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      Kylah

      

      If someone calls me ‘a sweet girl’ one more time, I’m liable to throat punch them. Not even kidding.

      This boring description has been pinned to me since childhood – albeit a fairly accurate one. But now that I’m nearly nineteen and a freshman in college, it’s not who I am any more, nor who I want to be.

      Unfortunately, it’s still the way I’m perceived by others. I’m the sweet shy sister of Cade Griffin – college basketball player extraordinaire.

      I’ve tried to change my image over the first few months of college, and now that I’m back home on fall break, I’m hoping others will see I’m not the same girl I was before I left. All I want to do over the next week is let loose a bit and have fun. Enjoy my time back home – away from the stress of schoolwork, classes, and deadlines - spend time with my dad, my brother and his new girlfriend, Ainsley, and hang out at Cade’s apartment with his roommates and friends.

      Which is where I am right now. Sitting on the couch in Cade’s living room, watching an episode of Game of Thrones with my brother’s roommate, Lance, and their teammate Van. The guys, along with my brother, all play basketball for the SW Arizona U Sparks. I’ve been sitting here the last hour, waiting for Cade and Ainsley to return from a shopping trip they had to run. They’d invited me along, but I told them I wanted to get caught up with GoT.

      Truthfully, I really just want to hang out with Van. I’ve kind of developed a little crush, even though I know he’s completely off limits and out of my league. And for the heartbreaking fact that he has a girlfriend. Which really sucks for me because it means my crush can never go anywhere.

      “Holy fuck!” Lance shouts, his body jumping off the couch in a herky-jerky motion, arms flailing over his head like the house is on fire. My head spins toward him, my cheeks flush in embarrassment that I may have been caught staring at the beauty of Van.

      Lance’s expression displays his state of horror, not over my obvious infatuation, but over something that happened on the show. I’m not exactly sure what I missed, but it must be a big deal. Since I’ve been lost in my own world and not really paying any attention to the TV, I have no idea what’s got him so excited.

      “I can’t believe they killed him off! Un-fucking-believable!”

      I look away from Lance and down at Van, who is sitting on the floor with his back up against the couch, shaking his head in disbelief. “Wow…I definitely didn’t see that coming. They’re always killing off the characters you’d least expect.”

      My attention swerves back to the TV, trying to clue into what’s happening so I don’t look like an idiot. Who could fault me, though? I’m sitting inches from one of the hottest guys I’ve ever met. I covertly glance over at Van underneath the protection of my bangs and the large-framed glasses I’m wearing today. I have contacts, but don’t always put them in.

      Van sits on the floor by my feet. His dark blond, shiny hair is pulled back in a low-man-bun, a black headband secured at his temple to hold back stray pieces. I’m not super into guys with long hair, or man-buns, for that matter, but it’s a really good look on Van. My current location gives me the perfect vantage point to check him out without him knowing it. Unless he has eyes on the back of his head.

      I’ve been around my fair share of Cade’s good-looking friends for as long as I can remember. Always watching from the proverbial court side seats – invisible to them all. Sure, his friends and teammates tease me unmercifully over my “sweet” and “cute” looks or gawky tendencies – I’m used to that. I’ve been known to trip over my own feet from time to time. But Van’s attention these last few days has made me feel special.

      Getting to know Van has been an entirely different experience. He’s treated me like an equal, not the younger, bratty sister of his friend. He’s asked me about my interests, my favorite classes at school, my intended major and listened to me talk about some of the issues I’ve been dealing with during my first semester away. Like the high level of anxiety over expectations, as well as my constant cloud of homesickness. He’s so easy to open up to that I forget to be my usual Nervous-Nelly around him. He’s even cajoled me into regaling some of the embarrassing moments I’ve had and related to me on the same level, which I find adorable.

      And his sexy, gray-blue eyes – so dark they look like I’ve fallen into the deep ocean - seem to have taken notice of me as a woman, not some little girl. Unless it’s my overactive imagination at work, I think there may be a mutual attraction.

      That attraction I have toward him has turned me into an idiot who can’t keep a single thought in my brain when I’m around him. Or apparently, pay attention to really interesting storylines on my favorite show.

      The only problem?

      Van is taken.

      By his very long-term girlfriend.

      The only guy I’ve ever connected with and feel like I can be myself around is in a relationship with his high school sweetheart. The only reason I know this is because Cade and the guys constantly give Van shit about his “ball and chain” and say that he’s crazy to be “locked down” when he could be getting tons of action from all the hoops hunnies that throw themselves at basketball players.

      And believe me, I can see why they would. I’m not a girl who flaunts it or even knows how to flirt, but with Van, I’m inclined to try.

      “Earth to Kylah.” Van’s smooth voice once again reminds me to get out of my own head. My body jolts at the mention of my name and my eyes flick up to his. He’s now standing up facing me and I have to crane my neck because he’s so frigging tall. He’s even taller than my six-foot-five brother.

      “Uh, what?” I ask hesitantly, because I have no idea what he just said or asked me. Great, I’ve been caught romanticizing about the man standing in front of me.

      Van’s low chuckle sends crazy vibrations through my nerve endings.

      “I asked if you wanted something to drink. I’m going to run to the store and grab some beers and stuff.” He eyes me curiously when I don’t say anything. “Would you like to come with me?”

      My gaze darts around the room, trying to figure out what’s going on. Apparently I’d been zoning out longer than I thought because the show is over and Lance is no longer sitting next to me. He’s off in his bedroom, leaving Van and me together. Alone. For the first time ever.

      I swallow the lump in my throat, feeling a massive ball of indecision bubbling up inside my chest. Yes, of course I want to go with him. I’d be crazy not to. But now I’m nervous – nothing new there. Being alone with Van has me questioning my sensibilities. I stare down at the flip-flops I have on, as if they have the answer.

      I probably should say no because I’m sure I’ll somehow make a fool of myself. But I gather up my courage, look back up at him with a confidence I don’t really feel.

      “Um…yeah…sure.” I stammer, sounding like a complete loser. I nod my head. “Yes.”

      Pull yourself together, woman.

      “Great. I could use the company.”

      He reaches inside his pocket and pulls out a pair of keys as we walk out of the apartment together. As we near his beat-up late model Nissan, I’m aware of his close proximity right behind me. He reaches down to the door handle, sidling up beside me, which startles me so that my head turns and my nose smooshes up directly into his chest.

      Oh my God. The very first thing I notice is his scent. It’s the best thing I’ve ever smelled. It’s a combination of fabric softener, a crisp, clean deodorant and something else altogether very masculine. Maybe it’s a cologne, but if I’d have to guess, it’s just Van. Eau de Van.

      I take a deep inhaling breath as he hovers over me, realizing too late that he’s now staring down at me. I jerk back against the car door and close my eyes in utter embarrassment.

      When I gather enough courage to open them up again and dare a look, Van is smiling that crooked smile of his. At me. Not in an arrogant smirk, nor with mocking disdain. But with amusement. His eyes gleam with a sweet reverence and it has me tingling all over my body.

      I quickly pull myself together, shoving myself into the passenger seat, immediately taking notice of the state of disarray that is his car. Holy goodness, it’s filthy!

      The front and backseat are littered with empty sports drink bottles, soda cans, chip bags, fast food containers, gum wrappers. You name it, it’s on the floor, the dash, the middle console. I just pray I don’t find a used condom wrapper.

      I’m turned looking into the backseat when Van slides into his spot, his eyes flashing to mine and he shrugs apologetically, his neck and cheeks blooming in red.

      “Sorry about the mess. I would’ve cleaned it up had I known I’d have company. It’s not generally this bad.”

      “Psssh,” I wave him off. “It’s all good.”

      Van continues. “I just haven’t had time to clean it out since I returned from Albuquerque. I came home late Sunday night and haven’t had time yet.”

      My curiosity takes over. “What were you doing in New Mexico?”

      Van looks out the window over his left shoulder as we merge onto the main road heading toward the grocery store.

      “Um, my girlfriend Lyndsay goes to school there.” His voice is barely a whisper. Like he’s reluctant to say it.

      I think my heart stops beating. Of course, I know he has a girlfriend, but this is the first time he’s ever mentioned her name to me. It just puts my crush into perspective. The reality is, I’ll never have a chance with him. My heart wilts.

      I try to school the expression, which I’m sure reads heartbreak, and place a mechanical smile on my face. I respond in an overly cheerful tone that sounds fake even to my own ears.

      “Oh, that’s cool! So do you see her…Lyndsay often?”

      There’s a pause and his eyes remain on the road—either for safety reasons or to avoid the topic. Maybe he’s uncertain he wants to divulge anything to me.

      Van shifts his gaze over to me for a brief second, and unless it’s my imagination, I see a flash of sadness.

      “We try. Lynds doesn’t have a car, so she can’t come visit me unless she can find a ride. Our schedules don’t always mesh too well. Especially lately.”

      He turns his face back to the road, his jaw flexing. He has a really angular jawline, that squares off at his chin, that is covered with a thin, darkish line of stubble. My first instinct is to reach out and pat his arm as a gesture of empathy. I know that feeling of homesickness and loneliness all too well. And if I’m reading things right, he’s got it bad, making me wish I could do something for him. But I can’t, because he’s not mine.

      Instead, I grip my two hands tightly in a ball on my lap, fighting the urge to reach out and provide a consoling touch. I would probably combust if I actually did touch him so I keep my hands to myself.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. How long have you two been together?”

      He heaves a heavy sigh. Almost in resignation.

      “Since I was a senior in high school and she was a junior. We grew up together in Tucson. She got a scholarship for UNW and I came to Phoenix.”

      “Wow,” I flatly acknowledge. “Four years of long-distance is a really long time. How do you guys manage it?”

      What I really want to ask is “how have you both remained faithful?” Because, come on…he’s a college basketball player, for heaven’s sake. He’s absolutely gorgeous and sweet natured. He must have girls tripping over themselves to get a piece of him. There must have been some serious temptations over the years, that even the most steadfast and loyal of guys would fall victim to.

      Case in point, the Midnight Madness after-party last Friday night. It was the team’s first official practice of the season, and it was glaringly obvious that Van garnered the attention of more than one girl. Myself included. I, however, was more or less the self-appointed hostess of the evening, since the party took place at Cade’s apartment and I knew his roommates, Carver and Lance, weren’t going to be responsible for keeping things in check.

      As usual, Lance got so trashed he passed out around two-thirty a.m. As for Carver, I noticed him going into his bedroom with one girl, and then coming out later with another. Holy cow, two girls in one night. I’ve never…I mean, wow.

      Yet I didn’t notice that same behavior from Van. He drank, he joked, he played video games with his friends and he casually chatted with girls. But there was no obvious flirting and definitely no hooking up that I saw, at least.

      Van is definitely a loyal boyfriend.

      “I honestly don’t know,” he says in response to my question. I watch his lips form a tight grimace, his side profile a view that could be a chiseled work of art. “I guess when you love someone enough, you have to believe that neither party will do anything to sabotage that trust.”

      He shrugs as he pulls into the parking lot and turns off the engine.

      Turning toward me, he smiles brightly, all the tension vanishing with the light of his perfect white teeth.

      “So, what’ll it be? Beer or tequila tonight?”

      Hmm. I’d opt for something else. Something tall, dark and handsome. Because Van gets me tipsy just by his presence alone.

      Dammit. Why does he have to be taken?
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      Van

      

      Lyndsay is cheating on me.

      I’m pretty sure of it.

      Although I have no proof or evidence to justify this claim, I can just feel something was off with her last weekend. I felt it during my visit. It was our first visit in over a month and only the second one since the start of the school year.

      Call it gut instinct or whatever, but something’s definitely going on with her.

      It could be just the strain and readjustment of getting back into the academic school year. We’re both on the basketball teams at our respective schools, and team practices have just begun in preparation for the upcoming season. Lyndsay is also still grieving the loss of her dad, who died suddenly last May, right in the middle of finals.

      We grieved together over the summer, in between basketball training camps and our summer jobs. She originally wasn’t going to come home to Tucson, but after her dad’s death, she returned to be with her mom and younger siblings. I was selfishly glad she did. I needed to be with her; spend time with her; remind her how good we are together.

      But that didn’t last long. Now that she’s back in Albuquerque, she doesn’t seem to have time for me anymore. Or more like she doesn’t want to make the time for me.

      The vibe I got when I visited her last weekend was that I was a bother. She acts like it’s a chore to hang out with me around her friends, her dorm – her life.

      When I pressed her on the subject, asking what was going on with her, she brushed it off, scoffing at me like I was stupid to think there’s something wrong between us. Or with her. Nothing has changed with me. I’m still the same. I’m still in love with her. But it hurts to think she may not feel the same way about me anymore.

      My friends call me pussy whipped; I suppose I am. But Lyndsay is my best friend. We’ve been together for a long time and she knows more about me than anyone else in the world. She’s practically part of my family, and understands what it’s like to live with my older brother, Dougie.

      My thoughts are interrupted when a basketball flies into my chest and hits me hard. I wheeze and rub at the spot, blinking through the pain as I watch the ball bounce off the court.

      “Oww…what the fuck, bro?”

      My teammate, Christian Lancaster, a center, gives me a mocking laugh.

      “Dude, if you were paying attention to what’s going on here, you wouldn’t be whining like a pansy-ass.” He struts over and stands to face me, squaring off. He’s on a few inches taller than me. “What’s your deal today? You’re being a real downer.”

      I narrow eyebrows as if I don’t know what he means. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Another scoffing grunt and he jogs to the sideline to pick up the discarded ball, quickly handing it off to me when he returns to my side.

      “Van, your head is so fucking far in the clouds, even Jesus and his angels can’t reach ya.”

      What a dope. Maybe I am a little out of it today, though. I haven’t slept well the last few nights. Mostly over Lyndsay.

      But maybe a bit about another girl. Two girls who I can’t stop thinking about. One that’s possibly fucking around on me. And the other, quite honestly, that’s fucking up my head.

      Kylah Griffin.

      Guilt grabs my conscience like a vice over how I feel about Kylah right now. It’s inappropriate, I know. And if Cade knew about my indecent thoughts over his little sister, he’d fucking pummel me.

      I shake off the thought because absolutely nothing has happened between me and Kylah – at all. And it wouldn’t. I’ve always been faithful to Lyndsay. I’ve never once touched or kissed another girl – even though I’ve had ample opportunity.

      I didn’t meet Kylah until the end of last week. She’s home on fall break from her California college and has been spending time at Cade’s apartment day-and-night. The same place I’ve been hanging around to keep my mind off what’s going on with Lyndsay.

      For whatever reason, Kylah and I have just clicked as friends. She’s a sweet girl. Smart. Shy. Beautiful in the girl-next-door vibe. We’ve bonded over our interest in Game of Thrones and Marvel super-hero movies. Kylah is a bit of a geek-girl, which I find fascinating. And she’s a great listener. Not that I’ve told her much about my personal life, because that would be a lot to digest, but she’s been a great distraction for me.

      If I didn’t have her around, I think I’d have lost my mind. The guys have no clue what’s going on in my life and there’s no way I can tell them. It would only give them more reason to make jabs at my expense and call me out for being such a love-sick pussy. Obviously I am, since I can’t seem to concentrate on a damn thing in practice today.

      “Sorry, man.”

      I dribble the ball down the court, weaving in and out of the red shirts we’re working with on drills today. “I do have a lot on my mind.”

      At six-foot-ten, Christian pivots in front and blocks me as I take a shot from the three-point line. The ball leaves my hand, arcing up and then down, hitting the rim of the basket before ricocheting off, getting picked off by the red shirt team. Fuck. I was working on my three-pointers over the summer, but apparently my technique is also off today along with everything else.

      Lancaster and I run down the length of the court, posting up in our man-to-man defense. We do this for another twenty minutes – up and down the court – dribbling, passing, blocking, screening, shooting. Finally, the assistant coach blows the whistle, we huddle up for his thoughts on how we’re doing and then he ends practice. We all head into the locker room to shower and change.

      Cade, Lance and Carver all walk in front of me down the corridor, joking about something that happened recently at a party. I’m a few paces behind them when Cade holds back a little to allow me to catch up.

      “Yo, Van. Heard you’ve been hanging around my sister this past week.”

      I stop in my tracks.

      The expression on his face is unreadable. Is he pissed that I’ve been hanging with Kylah? Does he think something’s going on between us? Shit.

      I’ve got to put a stop to any conjecture or misinterpretation over our friendship. Because that’s all it is with Kylah. She’s become my friend.

      Cade tilts his head and clamps his hand down on my shoulder. Actually, he has to lift his arm a bit, because at six-foot-seven, I’m taller than him by two inches. He outweighs me, though, by a good ten pounds. His grip tightens for a second and then he laughs.

      “Whoa. You okay there, bruh? You look like you’re gonna pass out.”

      I wave him off trying to restart my heart that stopped for a moment. “Nah, I’m good. Didn’t eat much this morning.”

      “Ah, man. I ate a shit ton. Ainsley made us all a huge breakfast. That’s when Ky brought you up. She mentioned you’d been watching Game of Thrones with her.”

      I try to keep my breathing even and ensure the timber of my voice sounds normal instead of jittery and nervous. I don’t even know why the hell I am. There’s nothing wrong with what me and Kylah have going on. Like he said, we’ve just been watching TV.

      “Oh, yeah. That. It wasn’t only us. Lance was there too.” I sound kind of defensive now, like I am guilty of something.

      Cade quirks his mouth up into a sideways smile and nods his head.

      “That’s cool. But Ky couldn’t stop talking about you. Said you guys might go to the Twenty One Pilots show next month when she’s back during the holidays.”

      Wow. The way he puts it sounds like a date, but that’s not at all how it is. We did talk about going together, along with others, though nothing was lined up. We don’t even have tickets yet and not sure we can even get some. I just happened to mention in passing that I was thinking about getting tickets because they’re my favorite band. There’s no way that Lyndsay would want to go with me. She doesn’t like crowds or going to see live music. She’s more of a country music fan – Luke Bryan or Eric Church. Where I’m not into the same scene.

      “Maybe…we’ll see. Not sure yet if tickets are even available.”

      We wind our way into the locker room and I open up my locker. My first instinct is to check my phone for any call or text from Lyndsay. Our schedules are so vastly different that it can be hit or miss on getting to talk to her any more. It’s actually starting to piss me off. Our skipping daily chats has been happening more and more frequently and I don’t like it. In fact, I’m becoming resentful and disenfranchised.

      I press the button and the phone lights up with several text messages. Two from my mom about Dougie and his new therapist. The other from an unknown number. Much to my dismay, but not surprise, none are there from Lyndsay.

      I frown.

      Curious as to what the unknown number is all about, I open it up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Hi Van. It’s Kylah. Hope you don’t mind, but I got your number from Lance today.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unknown: I know you’re probably busy, but the new Avengers movie is out this week. I really want to go, but don’t have anyone to go with. Thought I’d ask you. Want to go?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unknown: With me?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unknown: Or not. Whatevs.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unknown: If not, that’s tots cool. No biggie. Either way, let me know. TTYL.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read the texts again, all coming in about an hour earlier in quick succession. A smile grows unbidden across my lips where the grimace caused by my girlfriend had just been hovering. I can envision Kylah, in all her shy awkwardness, getting up the nerve to text me. She’s adorably sweet. She reminds me of a Ladybug. Or butterfly. One of those harmless, yet beautiful creatures, that always make you smile when they’re present.

      I glance over my shoulder to make sure no one is watching as I type out a text back to her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hey Kylah. Just finished practice. Not sure if it’ll fit in with my schedule, but we’ll see.

      

      

      

      

      

      I press send and then worry my response may be too brisk. Although I don’t know her all that well, my guess is she has tender feelings and can get hurt pretty easily.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thanks for asking, btw. I’ll let you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      A response comes flashing across my screen a second later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Cool. Sounds good. And I totally understand if you can’t go. No pressure. I can go alone, too. It would mean more popcorn for me, anyway.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh out loud, garnering a sideways glance from Carver whose shirtless by his locker and about to strip out of his jock strap.

      Hoping to avoid any further attention, I lock my phone and place it back in my cubby, and head toward the bank of showers. I pass my teammates, all in various stages of undress, and consider the exchange I just had with Kylah.

      If we go to the movie together, would that be weird? I mean, if Lyndsay asked me, would it feel like a betrayal to her? Is it cheating if I go to a movie with a girl who’s not your girlfriend? Kylah and I are just friends, like she said. I barely know her. And with the exception of a few rather impure thoughts that I’ve had about her, I’d never act on them. What guy doesn’t have fantasies about women? I’m not a monk, but I’m definitely not a cheater. So regardless of whether my eyes or thoughts roam, my hands remain true.

      Plus, there’s also an issue with her brother, Cade. He’s made it very clear that everyone is to stay away from his sisters. Yeah, Kylah has a twin sister named Kady. I haven’t met her, but some of the guys who’ve knew Cade from high school, have been introduced. From what I hear, Kady is the wilder of the two twins and goes to school in Colorado.

      I consider the whole movie thing again. Am I over simplifying it? Or trying to justify my actions? One thing’s for sure. If I do end up going to the movie with Kylah, I will definitely tell Lyndsay about it. She deserves to know and understand that it’s strictly platonic. There is nothing to be afraid of.

      Convincing myself of that fact, though, seems a lot harder to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It’s still early in the afternoon and I’ve been back in my dorm for a few hours now. After the class I had this morning, and the energy-consuming early morning practice, my eyes can barely remain open to study. I’ve always been a pretty studious guy. Maybe it’s because it keeps me out of trouble. Otherwise, I might fall into the trap that most college guys my age fall into – partying too hard and finding ways to hook up with every girl they meet. By keeping my head in the books and solely focused on basketball, I’ve stayed clear from the temptations that surround me. I don’t ever want Lyndsay to doubt me.

      Yet it feels like that’s backfired on me, because I’m the one who suddenly doubts her faithfulness.

      My phone sits on top of one of my books…like a proverbial ‘little red devil’ tempting me to respond to Kylah with a “I’m in” reply to her question about the movie. It’s all I’ve been thinking about since I read the text earlier.

      Dropping my highlighter into the crease of my stats book, I run my hands through my hair, which I left loose after my shower, and exhale a deep and frustrated sigh. I fight the urge to text her back, by instead dialing Lyndsay.

      It rings three times and then she finally answers. She sounds out of breath.

      “Hey,” she answers, the noise in the background nearly drowning out her voice. “I was gonna call you later.”

      I’ve never doubted her intentions, but for some reason, I do right now. I called her last night and again this morning and never heard anything back from her. Just the thought that she may be ignoring my calls makes my blood boil hot. And it’s obvious in the tone of my reply.

      “Yeah, when exactly? Next week, perhaps?” I shut my eyes tight, angry more at myself for letting my frustration get to me.

      There’s a pause on the line. A rustling in the background. A muffled voice.

      What the fuck?

      “Where are you right now?” I snipe, barely holding on to my contained rage and jealousy.

      Her response doesn’t douse my anger, but instead ignites it even further.

      “Just at a friend’s. We’re watching a movie.”

      “Which friend?”

      “Julia and Izzy’s.”

      Plausible. They are her two best friends and teammates. But it’s three o’clock in the afternoon. Why would they be watching a movie together during a school day?

      “What movie?” I sound like an interrogator and she’s the perp I’m questioning. But something’s not sitting right with me. My bullshit meter is off-the-charts. I’ve never had reason to doubt what she says and honestly, I don’t know why I do right now. Everything about this makes me twitchy inside. Uncomfortable. The fact that I don’t trust her and what she’s saying makes my gut hurt. Sick to my stomach, in fact.

      “Uh…I can’t remember the name. It’s with Steve Carrell.”

      Now I’m even more suspicious. Lyndsay has never been a fan of comedies. She likes the sappy, chick-flicks like The Notebook and The Vow. Whenever I tried to get her to watch a comedy of any sort, she turned it down. Or if she did watch it with me, she’d be on her phone the entire time, browsing Facebook or Twitter. Which was fine, because I watched those types of movies with my brother or friends. The fact that she’s watching one now…with her two girlfriends, has the hairs on the back of my neck tingling.

      I hear another muffled sound in the background. Then she lets out a noise that sounds an awful lot like a moan. Then silence. Then she speaks again.

      “Hey babe…can I call you later? Julia just told me to pipe down so she can hear the movie. I’ll call you tonight after dinner. K?”

      I’m fucking pissed. I haven’t had a real conversation with Lynds for several days and now she’s fucking blowing me off so one of her friends can watch a movie?

      Instead of calling her out on her bullshit, I decide to use a different tactic. See if she bites. Find out if she’s interested in me at all right now. I know it’s a passive-aggressive thing to do – like stooping to the lowest of lows - but it’s what I feel.

      “You can try, but I’m going to a movie tonight. With Cade’s sister Kylah.”

      Without even a shred of question, she responds without hesitation. “That’s nice…sounds fun. I’ll call you tomorrow then. Bye, babe.”

      And before I can even say goodbye, the call ends and I’m left with a rock in the pit of my stomach. I just told my girlfriend of nearly five years that I’m going to a movie – with another chick – and she didn’t even blink. Not so much as an ounce of interest, worry or concern.

      I stare at the phone clutched in my hand, looking at it as if it has some hidden answer as to what just transpired. I’m not even sure I can put a name on what I’m feeling right now. The most descriptive term would be hurt.

      Lyndsay’s reaction to me during that brief one minute and thirty second conversation is something that has never occurred before. I’ve always been a priority for her, and vice versa. She’d drop everything to talk to me if she could. That’s how our relationship has worked. We don’t have the luxury of seeing each other every day, so we made good use of our phone time, FaceTime and Skype sessions to talk and stay connected. And let me tell you, a lot of phone sex occurred.

      This? This utter disregard for me and the quick brush off she gave me? It’s only heightened my awareness that something is horribly wrong. And I will find out as soon as I am able.

      But in the meantime, I shoot a quick text to Kylah to let her know I’m interested in seeing the movie with her.

      At least one thing is for certain.

      My friend Kylah wants to spend time with me, even if my girlfriend doesn’t have the time of day for me.

      And whether she knows it or not, I need Kylah’s friendship to sooth the hurt that’s growing like a weed in my heart.
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      Kylah

      
      I just about shit a brick when I read Van’s response to me late yesterday afternoon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Van: I’m in for the movie. How about 7:30 tomorrow night. Meet at Cade’s?

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d accepted my invite to go see the movie with me. I’ve been bouncing off the walls ever since, barely able to contain myself. I’m sure in the lives of most girls, this isn’t such a big deal. A movie date with a guy they like. But for those of us who have only been on a few dates in our lives, this is huge.

      It’s not a date.

      I have to keep reminding myself of that fairly significant detail. Even though I am crushing on Van like nobody’s business, I’m not stupid enough to think this is anything more than a friend outing. We are clearly in the friend zone, for more than one reason.

      In fact, he’s probably right this very minute asking himself how he can get out of it. He’s my older brother’s friend and likely views me just like all of Cade’s other friends - like the sweet little sister they love to pick on. Just as Carver is doing right now as I sit at the kitchen table in their apartment, waiting not-so-patiently for Van to show up.

      “Aw…isn’t that cute? Ky-Ky got all dressed up for her big, hot date tonight!”

      I glare at Carver with all the meanness I can muster. Which isn’t much. He sees right through me.

      “It’s not a date, Carver…so stop saying that. And don’t you dare say anything remotely similar to Van, either. We’re just friends, you jerk.”

      Carver’s right, though. I did put a lot of effort into my wardrobe tonight, including hair and make-up. My light auburn locks are hanging at my shoulders in loose waves, created by the styling wand my mother got me last Christmas. I’d slathered on some mango-spice body lotion my dad brought me back from his trip to a tropical island last year, and slicked on a peach tinted lip gloss.

      Instead of wearing the usual T-shirt, shorts and Converse, I chose a flirty floral print jumper with wedge sandals. It barely hits my knees and exposes a lot of leg. My legs are definitely my best assets, in my humble opinion.  I actually pulled the ensemble out of Kady’s closet, because I own nothing as sexy-cute as this outfit. She wore it once this past summer and left it behind when she went to school.

      I looked nice. Date-worthy, even though it’s definitely not a date.

      Wishful thinking. I need to get that idea out of my head. It will only come back to hurt my heart.

      It’s then that I feel something bounce off the back of my head. I look across the table and see that Carver threw a wadded up napkin at me.

      “Rude much?”

      Carver just laughs as he stands up from the couch where he’s been parked the last half hour and walks over to sit at the table next to me, turning the chair around and straddling it. He’s wearing a blue-tank that on the front says, “It’s not gonna suck itself” with an arrow pointing down to his nether regions. Carver is never subtle and always up for a good time. He probably doesn’t even need to advertise with a shirt like that. Most girls would do it on their own accord.

      He wears a serious expression as he leans his arms over the back of the chair, adjusting his baseball cap backwards too.

      “As the older and wiser of the two of us, I feel it my duty to instruct you on the important rules of dating…”

      I tilt my head to the side, my curiosity peaked.

      “It’s not a date…” I refute once again, even though I know it holds no weight. “But what is this sage advice you have, o’wise one.”

      Carver reaches out his hand, gently taking mine in his very large palm. He stares down at our joined hands for a moment, as if he’s in deep thought, ruminating over whatever he’s about to say to me.

      And then he smiles. The smile that only Carver can give women. It’s his ‘I know I’m pretty and you’d love to get down on your knees for me’ smile. Many girls have, of that I have no doubt. He’s the captain of the team and is never at a loss for women admirers and hoops hunnies. In fact, it surprises me that he’s home tonight without company of the female persuasion. Present company excluded.

      “It’s very important, Ky, that when the time comes…” He pauses for emphasis, lowering his voice so that I have to lean in to hear him. “That you always swallow. No spitting.”

      “Oh my God, Carver!” I shriek, jerking my hand from his grasp and shoving him on his shoulder. Carver throws his head back in laughter, howling at his clever tactics and perverted advice.

      “That is so disgusting! Ugh! I can’t believe you just said that to me!”

      His laughter dies down and a genuine smile returns to his face as he looks me over with a sympathetic concern. Because I know he knows…although I don’t know how, exactly…but he somehow has accurately concluded that I am still a virgin.

      Yes, I know…it’s most certainly not what I had hoped for myself as a college freshman and a few months’ shy of my nineteenth birthday. But it is what it is. I can’t go back through any time travel mechanisms to change my past. I’ve been extremely unlucky in fulfilling the right of passage that most girls my age have already checked off their bucket lists. It’s just never happened for me because I’ve never had the opportunity. And I’m also incredibly awkward and shy. A homebody that isn’t out there flirting and messing around with boys.

      I had my first kiss when I was seventeen with my prom date, Billy Bloomquist. It was wholly unsatisfying, very wet and extremely awkward. He was in my biology class in high school, a member of the debate team, and a friend of the boy I really wanted to go to prom with. But I didn’t have the nerve to ask him – and Charlie didn’t ask me – so Billy was runner up.

      I went on my one and only other date in high school, but that was a set-up, double-date with my friend Brittany and her boyfriend. Nick went to another school and there was no connection between us at all. Toward the end of the night, as Brittany and Alec got it on in the backseat, Nick groped and fondled me in the front seat in the most dispassionate way possible, until I finally just told him to stop. It was embarrassing. For both of us.

      My hope was that college would fix all my problems. That by some miracle, the boys would have matured and I would turn into a less-bumbling, gawky girl who practically swallows her own tongue any time a guy talks to her.

      Swallowed. No pun intended.

      So with my very limited experience with an actual boy, my hands, mouth or eyes have never even actually seen a real live penis up close and personal. So I guess it isn’t so surprising that Carver would catch on to my inexperience. He probably has some virginity radar, where he can easily detect the good girls from the bad. I assume he always goes for the naughty ones. What is a surprise to me, though, is that I’m about to ask him to elaborate on the whole swallowing thing. Lord help me.

      “Carver,” I say, my face heating from the blush coloring my neck and cheeks. “When you’re with a girl…um…does she…well, how does it get from point A to point B?”

      His eyes go round and wide as they flick to me, apparently trying to assess whether my question is for reals. I can’t look him straight in the eye, so I glance away, staring instead at the table. Finding whatever he was looking for, Carver nods his head and scoots his chair in closer, as I inch my way back. While I don’t like him like that, his closeness is a bit overwhelming. He is pretty damn hot.

      “Didn’t mommy and daddy ever tell you about the birds and the bees, Ky-Ky?”

      I roll my eyes. “Shut up, dummy. That’s not what I mean. I just…like, who makes the first move? Do you like girls who take control and just go for it? Or do guys like

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Sierra Hill
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Sierra Hill


    


  


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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/rebound-ebook.jpg
N TRy

N hif
A COURTING LO\N'NO-..‘EL







