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      I wait a half hour before leaving the stall, and another half hour before cautiously venturing out of the bathroom.  To my surprise, the store is lit up like it’s open.  I freeze in my tracks and prepare to duck back into the restroom at the first sign of anyone in the vicinity, but there is complete silence and not a soul to be seen anywhere around me.  It’s kind of unnerving, and I’m glad that the lights aren’t dimmed like I’d expected them to be.  It would have creeped me out to be alone in the shadows.  Maybe they leave all the lights on for security reasons.

      After standing there for several minutes without seeing or hearing anyone, I work up the nerve to move from my spot.  Hunching slightly like that will keep me hidden, I creep forward as I constantly glance from side to side.  All I see are shelves filled with pet supplies and an empty aisle stretching out before me.  I venture out into it and start to take quick steps now that there is no longer anything concealing me.

      When I get to the clothing racks, I get a brief but powerful feeling of euphoria.  It’s not as much fun as it would be to have the run of the mall, but there are some cute clothes here.  I glance around several times again, my eyes making a careful sweep in every direction as far as I can see, but there is no one to be seen anywhere.  My attention goes back to the clothes, and I start to browse the racks.  My fear of getting caught fades, and I start to enjoy the strange novelty of having the entire store to myself.  With no need to rush anywhere and no other shoppers to get in my way, I take my time picking out clothes that I want to try on.  I don’t have a cart, so I stack them on top of a rack of clearance clothes that I already picked through.

      It’s not until I’m almost done browsing that I realize I’m singing.  I stop abruptly and glance around as my heart starts pounding.  There is still no one anywhere to be seen, but it doesn’t bring me the relief it did earlier.  Someone would have confronted me by now if there were any employees left in the store, so that means that I am truly alone here.  Now that I am quiet, there is total silence again, and it is getting to me.  That must be why I unconsciously started singing to fill it.  My awareness of it is increasing by the second, and it’s creeping me out.

      My mom always complains about how we’re constantly bombarded by noise in modern society.  She especially hates that you can’t go to a store or restaurant without hearing music piped through their speakers.  I always add that it isn’t even good music either, but right now I would be happy to hear any kind of music.  The absolute silence is making me feel too alone.

      That was something that I thought I wanted, and it was one of the reasons why I had decided to spend the night here by myself.  I had craved peace and quiet and a break from the noise and chaos at home.  Being alone and free had sounded like heaven.

      I remind myself of that now and try to regain the enthusiasm I felt when I first came up with this idea.  Me, breaking the rules for once and not doing what I’m told.  Going out on my own to do what I want for a change.  Staying out all night.

      Sure, I’m not out partying like most kids my age probably would be if they missed curfew, but my dad and stepmom don’t know that.  I could be out with friends—or even a boy.  They don’t know that there’s no chance of that happening, because they aren’t aware of my lack of a social life.  I haven’t told them about it, but they are also too caught up in their own lives to notice it.  It’s also convenient for them that I can babysit any time they want me to.  Except tonight.

      I feel the satisfaction of foiling their plans—which is my other reason for being here instead of at home where I’m expected to be.  I reach into my pocket to pull out my phone and see how many missed calls I have from them, but when it’s not there I remember that I left it in my room so they won’t be able to track my whereabouts.  I don’t want them to know where I am, but I especially don’t want them to find out that my social life is so nonexistent that I had nowhere else to go.

      

      Thinking about them brings back my determination to seize this time for myself and enjoy it.  I had pictured it like a montage in a movie—me trying on clothes and strutting around in them like a model, and then dancing around up and down the empty aisles of the store I had all to myself.  That last part doesn’t seem so fun now without music, and I’m too aware of myself now to feel comfortable dancing and acting silly, even with no one here to see me.

      I can still try on clothes though, but I eye the dressing room with misgivings.  I don’t want to go in there.  I was fine within the confines of the bathroom earlier, but now I feel safer out here.  I’ve become wary about walking into a hidden space even though I know there is no one in there.

      As I glance around me, I realize that I don’t have to retreat into the fitting room to try on clothes.  I’m by myself in the middle of this big, empty store, and nobody is here to see me.  I can’t see the front from where I am, so I’m not visible to anyone who might possibly be outside.  Therefore, I have all the privacy I need.  It’s still disconcerting to change right here in the open, but it’s my only option if I don’t want to use the fitting room.  I could just forget the whole thing, but that would be pathetic.  It’s bad enough that I’m too self-conscious to do anything in front of other people, but I refuse to let anxiety prevent me from having fun when I’m alone.

      It’s so hard to overcome my sense of modesty and take off my shirt, and I grab quickly for the top I’m trying on and pull it over my head like I’m trying to break the world record for speed dressing.  Taking off my shorts feels even more illicit, but putting on the very short miniskirt that I would never actually wear in public doesn’t make me feel much more covered up than standing there in my underwear.  In fact, there is something even more brazen about the skirt—maybe because it’s meant to be sexy.  Whereas my plain cotton underwear are not made for the purpose of getting attention, especially since they are worn beneath my clothes and aren’t ever seen by anyone.

      That changes after I try on several more outfits.  By that time, I have gotten used to removing my clothes and have relaxed enough not to rush to cover myself up as quickly as possible, and my singing is again keeping the silence at bay.  I am in the process of unzipping a dress I have laid out on the rack before me, when a voice from behind me scares the crap out of me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” it demands in a deep, masculine pitch.

      I let out a loud, screeching scream as I whirl and fling the dress at the guy in a panic.  Stumbling back into the metal rack, I barely register the painful jolt, but my mind recognizes the person standing before me.  In the next instant, my fear of him subsides and is replaced by the most intense embarrassment I have ever experienced.  It’s not quite the nightmare of being naked in public, but it’s pretty damn close.  I’m standing there wearing nothing but my bra and panties.  There are no clothes covering my undergarments, and I am exposing myself to a boy.  The mortification makes me want to die.

      I grab frantically at the clothes on the rack behind me and yank fabric in front of me, but it’s a top and only covers my chest, leaving my panties still exposed.  I desperately fumble behind me again and grasp another article of clothing to salvage what’s left of my modesty.  I press it tightly to my stomach so it hangs down over my underwear.  My other hand is holding the top against my chest, but I’m still very keenly aware of not being dressed.  Despite my utter shame and embarrassment, I haven’t taken my eyes off the guy in front of me.

      His strikingly dark good looks always give me a thrill when I see him at school, but he looks menacing right now.  He has just been standing there watching me with an unyielding stare the entire time I was freaking out and scrambling to cover myself.  His lack of a reaction would freak me out even more if he was a stranger.  Although, most girls who knew who he was would be scared of him.  I’m not exactly immune to that fear myself despite hating myself for feeling it.  I’d been so angry when people at school speculated about him being like his father.  Yet now I can’t keep the doubt from creeping into my mind as I realize how vulnerable I am here alone with him.  I try not to show it, but he must see it in my eyes.

      He sneers at me before snapping, “Get dressed,” in a hard, commanding voice.

      

      He stalks off down the aisle, and I immediately feel ashamed for allowing myself to even entertain the thought I’d just had.  How many times had I been demoralized by people assuming that I was just like my mother?  How much worse must it be for Jase to be associated with the awful crimes of his father?

      My shoulders slump with the realization of how I made Jase feel.  Dejectedly, I look down at the article of clothing I had hastily grabbed and pressed to my lower stomach as I scrambled to cover my panties.  It’s a red, micro miniskirt that I see is hanging between my legs like a loincloth since I’m inadvertently holding it sideways.  This would mortify me if I didn’t feel so bad for how quick I was to think the worst of Jase.

      It was so easy for me to take the moral high ground at school and look down on people who judged him by the actions of his father, but I hadn’t been able to put it into practice.  When I was confronted with him on my own without any buffer between us, I had succumbed to prejudice.  I am extremely disappointed in myself for that.

      Even so, my eyes drift down his retreating form as my stomach flutters the way it always does when I see him.  He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt like most of the boys I see at school every day, but he looks tougher and more badass than them.  As I’m standing there trying to figure out why, he slows and throws a glance over his shoulder at me.  I’m instantly scrambling out of his line of sight with my pulse racing before I halt at the entrance to the fitting room when I realize that I need my clothes in order to get dressed.

      The clothes I’ve been trying on are fun, but my own are comfortable and familiar, and I need that to regain some kind of normal footing with Jase here.  I turn and move cautiously until I can peer at the spot I last saw him, but he’s gone.  With the coast clear, I hurry to retrieve my clothes from where I left them.  This presents a problem since I have both hands occupied with covering myself.  Since I have no other choice, I put down the shirt I had been clutching against my chest and use that hand to grab my shorts and t-shirt.  I hurriedly scrunch those against my chest and walk awkwardly back toward the dressing room with my other hand still pressing the miniskirt to my stomach.

      Realizing how ridiculous I looked out there in front of Jase, I toss it over the rack inside the dressing room where people leave the clothes they don’t want.  I no longer have any desire to try on any of the fun outfits I picked out, and I automatically change back into my basic t-shirt and shorts.  All I can think about is apologizing to Jase.

      I’m so consumed by this that I don’t even stop to wonder why he’s here.  I just go searching for him and finally find him sitting at a table by the concession counter.  It’s empty, but the smell of popcorn lingers.  The sight of Jase eating a sandwich doesn’t help.  My mouth waters, and my stomach grumbles with hunger.  I missed dinner when I didn’t go home after school.

      Not allowing that to distract me, I harden my resolve and march up to Jase.  “I’m sorry,” I declare before I can lose my nerve.  “I didn’t actually think that you were going to…do anything.”  I hurry on after that telltale pause in which I couldn’t say the crime his father was convicted of.  “I was just surprised to see you, because I didn’t think anyone else was here.”

      He finishes chewing the food in his mouth before his dark eyes lock on me.  Without warning, he stands and stalks toward me, and I take an intimidated step back before forcing myself to hold my ground.  He towers over me, but I remind myself of the time I saw him defend a scrawny guy being bullied in a deserted corridor at school.

      He comes to a stop so close to me that I’m forced to look up in order to see his face.  His expression is hard and angry.  “Go home,” he practically growls at me.

      A strange mixture of fear and excitement spikes within me, causing my pulse to race with an unfamiliar feeling that overwhelms me.  There’s a frenzy of panic in my stomach along with almost unbearable anticipation.  Something is happening here that I can’t handle, but I also can’t walk away from this absolutely unexpected and unbelievable thing that is occurring.

      I am here with Jase Devore, and I know that circumstances will never align in this way again.  This is my one chance.  For what, I’m not sure, but I can’t lose this opportunity.

      

      I’ve always liked him despite his bad boy reputation, but I’ve never experienced the effects of having his full attention on me before.  It’s unnerving to say the least.  He looks so dangerous and forbidding with his dark good looks enhanced by a black t-shirt and black pants.

      It’s more than his appearance though.  His cool demeanor and his unsmiling expression don’t put people at ease even though he doesn’t usually act intimidating.  There are also rumors about him that I’ve chosen to ignore since I don’t believe in stereotyping people.  Maybe that was before I got locked in alone with him with no one else knowing where I am.  A shiver runs down my spine before I become angry with myself.

      I’ve always hated how people look at Jase like they’re just waiting for him to turn out bad.  I got warned away from him on my first day at school.  I was told his history and the assumption that the apple wouldn’t fall far from the tree, which raised my hackles on his behalf.  People here didn’t know my history, but I’d received those same looks in my hometown where people had predicted that I’d end up like my mom.  Maybe that was why I had secretly gravitated toward Jase.

      Now that he had seen me half-naked and hadn’t attacked me, I had all the proof I needed that everyone was wrong about him.  That thought brings my musings to a halt as the embarrassment returns.  Jase saw me with most of my clothes off.

      “Rory,” he says sharply.

      My focus snaps back to him, and I gape at him in disbelief.  “You know my name?” I ask in astonishment.

      Surprise flickers in his eyes before he scrutinizes me like he’s taking a second look at me.  It feels like he’s looking deeper, beyond the surface in a way no one ever has before.  I can’t look away from him, can’t hide myself from his probing gaze even as I’m beset by insecurity.  All my flaws seem magnified, and I’m sure that he’s cataloging every single one.

      I’m proven right when he steps back away from me with the attitude of someone who wants nothing to do with me.  His expression is now dismissive, and so is his tone as he repeats, “Go home.”

      There is no intimidation or intensity in his voice this time.  It’s like he knows I’ll do what he says—like he assumes it.  Just like my dad and stepmom.

      It pisses me off that I’ve come here to be treated the same way I am at home.  “No,” I declare, projecting my voice loud and clear in a way I never do.

      Jase had turned and started walking back to the table where he had been sitting as he took for granted that I would follow his orders.  My declaration makes him stop and turn to face me again.

      “No?” he asks, making it sound like a challenge.

      My nervousness returns when I’m confronted by his dark stare.  It’s hard not to back down from it, and I fidget and shift my weight as I struggle to hold on to my defiance.  I want to tell him that he can’t tell me what to do, but my courage fails me.

      “I can’t go home,” I say in a small, weak voice that makes me inwardly cringe.  I immediately drop my gaze from his in defeat.

      How pathetic must I look to him?  I had felt like such a rebel when I ditched the school bus and took off on my own, but being caught exposed in my underwear has shaken my confidence.  Could I have been more ridiculous?  It doesn’t help that Jase is effortlessly cool.  He exudes a self-assurance that I’ll never have.  It tells me that he’s a very strong person to be able to withstand all the judgmental looks and derision without doubting his self-worth.

      He shows me another attractive trait when he responds with compassion.  “It’s okay.  You can stay here.  Are you hungry?”

      I was until he stood so close to me.  Now the butterflies in my stomach have chased away the hunger.  “I’m thirsty,” I say, feeling like I could use something to swallow down my nervousness.

      “What do you want to drink?” he asks.

      “Water,” I reply, still unable to look at him.

      “Okay, have a seat,” he says and walks out of the concession area.

      

      I hesitate for a moment, wondering if he meant sit at his table or not.  Feeling unsure, I sit down at the table nearest to me.  Then I worry that he’ll feel slighted and think that I’m afraid to get too close to him, so I get up and move to the seat across from his.  I’m second guessing myself again when he returns.

      “Thanks,” I say when he sets a water bottle down in front of me.

      “You’re welcome,” he replies as he sits down.

      I’m instantly too aware of him, even though I keep my gaze on the water bottle as I twist the cap off.  I feel like a spotlight is on me as I take a nervous sip, and I’m afraid he’ll be able to see that I have a huge crush on him.

      “So, where did you hide until they closed?” I ask as I set the bottle back down on the table.

      “I didn’t have to hide,” he replies.  “I have a key.”

      My gaze snaps up to him in bewilderment.  “You do?”

      “Yeah,” he says.  “The manager dropped it, and I picked it up.”

      My eyes go wide in shock.

      He huffs out a laugh.  “You’re too fun to tease.  I work here, and the assistant manager lets me close so he can go home early.”

      I’m stunned but immediately distracted by his playful, amused demeanor.  His expression is light and teasing, and it makes my heart trip at the wonderful, unexpected sight of it.  The effect is like the sun bursting forth from behind the clouds on a gloomy day.  Everything brightens for a moment, and I forget everything else.

      Then the light fades from his eyes, and I know that the shadow of his father has darkened his expression again.  My heart hurts for him as his gaze drops to his sandwich.  He doesn’t eat, though, as the silence stretches.  When he looks up at me again, I’m startled by his piercing stare.

      “Why are you running away from home?” he demands.  “What are they doing to you?”

      His accusatory tone makes me feel automatically protective of my family, and I answer immediately to dispel any suspicions he might have.  “Nothing!  It’s not like they’re abusing me or anything.  I just needed a break from them.”

      After several seconds of intense scrutiny, he leans back in his seat and eyes me with a judgmental look.  “A break,” he repeats, his tone making it sound like a criticism.

      “Yes,” I say defensively.  “They just assume that I can babysit for them all the time, like I don’t have a life.”  My face heats up after uttering this statement, because I obviously have nothing else going on in my life if I’m crashing overnight at a store by myself.

      Jase’s expression cools until it’s an icy glare.  “You took off because you didn’t want to babysit?”

      He makes it sound so petty and selfish, and I take offense at his attitude.  “It’s all the time,” I retort.  “They go out to dinner practically every day, and they always expect me to babysit without even asking me.”

      I stop there, although I could do a lot more venting.  It’s more than I’ve shared about my life with anyone, and it makes me uncomfortable to reveal even that much.  So, I turn the focus on him.  “Why did you run away?” I taunt.

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I feel terrible.  I’ve heard the talk around school that Jase was put into foster care when his dad went to prison.  The thought that he might be being abused gives me a horrible, sick feeling in my empty stomach.

      Jase’s expression softens.  “Nobody hurt me, Rory.”

      My face must reveal how surprised I am that he guessed my thoughts, because he flashes a brief smile at me.  “You were looking at me like you were getting ready to call Child Services.”

      I’m stunned that he read the thought that had only just been forming in my mind.

      His laugh is like a burst of sunshine suddenly warming my skin.

      “Your face is so easy to read,” he tells me, amusement still in his voice.

      I’m basking in it until realization brings mortification.  If he can read my emotions so easily, does that mean that he knows I have a crush on him?  I can feel heat rising to my face as my gaze skitters away from him.

      

      In desperation to change the subject, I again turn the focus on him.  “Why are you here then?” I snap, my tone sharper than I intended.

      Jase doesn’t react to it like most people would.  He studies me instead of taking offense, his gaze assessing and calculated, like he’s forming a strategy for dealing with me.  It’s unsettling and puts me on edge, because I’m not quite sure how to handle that.  His expression becomes even more disconcerting when it goes completely neutral.

      It’s not blank, which would be creepy in a serial killer kind of way.  Rather, it’s a perfect poker face that is calmly hiding all his emotions while observing me.  I feel like I’m not as good at covering what I’m feeling, but I’m determined not to show any weakness, so I don’t look away.

      He’s the one who ends our stare down with a huffed laugh and an amused shake of his head.  A sexy smirk is on his lips until his dark eyes meet mine again.  His smile falls away, and his hard stare is anything but neutral as he speaks in a demanding tone.  “Why are you here?  Did you follow me?”

      My eyes widen in shock.  Another heatwave of mortification sweeps through me at the implication of his words.  “No!” I exclaim.  “I didn’t even know you were here!”

      That is the truth, but I become more panicked and paranoid that he won’t believe me and blurt out too much information.  “I would never take my clothes off in front of a guy!”

      One side of his mouth lifts to form a half-smirk as his dark eyes come alive with a gleam of amusement that looks a bit wicked.  “Never?” he asks in a teasing tone.

      I go hot all over yet again, and there is an unusual spike of excitement along with my embarrassment.  I’ve never experienced both at the same time before.  It makes me feel a little light-headed.

      I’m also captivated again by this playful side of Jase that I hadn’t known existed.  It momentarily makes me forget my mortification over having just revealed to him that I’m a virgin.  It’s gone too soon though, and the bitterness in his expression is something I’m all too familiar with.  “Did you come here to be with the bad boy?  Was it a dare?  Is it exciting?  Dangerous?” he adds, leaning in closer to me across the table.  “Are you scared?” he taunts.

      I’m too stunned to be intimidated.  “Girls do that?” I ask in shock.  I’m jolted by a sudden, unexpected surge of jealousy.  “You have sex with them?” I accuse.

      I’m too angry to feel embarrassed that I said sex in front of a boy.  In fact, I want to yell and say a lot of words I’ve never said in front of a boy before.

      He tilts his head as he scrutinizes me, and I know he’s taking in my reaction, but I’m way past caring at this point.  “No,” he finally answers.  “I don’t need to be accused of rape.”

      I flinch at the ugly word and all its vile connotations.  I think of his dad, and something occurs to me.  “Do you think he’s innocent?”

      Jase’s mouth flattens into a hard line before he opens it to speak one word in a harsh tone.  “No.”

      I feel the weight and finality of that answer, and it’s so much heavier than what went down with my mom.  She only hurt herself.  Okay, she hurt me too, but it was unintentional.  I think about Jase’s dad hurting those girls deliberately, and a cold shiver runs down my spine at the horrific evil of such an act.

      Jase sees it and sneers at me.  “Go ahead and call the police,” he goads and holds up his phone.  “I’ve got video of you stripping down to your underwear and trying to seduce me.”

      My mouth falls open as I gape at him.  His words make no sense at first.  Me trying to seduce him.  Something that I’ve never done.  Then the part about me in my underwear penetrates my brain.  Video of me in my underwear.  I feel all the blood draining out of my face.

      “You recorded me?” I ask, feeling numb.

      “Yes,” he snaps, “so don’t try any bullshit, because I’ve got proof that you’re a liar.”

      He stiffens, reacting to his own words before I can even begin to respond.  His expression hardens, but I don’t get the sense that it has anything to do with me.  His eyes have gone distant, but he’s not looking past me, more like he’s looking inward inside his thoughts at something that he despises.

      When his focus does return to me, it’s brief and abrupt.  “Eat the food,” he says, jerking his chin toward his half-eaten sandwich.

      

      He’s up and gone in the next moment, his long-legged stride quickly taking him past me and down the aisle away from me.  That’s twice now within the span of less than a half hour.  If I needed any more proof that he’s not a rapist like his dad, he’s just proven it to me without a doubt.  There is no one else here to stop him from doing whatever he wants to me, so his decisions are entirely his own.

      Just like deciding to share his food with me.  I eye the sandwich for only a few seconds before my hunger decides for me.  I had some vague notion of discarding the part his mouth touched, but I devour the whole thing.

      After all, I’ve fantasized about kissing him, which would involve making contact with his mouth.

      That thought helps to sate me as the butterflies in my stomach edge out my lingering hunger.  I gulp down the rest of the water from the bottle he gave me as I ponder why he shared his food with me.  I worry that he’s still hungry, because half a sandwich hardly seems like enough food for a guy.  It was barely enough for me, and he’s bigger and probably needs more calories than I do.

      “Save that,” his voice says, startling me enough to make me jump in my seat.

      “Stop sneaking up on me!” I exclaim as my heart pounds while my gaze seeks him out.

      He gives me a wry smile. “I’m in your line of sight.  Sneaking up on you would imply that I was being sneaky so you wouldn’t see me.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I grumble irritably, and he grins at me.

      I go into some kind of daze at the previously unseen sight of his beautiful smile.  He’s hot when he’s brooding, but he’s movie star gorgeous when his face lights up like that.  The dazzling brilliance slowly fades as I stare at him.

      He shifts uncomfortably and clears his throat.  “Yeah, so…uh, I need that.”  He tips his chin as his gaze drops to the bottle I’m clutching with both hands.

      I’m surprised I haven’t crushed it, but I have my hands wrapped around it like it will protect me from harm.  “It’s empty,” I point out, feeling oddly reluctant to let go of this thing he gave me even though I have no further use for it.

      “I know,” he replies.  “I need to pay for it tomorrow.”

      My gaze snaps up to his.  “Oh!  I’ll pay you back!”

      Heat immediately suffuses my face after that unthinking exclamation, because I have no money.

      “It’s okay,” he tells me, obviously seeing right through me.  “I’ve got it.”

      I feel bad.  “You shouldn’t have to pay for me,” I protest, even though I have no way to pay for it myself.  It upsets me that I don’t even have a dollar.

      My dad hasn’t said it out loud, but he doesn’t trust me with money.  I’m not lacking in anything, because he makes sure to provide for all my needs, but he and my stepmother pay for everything directly themselves without allowing any money to pass through my hands.  They load my lunch card for school, and my stepmother went shopping for school clothes with me and paid for everything with her credit card.  Although she was generous and encouraged me to get anything I wanted, I felt controlled and judged.  And like a burden—kind of like I feel now.

      “Hey,” Jase says, “don’t worry about it.  Seriously, it’s no problem at all.  I’ve got an employee discount, so it costs me practically nothing.”

      I look at him dubiously.  “Yeah, but…”

      I trail off as I leave unsaid my worries about his foster care situation.  He said that nobody hurt him, but did they neglect him?  He doesn’t look malnourished, but is that only because working here provides him enough money to pay for his own food?

      And now I’m cutting into his limited finances.  It makes me feel horrible.

      He expels a loud, exasperated breath.  “I’m living with my uncle, Rory, and he’s rich, so stop acting like I’m in some awful situation.  He gave me a credit card and told me to get whatever I want, so I can buy you as many water bottles as you want—and anything else in this damn store.”

      I gape at him as he finishes that impassioned rant with a scowl.

      “Get yourself whatever you want to eat or drink.  Or wear,” he adds with a brief, bad boy smirk.

      Then he turns and is gone again, leaving me stunned and blindsided by that revelation.
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      I’m still trying to make sense of it as I go in search of him.  He’s living with his uncle?  And his uncle is rich?

      There goes my entire impression of him as a struggling, disadvantaged foster kid.

      Unless he was lying about that.

      Because why would he be spending the night at a store if he’s living such a privileged life?  Why is he even working here if he can afford to buy whatever he wants?

      I walk through the entire store without finding him and even return to the concession area in case he came back there.  He didn’t.  Did he leave?  That thought has me feeling abandoned and creeped out again.  How could he leave me here all by myself?

      I disregard the fact that I came here expecting to be alone all night.  Everything is different now that I’ve had the comfort and security of another person here with me.  It had felt like we were in this together.  He’d offered his help to me and then took off and left me without warning.

      I don’t know why I’m so upset.  He’s certainly not the first person in my life to disappoint me.  Maybe it’s because I had thought that we were so similar.  I had felt a connection to him for all these months, and it had made me feel less lonely to see his solitary figure walking the halls at school.  The summer had been long and empty without him, and I had started senior year determined to befriend him so that I could see him outside of school and not have to miss him so much.

      I thought that we were kindred spirits and would be lifelong friends who could depend on each other when we couldn’t depend on anyone else, but I’ve been proven wrong.  I feel like I’ve lost something even though no friendship had developed between us.  I hadn’t yet even started to put my plan into action.  Tonight’s act of rebellion against my dad and stepmom was supposed to be the beginning of me reclaiming my identity and a bit of freedom.  The next part was supposed to be about carving out a social life for myself.

      That plan had failed, and it was my own fault.  Once again, I had put all my hopes on one person—who had let me down.  It’s just that there is no one else at school I can even imagine connecting with the way I can with Jase.

      He understands what it’s like to be judged for someone else’s actions.  He knows how it feels to be seen as inferior to everyone else and discarded like trash.

      He’s the only person I know who has experienced anything similar to what I have, and I thought that we had the same mindset.  Apparently not.  The connection I had imagined we shared was all in my mind.  I knew that, but I thought he would feel it too when we actually spoke to each other.  Once again, it had all been wishful thinking.  He doesn’t want to hang out with me and be my friend.  He doesn’t think I’m worth spending time with any more than anyone else does.

      I’m distracted from my depressing thoughts by a sound, so I stop my aimless wandering of the store and listen intently.  I hear it again and turn my head in the direction it came from.  I see an Employees Only sign above the doorway, and I immediately think of Jase.

      Is he back there?  Was I wrong about him leaving?  The sound is faint but consistent.  Either Jase is still here, or someone else is.

      Glancing at the watch on my wrist, I see that two hours have passed since the store closed.  The likelihood of anyone else being here in the employee area this late is slim.  A robber would be out in the store stealing stuff from the shelves.  I can’t imagine that another employee would stay hidden for so long.  It has to be Jase.

      Still, I’m cautious as I slowly step into the forbidden area and stealthily creep toward the sound I now hear is music.  It’s coming from an open doorway from which light spills out into the otherwise dark hallway.

      
      I can’t help but be reminded of horror movie scenes involving some stupid girl walking toward danger instead of running away from it.  Yet I’m drawn forward by curiosity, and I peer into the lit-up room.  My heart thumps wildly when I spot the figure within, but there is a frenzied fluttering in my stomach when I recognize that it’s Jase.

      He’s pacing like a caged tiger as pounding music plays from the phone I’m assuming is his.  It’s the only thing on the otherwise empty tables in what is obviously a break room.  There is a vending machine against the wall and a microwave on the counter.  I take it all in quickly, but my eyes immediately go back to Jase.

      He is grace and beauty and danger, and he really does remind me of a wild animal in captivity in this moment.  His powerful stride is shortened by the limited dimensions of the small room as he paces back and forth across the length of it.  My heart seems to sync with the pulsing music as I watch him.

      I’m not sure what causes him to glance my way.  Maybe he feels my stare or just somehow senses me.  He halts abruptly, and my heartbeat pounds in my ears and drowns out the music as Jase’s gaze locks on mine.

      The moment stretches as my lungs constrict.  When he suddenly stalks toward me, my pulse jumps despite how fast my heart is already beating.  My fight or flight instincts fail, and I stand frozen as he invades my personal space.  His nearness makes me light-headed.

      His tone is harsh as he demands, “What do you want?”

      I know he’s just asking me why I’m bothering him, but the question gives my mind ideas.  What I want is right in front of me, and his close proximity doesn’t help my wayward thoughts.  I want him to kiss me, and my breathing becomes shallow as I imagine it happening.

      We’re standing so close already that all he would have to do was dip his head and press those lush lips to mine.

      His sudden touch makes my breath catch in my throat as he tilts my chin up.  His dark eyes consume me as he speaks in a tight, tense voice.  “Stop staring at my mouth like that.”

      The heat blazing in my body all rushes to my face and burns it in mortification.  I step back from him in utter embarrassment.  He told me that my face was easy to read, but this is on a whole other level of mortifying.

      “Your tricks aren’t going to work on me,” he says in a hard tone that cuts through my embarrassment and draws my gaze to his.

      “Tricks?” I question in confusion.

      His smile is cold and bitter.  “Your innocent girl act with all the pretending like you didn’t know anyone was watching you take your clothes off.  And then all the fake concern about me.  I have to admit you almost had me fooled.”

      He gives me another smile; this one is a cruel twist of his lips that chills my blood.  “What an actress you are,” he says in a barbed compliment that rips into me even though I wasn’t acting.

      “But the part that really earns you an Academy Award is the awkward, shy girl act you’ve been putting on at school.  Dressing in baggy clothes to hide that body.”  His gaze slides down the length of me with a spark of heat that’s quickly extinguished as his dark eyes fix on mine again.  “And wearing those ridiculous glasses to try to hide that pretty face.”

      A rueful smile plays over his lips.  “You were about as successful as Clark Kent with that disguise.”

      Warmth thaws the ice in my veins at hearing him call me pretty.  It’s such a simple thing that I haven’t been able to take pleasure in ever since my mom’s dirty secret tainted everything.  Every girl wants her crush to think she’s pretty, so my initial reaction is a surge of happiness.

      Which he quickly dispels with a sneer.  “Like I would believe that someone who looks like you is here by chance.  I know what you’re really here for.”

      I suck in a breath, feeling like he punched me in the gut.  It’s like reliving the moment my best friend blindsided me with his sudden, awful assumptions about me.  The memory of his sexual demands brings back that horrible, sick feeling I had when the one source of support I thought I had left turned against me.  I wrap my arms around my middle and hunch over in a futile attempt to protect myself from the onslaught.

      “Hey,” I hear Jase say, his voice softened to a soothing masculine cadence I didn’t know he was capable of as he comes to my side and puts a comforting arm around me, pulling me against him.

      I instinctively lean into his strong hold as he guides me to a chair and attentively hovers beside me as I sit down.  “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer in an apathetic tone as I stare glumly at the floor.

      I hear him expel a breath.  “I’m sorry,” he says.  “I didn’t mean…”

      He falters and starts again.  “I didn’t mean…uh, what you thought I meant.  I was talking about money.  So, you don’t have to act like I’m going to…”

      He trails off and then blurts in exasperation, “I’m not going to touch you, okay?  I left you alone and then you came looking for me, so your fear of me is bullshit!” he declares and stalks to the other table to silence the music playing on his phone.

      The sudden quiet is jarring to my ears and oddly makes my heartbeat accelerate again.  His words linger in the air, and strong emotion is palpable between us.  I want to say something to ease the tension, but it’s hard to speak into it.  Struggling for something safe, I latch onto the most innocuous thing he said.  “Money?”

      He studies me intently, his scrutiny of me becoming keenly intense as I await his answer.  I become more perplexed the more probing his gaze becomes.  I’m starting to wonder if I need to remind him of his claim that he was talking about money.  Maybe he lost the thread of the conversation, and my one-word question wasn’t enough to bring him back to it.

      I’m on the verge of opening my mouth to explain when he abruptly breaks eye contact and sits down in the chair across from me.  He settles back in it, seemingly at ease, but his expression is so carefully neutral that I instantly know he’s hiding his true intent when he speaks.

      “Tell me about yourself,” he says.

      I don’t trust his conversational tone or his poker-faced façade.  He wants me to reveal my cards while keeping his own hidden.  I’m aware that he side-stepped my question by turning the focus on me, and that should make me more wary of telling him anything.  Yet, even knowing all that, the desire to confide in him is strong.

      Maybe it’s because he caught me half-naked and vulnerable and had told me to get dressed instead of trying to take advantage of me, when my supposed best friend had wanted sexual favors from me.  Maybe it’s because of how gently Jase had treated me just now when he had seen I was upset.  How he had shown the actions of a gentleman by guiding me to sit down and asking if I was okay.  I’d learned not to expect simple human compassion.  Even my father had no empathy for me.  He certainly didn’t have an interest in getting to know me, since he only ever asked me mundane questions about school.

      Maybe it’s only because Jase is fulfilling my fantasy of starting a friendship with him—or at least he’s pretending to, which seems to be all the encouragement I need right now.  Or maybe I’ve just been lonely and friendless for too long.

      Whatever it is, the dam breaks, and I begin to speak.  “I live with my dad and his wife and kids now, because someone called Child Services on my mom.  He never even cared to meet me before, so I don’t know why he took custody of me.  Maybe to have a free babysitter.”  I shrug, but my flippant remark doesn’t satisfy the bitterness I’m feeling, and my next words spill out in a resentful tone.

      “He didn’t even know it was my birthday.”

      I’m surprised by how hard that suddenly hits me, and I actually have to blink back tears.  I’ve never gotten emotional over my father before.  He wasn’t part of my life, and not having a dad hadn’t affected me.  It was just the way it had always been.

      “I’m sorry,” Jase says, softening his tone yet again.  “That sucks.”

      He’s managed to make his deep voice soothing, but its masculine strength is a comfort too.  He sounds strong and capable, and that’s something that pulls me in right now in my emotionally fragile state.

      
      “Thanks,” I say, in gratitude to his presence more than his words.

      I’m so glad that he’s here, because I can no longer imagine myself being here all alone.

      “We should have cake,” he declares abruptly.

      My brain is slow to keep up with his seemingly random change in topic, and I stare at him in confusion.

      “For your birthday?” he suggests.

      “Oh, right,” I respond, having already forgotten that we had been talking about that.  I had become too distracted by my silent appreciation of Jase.  “Uh, that was yesterday,” I tell him.

      “It’s not too late to celebrate,” he says and immediately grimaces at his obviously unintentional rhyming.

      I laugh and spontaneously exclaim, “We’ll eat so much cake that we’ll get a bellyache!”

      I wince at my childish rhyme, wondering what possessed me to blurt that out.  As Jase watches me, he loses his pained expression, and his mouth curves into a reluctant smile.

      It’s impossible not to smile back at him, but I feel compelled to explain.  “That was from one of the kids books my mom used to get me every year for my birthday when I was little.  I don’t know why I still remember it.”

      His expression sobers.  “Why did she lose custody of you?”

      “Do you know that she called me yesterday?” I blurt out instead of answering his question.  “My unfit mother remembered my birthday, but my so responsible father didn’t,” I continue sarcastically.  “She acted like everything was great, and that I could just move back in with her since I’m eighteen now, and my dad can’t stop me.  But she didn’t even fight him for custody.  She just signed the papers when he showed up and acted like it was no big deal, when I’d never even met him before.  ‘Oh, this is your father, Rory.  You’re going to live with him for a while.’  She didn’t even ask me!”

      I stop speaking and fix a sullen look on Jase.  I know I should apologize for my rant, but I’m in too foul of a mood after allowing all that resentment to surface.

      “I’m sorry,” he says simply.  “That sucks.”  He waits a beat before adding, “That’s why you need cake.  C’mon, let’s go find you one.”

      He turns and begins to walk without waiting to see if I’ll follow him, but I do.  It’s an automatic response, but I also feel comfortable with him right now.  He listened to me and provided just the right amount of empathy without dwelling on my situation.  He gets my need to move on from talking about the things that upset me, and that makes me think that he’s similar to me in that way.

      He leads me to the bakery section, where there are various cakes in the display case.  “Pick one,” he says.

      That’s when I balk.  “We can’t just steal it!”

      He responds to my protest with a wicked smile that makes my stomach dip like I’m on a roller coaster.  “Why not?” he challenges.  “We’re already breaking the rules by being here all night.”

      His playful emphasis on those last two words throws my stomach into freefall.  I’m not sure if he meant that to sound as suggestive as it did or if I’m just reading more into it than there is because of my crush on him.  Either way, it flusters me.

      “Um,” I say in a shaky voice as my gaze darts away from him.  “I was just, uh…um, I wasn’t going to touch anything.”

      My face goes hot as my mind goes to a completely inappropriate place with that statement.  I’m hoping that he hasn’t picked up on the not so innocent turn my thoughts have taken, but I know that my face has to be beet red.  “In the store,” I clarify desperately.  “I wasn’t going to touch anything in the store.”

      “I’m in the store.”

      His words are so straightforward that I’m fooled into looking at him.  When my eyes meet his, I’m captured by his dark, sultry gaze, and I can’t look away.  His eyes are a deep, dark brown, and I truly see the bad boy in him for the first time as he pins me with his wicked stare.

      
      When he steps closer, I take an involuntary step back.  He stills, and his gaze cools.  I regret his withdrawal immediately, but it’s too late to stop it.  He’s already retreated behind his default neutral expression.  The one he shows to everyone else.  The one I now know is a mask he wears—and I got a glimpse underneath it.

      Until I chickened out from sheer nervousness.  And he took it as a rejection of him, when I was just extremely nervous because…

      “I’ve never been kissed.”

      The words just come flying out of my mouth with no forethought, and I gape at him in shock after I speak.  I can’t believe I just said that aloud.  To him.

      Jase’s expression alters, and it’s mostly all in his eyes as his impassive look is replaced by keen interest.  “You haven’t?” he asks.

      I can feel my face flaring with heat again.  “Because I was waiting for my friend, because I liked him, but he turned out to be an asshole, so that never happened.”

      My rushed explanation leaves me feeling even more embarrassed.  Why can’t I stop spewing out mortifying information about myself to Jase?  I’m once again too flustered to look at him.

      “Cake!” I exclaim desperately as I whirl toward the display case.  “We’re here for cake!”

      “There,” I say, pointing at the cupcakes, “we can each have one.”

      I’ve completely caved under the pressure and abandoned my principles about stealing, but I needed to distract him from my embarrassing confession, and I’m hoping that no one will notice the disappearance of two little cupcakes   It will be a lot less obvious than an entire cake.

      “No,” Jase says firmly as he comes up beside me.  “Pick out a cake.”

      I’m dismayed that he’s arguing with me about this.  “But they’ll notice that it’s gone.”

      “I told you I’ll take care of it,” he says, sounding impatient.  “So, pick one.”

      “No,” I argue.  “I already owe you for the water bottle, and I have no way to pay you back.  My dad won’t let me get a job, so I have no money.  I don’t need a cake anyway.”

      I turn away from the display case, but Jase steps in front of me when I try to walk away.  “Nobody needs a cake, but I want to get you one.  It’s a birthday present, so you don’t need to pay me back.”

      I’m bewildered by his insistence.  “Why would you get me a present?  You don’t even know me.”

      His eyes take on that wicked, bad boy gleam.  “Maybe I want to know you.”

      My stomach dips again in excitement, but he immediately retracts what he just said as he takes a step back away from me.  “Sorry.  That’s a bad habit I thought I’d broken.  I used to be this big…uh, I used to flirt with girls.”

      He clears his throat.  “So, yeah, that’s all that was.  I hope I didn’t, uh, make you uncomfortable.”

      Disappointment sinks my mood.  His awkward apology is so not what I want, but I force a smile.  “It’s fine.  I didn’t really think you liked me or anything.”

      I quickly turn away from him toward the display case as I internally cringe.  Why did I say it that way?  He didn’t say anything about liking me, so why the hell did I use those words?  Now he might get the idea that I like him.

      Which I totally do, but I don’t want him to know that.  “I’m not uncomfortable,” I add, hoping that will distract him from my previous sentence.  Unfortunately, my voice comes out at a higher pitch than normal, making me sound extremely nervous.

      Which I am, but I try to cover it by launching into a falsely enthusiastic commentary on the cakes within the display case.  “Oh wow, they all look so good!  The decorations are so pretty.  I like the flowers, but the balloons and confetti are cute too.  What’s your favorite kind of cake?  Mine’s chocolate, but I like any flavor really.  It’s all good,” I finish lamely as I finally take a breath.

      There is silence for a beat, and then Jase steps up beside me and smoothly replies, “My favorite is chocolate too.”

      My hormones go haywire with his close proximity.  He’s practically standing shoulder to shoulder with me, except that his height prevents that.  But his arm is almost touching my shoulder.  That’s how close he’s standing.  The very slight sliver of space between us seems to be charged with electric particles that prickle my skin and keep the rest of my body humming with awareness of him.

      It’s incredible, since we’re not even facing each other.  Yet I feel his presence beside me with every molecule of my being.

      His low, gravelly voice grazes down my sensitized spine.  “Do it, Rory.”

      My brain short-circuits.  Did he really just urge me to “do it”?   And holy hell, how did he make my name sound so sexy?

      My breath catches, and my voice is winded and weak as I haltingly question him.  “What, ah…what do you want me to do?”

      He emits a strangled laugh, and his deep voice sounds even rougher as he warns, “You shouldn’t ask me questions like that.”

      He clears his throat before I can respond and bounds around behind the display case so he’s facing me like he’s taking my order.  “Which one do you want?”

      Jase’s tone of voice has gone back to normal, and I realize that what he was urging me to do was pick a cake.  I’m flooded with embarrassment for thinking that he meant something sexual, and I glue my gaze to the cakes behind the glass.

      It’s hard to focus, but I manage to read the labels and find a small chocolate cake.  It has white frosting with pink roses around the edges.  I point at it.  “That one.”

      He opens the case and takes it out.  “Sorry I can’t write happy birthday on it.  I don’t work in the bakery, and I don’t know where their tool for that is.  But,” he says as he sets the cake down on a table behind him, “I’ll put some candles on it.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I protest, but he strides to the circular rack at the far end of the display case and grabs two items from it.

      Returning to the table, he rips the packages open and turns his back to me as he leans over the cake.  When he turns back around, he steps aside so I can see the candles he placed in the center of the cake.  They are those big number candles that indicate a person’s age, and he placed a one and an eight beside each other for eighteen.

      “I’ll go get a lighter,” he says and slips out from behind the case to take off down the aisle.

      I don’t bother protesting again, because his decisive movements convey that he’s doing this.  I’ve already gotten a sense of how strong-willed he is, and this doesn’t seem worth arguing over.  I told him I can’t pay for these things, so his insistence on buying them is all on him.  Without him there to distract me and fluster me, my nerves settle a little.  When he comes back, he’s carrying a bigger package than I expected.  It turns out to be one of those long lighters with a trigger that you press to ignite the flame.  Jase lights the candles and turns to motion for me to join him.

      I hesitate, feeling wary of going behind the counter, since that area is off limits to customers.  Then I remember that I’m already breaking the rules by being here when the store is closed.  Moving cautiously despite this knowledge, I go into the forbidden zone.

      A smile plays over Jase’s lips as he watches me.  Then his expression suddenly turns serious.  “Customers aren’t allowed back here.”

      I halt and hastily start backing up.  Jase laughs, and I come to a stop as I realize that he was messing with me.

      “You had no problem breaking in, but you’re scared to step behind the counter?”

      My mouth drops open in dismay.  “I didn’t break in!  I just stayed in the bathroom until they closed the store.”

      “Which is totally legal,” he deadpans.

      The fluttery feeling in my stomach goes from exciting to anxious as his words dig into my brain.  For the first time, I realize that I’m a criminal.  I could go to jail for this!  Nausea churns in my gut, and I clutch my belly in an attempt to hold in the sickening panic that’s clawing at my insides.

      “Hey, calm down,” Jase says, and I respond to the soothing tone of his voice.  “I was just joking.”

      
      I look to him for comfort, as he’s now providing that, and he delivers a totally unexpected assurance.  “It’s okay, you won’t get arrested.  My family owns this store.”

      I blink at him uncomprehendingly.  “What?”

      He grimaces and looks away from me like he needs to escape this conversation.  “Oh, your cake!  You better blow out the candles before it catches on fire.”

      I automatically do what he says without thinking, because my mind is occupied with processing what he just told me.

      “Did you make a wish?” he asks.

      I turn back to face him with a narrowed gaze.  “What do you mean your family owns this store?”

      His expression sours.  “My father’s last name was Ellerson until my grandfather made him change it.”

      I stare blankly at him as he pauses, seeming to expect me to react to that information.

      “Ellerson Goods,” he prompts.

      I’ve seen the store in passing a few times when we drove by it.  As far as I can recall, it’s one of those home improvement type places.  I do remember that the size of the building probably rivaled this one.  “Oh, that’s a big store,” I comment.

      “Yeah,” he huffs out in an almost laugh.  “It’s big.”

      He conveys the impression that it’s an understatement.  “So, I guess it makes a good profit?” I venture.

      He stares at me for a moment before his mouth starts to twitch like he’s holding back a smile.  “You could say that,” he replies in a tight voice that’s also obviously reining in mirth.

      It’s obvious that he’s silently laughing at me, but I don’t know why my ignorance about his family’s store is so funny.  “I’m not local,” I say a bit indignantly.  “How am I supposed to know about your store, and that it’s a big deal in this town?”

      This makes the laughter break free from him, and it’s followed by him grinning at me.  My heart soars at the sight.  His beautiful face is lit up with his bright smile, and I’m suddenly struck by the fact that I’ve never seen him smile before tonight.  Not even when we went on a school field trip to the natural history museum and spent the night.  That was so cool and different, but he hadn’t seemed to take any enjoyment in it at all.  He stood apart from our happy classmates, who were excited to be free from classes for the day.

      I lingered at the edge of them, staying as near to him as I could without being obvious about it.  He ignored everyone, and I watched him while he looked at the displays in his usual emotionless manner.  He didn’t look bored though, because his eyes were as focused and observant as ever.  I got the sense that he took in everything.  That’s why I was careful to be subtle about my interest in him.

      I stealthily managed to position my sleeping bag next to his when our chaperones grouped all the boys together on one side of the room and all the girls on the other for sleeping arrangements.  There was a gap of space between us in the middle, but I was right across from Jase all night.

      It was the most exciting night of my life, even though nothing happened.  I was extremely aware of Jase being only a few feet away, and I kept sneaking glances at him.  It felt like we were on an adventure together, away from the constraints of school, and anything seemed possible in this unusual setting.  Would the dinosaurs and the Neanderthal man come to life?  Would Jase protect me, and kiss me in the heat of the moment like Keanu Reeves in Speed?  I was combining two different movies, but it all worked in my imagination.

      There was light spilling in from the hallway, but we were in the darker section of the room.  We were also the only ones who were silent.  The chaperones had given up on shushing our classmates, and the room was filled with low conversations that made me feel like Jase and I were insolated in an intimate pocket of space all our own.

      He caught me looking at him, and our gazes locked for a moment in the dim light.  His dark eyes looked pitch-black, and my heart hammered as I fell into them.  He broke the spell when he turned his head away from me and stared at the ceiling.  My pulse still raced, and my body felt charged with electric excitement long into the night.

      
      My reaction to Jase made the pleasant fluttering in my belly whenever I looked into Holden’s blue eyes pale in comparison.  I thought I had it bad for him, but this was on an entirely different level. Seeing Jase in the morning awakened a frenzy of butterflies in my stomach, and I was wide awake despite how little sleep I’d gotten the night before.  The sight of him looking sleepy and sexy kickstarted my heart with a thrilling jolt.

      He looks so hot when he wakes up.

      “He does?  Thanks for telling me, but who are we talking about?”

      I come back from my reverie with a start.  Oh shit!  Did I say that out loud?  My face instantly goes flaming hot as my gaze careens around the room in desperation.  “Um…the cake!” I exclaim in relief as my eyes land on it.  “Let’s eat it!”

      That sounds cringe-worthy, but I step toward it and press on nervously.  “We need something to cut it, a knife.  Is there a knife?”

      So I can stab myself and be put out of my misery.

      Jase emits a low, sexy laugh that seeps through my embarrassment and restarts that pleasurable fluttering in my stomach that I have whenever I’m around him.  “I’ll get it,” he says.

      What is wrong with me, I wonder as he steps away from me, presumably to go in search of a knife.  I use the reprieve from him to compose myself and try to get back in a normal frame of mind.  Instead, I start thinking about being here all night with him without chaperones.  I’m not a sex-obsessed girl like some of my classmates, so why do my thoughts immediately go there?  Have I been that affected by their speculation about what he’s like in bed?

      Or against the wall, which seems to be the consensus among them of how he has sex.  Because of this, I always secretly picture Jase in place of the hero when I’m reading a sex scene like that in a romance novel.

      When he returns, I can’t help assessing his arms for the strength to hold a girl up.  I do see lean muscle in his arms, but I’m not sure if there’s enough to hold my weight.  I mean the weight of a girl my size.  No, not my size.  Not anything to do with me.  The popular girls at school, that’s who I mean.  Yeah, they are slim, but that’s still at least a hundred pounds of weight to lift and hold long enough to…

      Something moving back and forth in front of my eyes catches my attention, and I snap out of my thoughts and see Jase waving a white plastic spatula in front of my face.  My gaze darts to his amused expression, and mortification sweeps over me.

      He adds to it by asking in a teasing tone, “What were you thinking about?”

      My cheeks are flaming so bad that they almost feel like they’re on fire.  He can’t read my mind, I frantically reassure myself.  He can’t possibly know that my thoughts were about him.  I could have been thinking about anything.  I mentally scramble to come up with an answer.  Something, anything, that doesn’t involve him or sex.

      “Brianna Stewart,” I blurt and nearly do a face palm.  She was the one who hinted that she might have experienced Jase’s penchant for doing it against the wall.

      His expression sours at the mention of her name.  “What about her?” he asks flatly.

      It’s a
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