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      “No way,” I shake my head firmly at my best friend, but she continues to nod hers in contradiction, a huge grin on her face.

      “We totally can’t do that, Melissa. It’s crazy!”

      “Yes way,” she says with even more conviction than I used.

      “But why would you even want to? You certainly don’t need the money,” I point out to her.

      She shrugs. “I get off on the thrill. So sue me.”

      I frown. Melissa and I’ve been best friends ever since I was placed in this crummy town by the system. We’re as different as two girls can be. Whereas I have wavy, dark brown hair and a slim frame, Melissa is a blonde bombshell with curves guys would kill for. Whereas I’m a foster kid with nothing, she’s a rich girl with everything.

      I don’t know what caused her to take up with me so much, but I’m glad she did. The first day in a new high school is always rough, but instead of being a snotty rich girl like so many at the other schools I attended, she was kind.

      We were assigned together as lab partners, and we just hit it off somehow.

      Melissa’s my best friend. Actually, she’s my only friend. I’ve been shuffled around so much it’s been hard to put down roots or stay in touch with anyone long enough to develop a meaningful friendship.

      “This way you can go to college with me, and we can be roomies!” she practically squeals.

      College. Sure, I’ve applied, but it was to shut her up more than anything. And maybe a tiny part of me just wants to know if I’m good enough to get accepted.

      I always knew there was no way I’ll go, though.

      I can’t afford it.

      And I don’t want to be one of those people who takes out huge loans and starts out in debt. No way.

      College just isn’t for people like me. Rejects of the system.

      I’m not bitter about it. It is what it is.

      It’s all I can do to make ends meet to pay for this crummy apartment. Like, seriously, the paint is peeling off the walls, and it’s super tiny, but at least I have a roof over my head. The day I turned eighteen, I was officially out of the system—not that there’s much love lost between me and my latest foster parents. They weren’t overly cruel, but they certainly weren’t wanting to keep me forever. I’ve had worse ones.

      They were even nice enough to hook me up with this job. I wait tables in the diner out front in exchange for a meager wage, a few tips, and this shoddy room in the back of the place. The place is definitely a dump, but at least I’m not on the streets like so many other orphans when they come of age.

      It might not be much, but that doesn’t mean I’m desperate enough to do what Melissa’s proposing.

      “There’s no way I’m giving up my virginity for money.”

      “Don’t think of it that way,” Melissa says instantly. “Think of it as trading it in for a better life.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “Yeah, because that sounds so much better.”

      “Come on, Poppy.” Her blue eyes plead with me. “You don’t want to live like this forever, do you? You need to come with me to college. You’re way smarter than me. You’re meant for great things. I know it.” She says it with such conviction, and that’s one of the things I love about my best friend the most. She doesn’t care where I come from. She truly believes in me.

      “You said money is the issue,” she adds. “This will solve all that. Not only will this one sacrifice pay for school, but you can move out of this…” she pauses, her eyes sweeping over the crummy room, trying to come up with a word that won’t offend me, until she settles with, “place.”

      “How much money are we talking?” I ask her begrudgingly. It doesn’t mean I’m seriously considering it.

      Because I’m not.

      Right?

      It’s crazy.

      It’s wrong.

      It’s debasing.

      It’s…

      Melissa’s eyes shine with hope as she drops the number on me.

      My eyes about bug out of my head.

      What did she say?

      Good lord. That kind of cash would be enough to go to college ten times if I wanted to. Or to just not go to college. To just start a new life.

      She laughs at my shocked expression. “See? We have to do this.”

      I shake my head, trying to clear it. I understand why she’d suggest it to me since I’m basically penniless, but her parents are loaded, so I still don’t get why she would even consider it.

      “I still don’t get why you want to do this,” I tell her pointedly.

      She shrugs again. “I told you. I’m a thrill-seeker. Plus, it’d be nice to have some money that’s all mine.”

      I can see that. Melissa has always been more the one to walk on the wild side, while I’m the more cautious friend. She’s fearless. And while her parents are loaded, she hates having to ask them for everything. I certainly understand wanting to be independent.

      “Where did you even hear about a place like this?” I ask her.

      She smiles impishly. “I have my sources.”

      “Still,” I say slowly, “the thought of giving it up to some creepy old man…” I trail off, shuddering.

      “Look,” Melissa levels a frank stare at me. “It’s the one thing we have of value that we can control. Most girls lose it in the back of a car to a fumbling boy. No one ever talks about their first time being good. I mean. Ever. I’ve heard enough to know,” she adds knowingly. “So why shouldn’t we at least get something out of it?”

      Before I can say anything, she rushes to add, “Plus, this place is like legit. It’s the real deal. The guys who go here are loaded, and you put down what you’re okay with.”

      My brows furrow, “What we’re okay with?’

      “Yeah, like if you’re down for more than vanilla.”

      I about choke on my water, and Melissa laughs.

      “We’ll automatically get bigs bucks just for being virgins,” she states matter-of-factly, “so anything extra would just be extra cash for extra kink.”

      No thanks. I’m not greedy. Or kinky. I don’t think. Actually, I don’t really know anything about sex other than the basics. I’ve never even been kissed.

      “What about waiting for love and all that jazz?” I point out to her.

      She scoffs. “Puh-lease. Life’s not a fairytale,” she states frankly. “You of all people should know that.”

      I could be offended, but I know she doesn’t mean it the way it sounds. Melissa’s just brutally honest. Another one of the things I love about her. She doesn’t sugarcoat anything. She gives it to you straight.

      And she’s right. I do know. Life isn’t a fairytale.

      “You’ve got a point there,” I concede.

      She nods solemnly. “But life could sure as hell be a lot better if we had loaded bank accounts,” she adds.

      I can’t help the laugh that escapes me, and Melissa grins triumphantly, knowing she’s got me. “So you down?” she asks.

      I allow myself to imagine actually doing this. One night. If I can get through one night, my life could change forever. I could be roomies with Melissa. I could have the normal life other students have.

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check it out,” I concede.

      She throws her arms around me and squeals.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brad

      

      

      I hate surprises.

      I fucking hate them.

      I glare at my old college buddies. They know that too.

      I agreed to go out with them for drinks for old times’ sake. It’s not often the four of us are all in town.

      I’m not gullible by any means. That’s why it’s even more incredible they’ve managed to so royally set me up.

      It’s my thirtieth birthday. That right there should have been enough to make me suspicious. What are the odds that all three of them just so happen to be in town on my birthday of all days?

      I should have known they were up to something. None of them are married, and apparently none of them have grown the fuck up yet. They still party like the frat boys we used to be
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