there is."

      I lie back down and take his hand in mine, giving it a squeeze. "You're my best friend in the whole world."

      "One day when I'm an adult, I'll buy you a cotton candy machine so you can eat it for breakfast, lunch and dinner."

      I know Linc means every word because he always does what he promises. He's never let me down. Ever.

      He's my everything.

      Little do I know that before long, our worlds will be ripped apart so fiercely, the boy lying next to me will lose his smile and his kind eyes and we'll never get to celebrate his birthday.
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          Izzy

        

      

    

    
      Twelve Years Later

      

      "Come on Izzy, you're going to be late!" my best female friend and college roomie, Ashlyn, calls to me as I stand in front of the mirror in our shared bathroom.

      Nerves hit me full blast, thinking of the job interview ahead. I've never waited tables before, but the ad said full training provided.

      I've only ever worked in a clothing store on weekends, and since it's shut down, this interview is the only one I've been offered since.

      I need this job. Going to college and living off campus is costly. My parents are paying my tuition, but all the other living expenses are proving more expensive than I imagined. Even if it is worth it to have my freedom. There's still food and utilities to pay, and I can't expect Ashlyn to cover the costs while I'm unemployed. Her parents pay for everything and are loaded, but unfortunately my working-class mom and dad can't afford it. While I envy Ash sometimes, I do enjoy working. I've always been independent, not liking to rely on others heavily.

      I've been living off a small amount of savings from my last job, which is dwindling away fast, so I really, really need this gig. No pressure or anything.

      "I'm almost done." I yell back, applying a light smearing of lip gloss, noticing my green eyes appear lighter today. Normally they resemble dark emeralds, but today they appear more like jade.

      My blonde hair is up in a bun, and I'm dressed in a black tee and pants. Standard waitress colors. I can't help wondering if I get the job, I may end up in a pair of hot pants and a bra. It is Vegas after all. Will I be happy with that? Sure. I'm no prude. Nudity is out, but in the hospitality industry, where tips are relied on heavily, I'll do what it takes to a point. With a size four figure, I have curves in all the right places but like to keep myself lean by running. The exercise helps clear my head and burns good calories.

      Snatching my purse up, I straighten my shoulders, draw in a deep breath and walk to the small lounge room/kitchen area where Ash is waiting.

      "Nice. You'll get the job. I feel it in my bones." She gives me the once-over and a thumbs-up.

      I hope she's right. I don't want to have to move back home because I can't afford my rent. Living off campus has its advantages. Not being surrounded by all the students you attend classes with, for one. Ashlyn excluded. The lack of privacy is a big thing for me. Students always popping in and hanging out when you should be studying or simply want to rest. Plus, I'm not into partying every night. I don't mind attending one occasionally, but I'd much prefer my nose in a good book. Some of the houses nearby are party central, but I'd much prefer nights in. Another factor is that my dad is strict. He’s not an angry dad, but he has rules that can’t be broken. Fair, I guess, but not when he gives you an eleven o’clock curfew and has embarrassed every boy I’ve ever brought home by grilling them and laying down the law. Yep, that’s probably why guys don’t stick around. Either that or I'm way too fussy. Preppy boys don’t do it for me. I’ve always been attracted to males with a more…darker edge to them.

      Once we're out the door, Ash drives us in her car, dropping me off close to the Casino/Circus on the strip in Vegas.

      "Call me when you've finished, and we can grab a coffee to celebrate."

      “You're very confident I'll get the job." I'm not as sure. There are probably fifty others applying. Jobs in Vegas are very competitive, and there will be girls getting interviewed with ample experience.

      "Girl, look at you. Trust me, you'll get the job. Not only that, but my mom is putting in a good word for you."

      Ashlyn's mom is a producer on the circus show where the waitressing job is. Her dad has been gone for a long time. He bailed on them for a young woman he met at his work, and they haven't seen him since.

      Sad, but it hasn't really affected my best friend that much. She was too young to remember.

      "She did? Oh, wow. Any help I can get is great. Your mom is amazing."

      "Eh, you're practically family. That's what we do." She reaches over and squeezes my hand. I'm grateful for her being here for me. I'm kind of a loner on campus, and apart from my friend Nick, Ash is my girl. We clicked from day one, and I'd be lost without her.

      With a long intake of breath, I open the door. "Wish me luck."

      "Break a leg!” She air kisses me and then I'm out, walking into the neon building among gamblers, tourists and locals.

      It's 8pm on Sunday, which is an unusual time for a job interview, but I guess that's because the show only runs three nights per week. Friday. Saturday and Sunday.

      My nerves play havoc with my stomach. If I don't get this job with a little nudge from Ashlyn's mom, then I'll have no luck anywhere. It's do or die. Sometimes, everyone needs a little help from their friends.

      The inside is glamorous and expansive. There are gambling tables throughout with a huge bar at the back. Chandeliers hang from the high ceiling, giving a ritzy vibe, but then I guess the amount of money that goes through the slot machines pays for the grandeur. Noise of bells ringing and crowds cheering from a win, assault me. It's alive and vibrant, like the whole of Vegas at night.

      As I walk towards the bar where my interview is to be held, I notice the large circus area to the left with a giant circular cage. The atmosphere buzzes, and my excitement notches up a level, along with my nerves. It's not an environment I'm used to working in, should I get the job, but it's one I think I'll love.

      Girls dressed in black hot pants with midriff black tees walk among the tables, serving drinks and taking orders. The Casino logo is splashed across the front.

      As I approach the bar to meet my interviewer, a loud voice comes over a speaker.

      "Ladies and gentlemen, our world-class circus is starting in ten minutes. You'll get to witness the highlight of the show with the Angels of Death, where they defy gravity on their motorbikes in the confines of the cage. The act will leave you on the edge of your seats. Stay tuned."

      My gaze swings back to the area where the acts will be performing. The oversized black, round cage looks intimidating sitting off to the right, and I can't imagine anyone being able to remain upright on a bike. I'm guessing the name of the act addresses the level of danger associated with riding motorcycles in a confined space.

      I approach the bar, and a twenty-something dude in black approaches me with good looks and a wide smile.

      "Hi, what can I get you?" He's handsome with light brown hair and matching eyes. His smile is dazzling, and I imagine he gets a lot of women flirting with him. One arm sports a sleeve tattoo, but apart from that he's clean shaven.

      "Ahh, I'm here for an interview with Bryce."

      The guy hollers over his shoulder to a man at the other end of the bar.

      "Bry, you're needed over here for an interview." He winks at me while wiping the bar down before moving to a male who sidles up to order.

      Bryce appears to be in his thirties. Blonde buzz cut. Tanned and ripped muscles. He swaggers over with a lazy grin. So far, all the staff are good-looking. Perhaps it's a condition of employment. My nervousness spikes as I wonder if I’ll make the cut. Here in Vegas, looks are everything and sometimes are people's bread and butter. I'm certainly not hideous, but I'm not sure what the other candidates will look like either and what I'm up against. A sliver of doubt creeps in. Judging by the waitresses on the floor, I’m doubting myself.

      "Hey, You're Isabella?"

      "Yeah. That's me," Smart, Izzy. Way to sound professional.

      "Come on back here." He walks down the bar and lifts part of the top up so I can shuffle through.

      "It's gonna get loud in here soon, so we'll get to it." A couple of waitresses bring empty trays and hang around chatting while they get filled back up with fresh orders. Up close they’re gorgeous, further cementing my theory that you have to be model-beautiful to work here.

      Bryce grabs a pen, and paper to take notes. So far, the interview seems casual, which I'm grateful for. My retail interview had me talking in front of a panel of four people, telling them why I thought I was the best person for the job and what I could bring to it. I'd totally had to wing it and hype myself up but somehow, I'd ended up with the job.

      "Have you been a waitress before?"

      I hand him my resume, which is short and precise. "No. I've worked in retail. But I have great customer service skills, and I'm a quick learner. I'm a team player and work well unsupervised."

      Lay it on thick, Izzy. I need this job, so I'll do what I can to get it.

      Bryce watches me for a moment, his mouth tipping up.

      "Confidence. I like it. Can I check your ID?"

      "Sure." I grab it from my purse and hand it over. I guess he needs to check because working around alcohol requires everyone to be twenty-one or over."

      He looks at it for a minute and then hands it back.

      "You comfortable showing some skin?" He points to one of the girls moving back to the floor.

      “Sure. It's certainly not what I'm used to, but I'm adaptable." OMG! I sound like a moron. Even with a good word from Ash's mom, I'm going to fail this. I don't usually have a problem speaking, but tonight, for some reason, I'm at a loss for words.

      He glances over my resume. "I'll call a couple of your referees, and we'll get back to you. In the meantime, feel free to stay and watch the show."

      That's it? I'm not sure whether to be happy or disappointed. Maybe he took one look at my short resume and made his decision straight away. Or maybe my less than outgoing personality ended the interview early. My stomach sinks. "Thank you so much for your time."

      He nods, and I leave the bar, fretting that I've missed my opportunity. Somehow, I figure if Ashlyn's mom put in a good word, he'd tell me I had the job straight away. But I guess to make it fair to everyone, he must interview the other candidates.

      Loud music begins, and performers walk out onto the sectioned off floor.

      A crowd has already begun to form, so I stand as close as I can get to watch the show, curious to see what the acts are like. I need a distraction.

      The female and male performers use their strength to climb atop one another to make a human wall. The youngest female looks like a kid. A family, perhaps.

      They contort into positions that make me cringe, knowing I'll never, ever be able to do any of the moves without pulling muscles or breaking bones. It's made to look so easy, and throughout it all, they remain smiling.

      The crowd cheers them on until they finish.

      Five other acts come on including clowns, pole dancers, jugglers, fire eaters and a magician. I'm immersed in every swallow of flames and trick of the eye until I'm clapping loudly along with everyone else.

      When the acts disappear, an assistant walks to the cage and opens part of it as three motorbike riders come forth, cruising slowly towards the opening, driving up a ramp and inside. They are dressed in black, which seems to be the theme of staff and performers at this circus. Two of the riders have blonde hair and one has black. Like ink. They appear around my age, but it's hard to tell with their white-painted faces and black made-up eyes.

      I realize it's all part of the act, but they pull off the menacing vibe perfectly.

      Once they are in the cage, it's shut, they don their helmets, and one lone spotlight focuses on them.

      Marilyn Manson's Sweet Dreams screams from the speakers, throwing us into the dark world of The Angels of Death.

      They are enthralling as they get faster and faster, defying gravity, missing each other by only inches, doing crossovers. I'm dizzy just watching. I hope they get paid danger money because one wrong move and a serious accident will occur. They ride one-handed and then without any. I'm holding my breath, waiting for a collision. The rest of the crowd is silent as well, equally as mesmerized as me.

      Lights change color, flashing on and off over the bikers. When they slow down and park in the middle, I think it's over, but one rider starts up again, dodging the two parked in the middle like sitting ducks. There must be a lot of trust between them. Either that or they have practiced so much, it's second nature.

      Everything about the act is flawless. They're flawless. Goosebumps litter my skin at the sight.

      They're on point right until the end and the lights go totally out. Everyone whistles and hollers. Everyone except me. I'm still holding my breath, watching the hot guys remove their helmets, wave and leave the stage.

      I remain transfixed even as some lights come on again. The element of danger hums through me. Who are these guys, and why haven't I heard about the act before? I've lived in Vegas my whole life, not that I come onto the strip too often. Living in the suburbs, I tend to stay close to my apartment and college. I've watched a couple of shows before, but nothing like this. I'd be lying if I didn't admit to liking the thrill of danger. I was a tomboy growing up. Hanging with boys. Getting into mischief, so it flows in my blood now.

      Realizing Ash is waiting for me somewhere, I call her and tell her I'm finished. She'll think the interview ran for a long time, so I feel a little guilty, but I can't wait to tell her about the Angels of Death.

      The job interview has taken a backseat in my mind.
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          Linc

        

      

    

    
      "Fuck yeah! We're gods!" cries my younger brother Phoenix, fist bumping the air, then slapping Hunter on the back after busting through the door and ripping his shirt off.

      Both twins live for this shit and the accolades we receive after a show.

      To be honest, it is addictive. Finally, being looked upon as someone other than troubled foster kids. Youths who would amount to nothing. The adrenaline of riding that cage is a high we'll never get tired of. The danger. The thrill. It's almost sexual. A fine line between standing on the edge of a large bottomless ravine and falling over it.

      In our dressing rooms, we grab beers and flop down on the over-sized chairs, sweaty and amped up. There's nothing like performing live. The thrill of people’s reactions. The danger of something going wrong and everyone witnessing it. And the pure adrenaline of doing what we love and getting paid handsomely for it.

      “I can't believe we're doing this, man,” says Hunter after a long swig of the bottle. "Twelve months ago, we were working small circus gigs around the country, and now we're playing in the big leagues."

      "Amen, bro. And before that, we were getting thrown from foster home to foster home. I for one, am glad to be out of that shit," agrees Phoenix, Hunter's twin.

      Isn’t that the truth? After our parents died when I was nine and my brothers were seven, we got sent into the foster system. Luckily, we were always kept together, but it worked to our disadvantage. Three rebellious boys were a lot to handle for any family, and it always ended the same.

      "We're sorry, it's just not working out." or "If there weren't three of you..." Couples knew how many of us there were before they agreed to be our guardians, but I guess they didn't know just how much three children would be at once. Still, for the first couple of years, we were timid and still grieving the loss of our parents. The man of the house was simply an asshole. He didn't have time for any of us and drank like a fish. During this time, he showed us how a bottle of bourbon turned him into a monster.

      Well, fuck them all. There was no way I was letting the three of us get separated. We were a unit. We stood together. United.

      My brothers are everything to me and all I have left. It's the three of us against the world. We remain tight and have an unbreakable bond. Fuck with one, and you fuck with all.

      Before we lost everything, we'd been normal, happy, healthy kids. After, we struggled big time moving from pillar to post, suddenly thrown into orphan status.

      Most of the families we were sent to were only in it for the money and didn't give a toss about us. Behind closed doors, they were far from caring, loving guardians. We changed over those years. And not for the better. We became bitter and hateful. Acting out and getting into trouble. Anything to get attention, even if it was the wrong kind.

      I still remember the day, pre-foster years, when two policemen knocked on the door with looks on their faces that had me worried even before they opened their mouths. It's an expression that reaches down into your heart and then keeps burrowing into the deepest parts of you. It's as if you know what's about to be said. Still, you can never prepare yourself for the words.

      Both of our parents had been killed when a truck veered across two lanes and flattened their car. Killed on impact still rings in my head. Images of what they went through became nightmares I could never staunch. We weren't shown photos, but I didn't need any. The mind conjures up its own 3D horror movie, formed from simple, yet impactful words.

      The three of us had stood staring at the officers as if we hadn't heard them properly. It wasn't our mom and dad. It wasn't.

      But once the shock wore off, and we realized we were orphans with no other family, we'd bawled our eyes out. Desolate. Broken.

      For the next three weeks we existed as if separate from our bodies, buried under a tsunami of grief, everyone looking at us with such pity. Pity I personally grew to despise. We didn't want or need pity. We needed our damn parents back. The unfairness of it all bled into us, and from us, in the weeks and even months that followed.

      The only bright light amongst the darkness was her. Isabella Dawson. My best friend. We lived with her family until we didn’t. Snatched away by strangers for whatever reason, I still don’t know to this day. Of course, I have my own theories, which eat away at me and help grow my need for revenge.

      Grief turned into bitterness at life and everyone in it. How could not one but both parents be taken from us as quick as blinking? Why us? Why not those who deserved it? We'd been good kids. Polite and scholarly. We did our homework and chores. Said our 'pleases' and 'thankyous.'

      If there is one thing I've learned, it's never to get comfortable. Never let your guard down and never trust that what you have will be there tomorrow.

      So even while my brothers sit here and gloat about the status and accolades they receive doing our circus gig, I know nothing is forever. Nothing lasts.

      "Man, you don't need to start college. We've got it made here. Money. Girls. Fame." Phoenix is talking to me, so I bury the pain.

      He's right, and most guys our age would be happy with their lot, but I've always wanted more. Before losing both parents, I'd wanted to become a realtor. The idea of selling high-end homes to the wealthy has been something calling to me since I can remember.

      I've been doing studies online, but for some subjects, I've decided to go on campus to get the hands-on experience. Also, to socialize a bit more with people my own age. Studying online and living and working with my brothers doesn't allow for that as much.

      Sure, we have chicks throwing themselves at us after shows, but as far as mingling with other guys our age; we don't do much of it. Plus, I've always wanted to attend college, so at least this way, I kill two birds with one stone. Traveling with circuses while taking distance education classes for high school seemed cool at the time, but looking back, I missed the interaction I remembered from my younger days. Before 'the accident' that changed my life forever.
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          Izzy

        

      

    

    
      "How was it? You were gone for ages." She pulls out from the curb and heads away from the strip.

      "Okay, I guess. The interview was super-fast, so I stayed and watched the circus."

      "Ooh. I've never been to a real circus before."

      "You're kidding? And why don't I know this about you?" I ask, shocked. We live in Vegas, after all. And her mom is a producer.

      "Eh, just never got taken by my parents, I guess. Plus, I was more into movies." She indicates, and we turn onto the street that our favorite cafe sits on.

      "This show is wow. There are a lot of acrobatics, but there are jugglers and bike riders." I watch her, curious. How does she not know what the show is about? Does her mother not talk about her job?

      We park out front, and she turns to me. "Bike riders? You sound like you're into bikes all of a sudden."

      I've never really been into motorbikes, but after seeing the show, I have a whole new respect for them.

      "Well, this was different. Three guys called the Angels of Death performed in a cage on their bikes. It was... incredible."

      "Ah ha. So, they were cute then?" She has her arms crossed and a cheeky grin on her face as if the only reason I loved the bikes were because of the cute guys riding them.

      "I don't know. They had makeup on when they first came on stage, and then they put helmets on. I couldn't really tell. They did look young, though. Maybe our age."

      “I'll come check it out if you get the job, which I'm sure you will, by the way."

      She's too confident for me. The more I think about it, the more I think I won't get it. The guy barely had me there for five minutes. Why would he hire someone with no experience, even if I do get a good reference put in by Ash's mom?

      I need to ask her, though. “How come you’ve never seen the show or talked about it with your mom?”

      She shrugs. “You know my parents are strict, like your dad. My mom talks about the show being mainly acrobats. She’s never mentioned bike riders. I don’t ask too many questions.” Ash’s mom has always been sweet to me but very driven. Her work is everything to her. Ash had to fend for herself a lot as a kid, apparently. Perhaps selfish of them in some people’s eyes, but it had made my friend fiercely independent and adaptable to most things.

      "Come on. Let's grab a bite to eat and coffee. I'm starving."

      We head in and take our seats by the front window. There are two other people inside. Being 10pm, most people are home. The cafe shuts at 10.30pm, so it's understandable it’s quiet.

      Once we order, Ash says, "Sooo, I heard Parker freaking McPhee is going to ask you to a Frat party at his house next week."

      I balk. "Please. They're rumors. Parker barely speaks to me. I don't know who is spreading lies, but I don't see it happening."

      The waitress brings our coffee's and I take a large gulp, loving the burn and the hit of caffeine.

      Ash puts sugar in hers and stirs it with a stick. "Girl, trust me. He will. I heard from Jasmine, who is dating Parker's best friend, Nick."

      "Ugh. Even if he does, you know I'm not into the whole party, frat-boy thing."

      "Girl, you're in college. You need to let your hair down big time before you get a career that will take up all your time." She sips her drink, watching me as she does.

      I hear what she's saying, and I do go to parties occasionally, just not like most other students.

      "Let's just wait and see if he asks me first." I hope he doesn't, and then I'll be off the hook.

      Our burgers arrive, and I scof mine down in no time, filling the void that's been there since mid-afternoon. I hadn't eaten dinner because of my nerves, so I'd been long overdue to eat.

      “Are you going?" I ask her, knowing she's not dating anyone.

      "Maybe?" she replies, glancing out the window.

      "Spill. What does maybe mean? It's a simple yes or no." I’m speaking with my mouth full, but I can’t help it. She’s hiding something, and I need to know. Now.

      "Well, Declan kind of mentioned the frat party and asked if I was going."

      "Declan Thomas? As in football hottie?" I practically choke as I swallow a mouthful and grab for my coffee. Declan hangs with the ‘in’ crowd, a group which I rarely have contact with. They’re all ripped bodies and big egos. The same goes for the girls who hang with them, so I’m a little surprised to hear Ash has been asked to go to the party. Then again, Parker has his own clique as well so it’s odd we’ve both been singled out.

      "Mmm, hmm." She’s looking everywhere but at me.

      "Ash! We're best friends! Why didn't you tell me?" She'd better have a good excuse. We tell each other everything.

      "I was waiting to see if Parker asked you before saying yes."

      My mouth opens and closes again in shock. "You'd sacrifice going and having fun if I wasn't there?"

      "Well, yeah. I don't want to go without you." Her sweet smile fills me with warmth and love. She's truly the best.

      "Aww, Ash, I love how you put me first, but honestly, I'm fine if you go and have fun with Declan. Who knows, if I get the job, I might be working?"

      She thinks about it, a little disappointment crossing over her features at the thought I might not be able to go. "Like you said, let's wait and see."

      We finish our food and coffee and then drive home. Tomorrow, we have college, so I need to get to bed. Monday I have a full schedule of classes, and I can't afford to fall asleep during lectures.
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        * * *

      

      I drive us to campus early the next morning. Ash goes her way and I go mine. We don’t have classes together this year, but always meet up.

      My first lecture is economics, which I find boring, so I sit at the back of the tiered hall and attempt to focus, but the teacher drones on and on. I'm just not feeling it today. My thoughts keep flashing to the previous night. The job interview and the motorbike act. More so the Angels of Death. The thrill of the show still thrums through my blood. The danger aspect of it. Since beginning college, I’ve barely had time for any extreme sports, which I love. I’ve kept to running to stay fit. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love the thrill of skydiving or other reckless activities. I’ve jumped out of a plane twice and loved it. Both times were with instructors, but I’m going to build up to solo jumps. Anything with high risk is right up my alley. I’ve always been an adrenaline junkie.

      My accounting class goes slightly better as I've always been interested in numbers.

      For this one, I sit in the front row and immerse myself in profit and loss for small businesses. The class flies by, and soon I find myself messaging Ash to meet her for lunch in one of the campus cafes.

      It's busy, so I must queue up to order. While standing in line, someone speaks in my ear, causing me to jump and spin around.

      "Hey, pretty girl."

      Parker PcPhee is grinning broadly, and I can't help but smile back. He's a handsome all-American, blond-haired, blue-eyed jock who is on the basketball team.

      "Hey yourself."

      It's my turn to put in an order, so before he can speak, I ask for a burrito with a side of fries and a double-shot coffee.

      As I go to pay for it, Parker hands over a credit card. "My treat."

      "You don't have to do that," I offer, not comfortable with someone paying for me. Especially a guy I barely know.

      "It's no big deal; it's just lunch." His blue eyes pierce into me and portray a vibe of, he really is interested. Maybe the rumor about him asking me to the party was for real.

      Deciding not to cause a scene as there are heaps of people behind us, I say, "Thank you."

      He puts in an order of a burger and fries with a Coke.

      I search all around for a spare table and notice someone is leaving from one outside.

      "Let's head outside," I offer.

      Parker pays and gets given a table number so the waitress knows where to bring our food.

      It's a gorgeous day with clear skies and a gentle breeze. I take the seat under the umbrella, opting for a chair in partial shade.

      Parker sits on my right, and in the next moment, Ash rounds the corner and spots us, her eyebrows raised in question.

      A large shit-eating grin is plastered on her face.

      "Hey chica!" She leans down and hugs me from above, looking at my guest. "Parker, how are you?"

      "Great. Ashley, right?"

      "That's me. The one and only." My friend is full of life and outgoing. She'll talk to anyone, which sometimes has its benefits in awkward situations.

      "Well, come and join us," offers Parker.

      "Um, thanks, but I was meeting Izzy here, anyway."

      Parker goes to stand up. "Oh, I'm sorry. I can go. I don't want to interrupt your girl time."

      We both say at the same time, "No! It's fine."

      I add, "You're welcome to stay."

      "You sure?" he asks.

      Polite and sweet. Interesting.

      "Of course. You've already ordered. Ash, you might want to get in line. We went ahead and ordered ours."

      "Oh, sure. I'll be back out soon." She sashays into the queue, leaving me with Parker and some anxiety about what to talk about.

      "How are classes going?" he asks. I'm grateful for the icebreaker.

      "Eh, okay. College is harder than high school, that's for sure, but I'm putting in the work, so I'm hoping my Grades this year reflect that."

      "I'm sure you don't have to worry about a thing. But just remember, all work and no play leads to a very boring life."

      The sun catches his brown eyes, flecks of hazel evident. Mischief plays over his features as if he's insinuating something.

      "I know. But with living expenses, I'm hoping to take on a waitress job on the Strip. I had an interview last night at a casino. Fingers crossed I'll get it."

      "Well, I'm just going to come right out and ask, hoping you don't get the job before the party this weekend. Would you like to go with me? To the party?"

      Hope flickers across his face. He seems like a nice guy, so I'd be silly to decline. Plus, he's right. I do study too hard, and once I get a job, I won't have time for anything.

      "Sure. Why not?"

      "Great. If you give me your cell number, I'll text you the details."

      We exchange numbers just as Ash returns. She's got a cocky smirk on her face when she looks at me. As if to say, "I told you so."

      We finally get our food and scarf it down, all of us having afternoon classes to get to.

      My last one is business practices on the other side of campus, so with a promise to let me know the details of the party, we farewell Parker.

      "Girl, you have so much to tell me after. I'll get wine and pizza. We can get in our jammies and discuss you, Parker and this party."

      "Nothing to tell. Except you were right."

      "Of course, I was right. Aren't I always?" With a wink, she air-kisses me and turns off to her side of the campus.

      I make it with a few minutes to spare and find my seat at the back of the class.

      "Hey girl," croons my gay friend Nick, who sits beside me in this subject. He’s one of the few friends I have on campus. We just click, even though he’s gay. Or perhaps because he is. He likes to gossip and go shopping for clothes just like a girlfriend would. Nick is handsome in his own right with spiky blond hair and brown eyes. His eyebrows are always on point, which I’m jealous of, and he has just the right amount of pout to his lips.

      "Hey yourself," I offer, taking out my iPad, notebook and pen. "How was the date last night?"

      He got asked out by a guy he's been crushing on for the last few weeks. He promised me all the details.

      Nick wiggles his eyebrows. "Let's just say I haven't been home yet."

      "What?" I whisper, yell, checking to make sure no one's looking. "I want to hear everything."

      He laughs as the teacher, Mr. Sanchez, enters.

      "Not now. After class."

      We turn and face the front as the teacher removes his jacket and places it on the back of his chair.

      Most kids are here now, so he clears his throat, standing and leaning on his deck.

      "Okay
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