

			
    
            Chapter One





			Julia, eighteen years old

			Where are you?

			The tassel hooked to my navy blue cap dangles in front of my eyes, and I shove it away with a huff while I check my phone for the millionth time. When no answer comes through, I glance over my shoulder, scanning the crowd lined up behind me.

			“Gentle reminder that if I see any phones, I will be confiscating them until the end of the ceremony.”

			I quickly shove my phone inside the sewn pocket of my gown before Dr. Radly passes. More orders are tossed at us, including a two minute warning, and I check the line again as if Alex is going to magically appear.

			“Any sign of her?” Chloe adjusts the cap over her coiled hair, looking over the excited group of seniors ready to get on with it.

			“No, not yet.” I tap my fingers along my thigh, worried that Alex isn’t going to make it. Her plane got in well after midnight, so maybe she overslept. I knew I should’ve banged on her door before leaving this morning.

			Maybe I should try calling again.

			Chloe continues to look around. “She better hurry up, or she’s not going to walk.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Do you think she ditched us and decided to stay in France?” Chloe asks.

			She’s joking. I know she is. But a spike of anxiety goes through me, and I reach for my phone again, only for it to buzz as soon my fingers graze the rubber casing.

			It’s a message from Tyler.

			U got this babe. Luv u.

			The tassel slips back in front of my eyes, and I swipe at it, annoyed and frustrated. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the last-minute encouragement from my boyfriend, it’s just, if Alex doesn’t show up, like, right now, she really will miss our graduation.

			Dr. Radly announces it’s time, and the anxiety triples. I tuck my phone back inside my gown right next to the folded piece of paper containing my speech and fluff the bottom portion of my hair. After a deep breath, I adjust the cords around my neck, organizing them to look as neat as I can on top of the two stoles. There are too many of them. I look ridiculous. Like an overachiever trying to brag about all my accomplishments.

			“Stop fussing. You look great,” Chloe says as if reading my mind, then presses a kiss to my cheek. “Knock ’em dead, gorgeous.”

			She darts off to her place in line, and I take a step forward. My brand-new heels are killing my feet. It makes me regret wearing them. Even though they do go great with the matching midnight blue dress hidden underneath my gown.

			I take one more look down the line for Alex, disappointment taking the place of anxiousness. I wish she was here, if not for herself, then selfishly for her to be my anchor during my speech. Having Chloe and Tyler in the crowd helps, but there’s something about Alex that settles my nerves and helps me breathe. But we start to slowly make our way through the corridor to the sound of “Pomp and Circumstance,” and I take a steadying breath, trying to focus on the moment.

			When we step into the arena, the crowd reaches the rafters, their voices growing louder as family and friends search for their graduates. Once I’ve found my designated spot on the stage, I take slow breaths, mentally going through the words I know by heart.

			“You ready?”

			Rafi, our class president, sits to my left and shoots me a nervous smile.

			“As I’ll ever be. You?”

			He holds up a crumpled piece of paper in his fist. “I wrote a speech, but I think I might wing it.” The idea that he’s going to wing his address to his fellow classmates and an arena full of people adds to my stress. “But, hey, at least I get to go first. Rip it off like a Band-Aid. I’d hate to go last.” He nudges me and winks. Nausea rolls around in the pit of my stomach. He’s right. I’d much rather go first and get it over with. Suddenly, I’m not sure I’m ready to give this speech.

			On top of that, I’m not sure I’m even ready to graduate.

			It’s too loud in here. There are too many people. My breathing picks up, and I start to panic. It all feels like too much.

			My phone buzzes, and I know I should ignore it. But my hand seems to have a mind of its own, and it slips inside my pocket. I unlock it, and for a second, everything mutes.

			It’s a text from Alex:

			Rafi’s totally stoned. Ignore him. Your legs look great btw.

			Almost instantly, my pounding heart slows down, and I don’t feel as if I’m going to puke. Then her words register. I search the student body, and sure enough, there’s Alex, sitting exactly where she’s supposed to be in her cap and gown. I shouldn’t be surprised that she managed to sneak in unnoticed—it is very much on brand for her—but somehow, I am. She dons a smirk that’s equal parts arrogant and amused and waves as if she’s been here the entire time. Panic makes way for relief, like an anchor in a rocking boat.

			I inhale, my breath no longer shaking. Now I’m ready.
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        * * *

      

			My gown hangs open, and I grip my cap and certificate tightly while I weave my way through the sea of people outside of the arena. I thought the inside was crowded, but this? This is crazy. Everyone seems to be loitering along the edges of the building and spilling into the parking lot. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to find anyone in the middle of this chaos.

			“Julia!”

			My dad waves his arms over the sea of bodies, and I manage to make my way toward him. When I’m close enough, he pulls me against his chest and squishes me against the fancy camera hanging around his neck.

			“We’re so proud of you.”

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			My mom comes in next, shoving my dad out of the way so she can steal her own hug. “There’s my valedictorian.”

			“Are you crying?” I ask when I hear her sniffling.

			“She’s been crying the whole time,” my dad offers behind me.

			“Shut up, Ted. Don’t pretend you weren’t weeping through your lens.” My dad laughs, not bothering to deny it. My mom cradles my face, her makeup smudged from wiping her eyes. “Your speech was…what was the word Alex used? Brilliant? You were brilliant.”

			“Alex? You’ve seen her?”

			My mother nods. “Oh, yeah, she was here looking for you a few minutes ago.”

			Shit. I stand on my toes to try to look for her above the sea of people. “Which way did she go?”

			My mom thinks for a second, then points toward the parking lot. “That way, I think.”

			Before I can take a step in that direction, I’m swooped off my feet and spun around in a circle. “Babe!” Tyler places me on the ground but keeps me in his arms, smiling wide. “You did so good!”

			“Thank you.” I straighten the cap on his head and pat his chest, his enthusiasm infectious and welcoming.

			He offers to take a few photos of me with my parents and hands the camera back to my dad just as Chloe appears yelling, “We did it, bitches!” at the top of her lungs.

			My dad snags about a thousand more pictures of the three of us until I’m not sure my cheeks can handle any more smiling.

			“I better go find my folks,” Tyler says, pulling me close once the photo shoot is over. “See you tonight?” I nod, and he leans in for a kiss.

			Chloe makes gagging sounds beside me, and Tyler pretends to punch her in the jaw. She scowls and slaps at his hand, leaning away. “You’re such a boy.” He laughs and gives her a hug. She turns her scowl to me once he’s gone. “You’re not going to make out with him the entire time at the all-night grad party, are you?”

			Before I can respond, there’s a gentle tug on the cords that still hang around my neck, followed by a familiar voice whispering into my ear from behind. “Nice ropes.”

			“Alex.” Her name comes out with a rush of emotions, relief, happiness, and the feeling of finally, as I throw myself into her. I want to tell her how glad I am she’s home, how long this past year felt without her, and beg her to never go so far away again, but the words seem to be caught in my throat. Instead, I press my face into the side of her neck and take a deep breath. She smells like bergamot, sunshine, and nostalgia. Tears prickle my eyes, and the lump in my throat grows.

			“Damn, I missed you,” she says with her face in my hair while squeezing me so tight that it forces all the air from my lungs.

			“Nice of you to show up,” Chloe quips, and Alex laughs, pulling her in for a hug, too.

			“Smile, girls,” my dad says and holds up his camera. Alex wraps her arm around my waist and presses her cheek against mine.

			After a few shots, I hold out my arm for Chloe to join in. She squeezes in on my other side, and I don’t even mind my face hurting because I finally have my graduation picture with my two best friends.

			But way too soon, Alex pulls away and backs up toward the crowd. “Mom and Mason are waiting to take me to lunch. See you at the Ridge?”

			“Wait,” I say, trying to get her back. The entire morning has been so crazy that I feel like I haven’t even gotten a good look at her yet.

			She flashes me a devilish sort of smile and slips on her sunglasses. “I have something I want to show you.”

			“Alex,” I call out, wanting her to just slow down for a minute.

			“Tonight,” she yells and throws up the rock ’n’ roll horns before she disappears into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

			We were supposed to meet at eleven. It’s now eleven twenty-three, and Chloe is getting antsy. But Alex made me swear I’d wait for her outside so she didn’t have to walk into the entertainment center alone. We sit on the railing in front of the building while classmates wander about and line up for the food trucks along the parking lot. I yawn. It’s been a long day of celebrating, and I wonder how I’ll be able to stay awake all night.

			“Are you sure she’s coming?” Chloe asks beside me.

			I check my phone, but the last message from her came eighteen minutes ago. “She said she was on her way.”

			“I bet she fell asleep and forgot,” Chloe grumbles. “Do you think Tyler would bring us some food? I’m starving.”

			I chuckle. “The food trucks are right there.”

			She sighs, and I know her laziness is winning out over her need to snack. Though I’m sure Tyler would bring her food if she asked. Even if he did ditch us to hang out with the baseball team five minutes ago.

			The sound of a motorcycle pulls our attention toward the parking lot. The bike pulls in slowly and parks in what I’m sure isn’t really a spot. The rider revs a few more times, clearly attention seeking. I arch a brow, wondering who in our class has a motorcycle.

			“Oh my God. Is that Alex Pestano?” someone asks from my left.

			Alex places her helmet on the seat, and when our eyes meet, she smiles so large, it makes my stomach flip. Even with her wild hair and braces and gangly limbs, I’ve always found Alex to be pretty. Her eyes have always held so much emotion, and her smile has always been my safe space. I’ve loved her like a sister for so long that she could never be anything less than perfect. But this Alex? This Alex is something else. This Alex is stunning.

			“Holy shit,” Chloe mumbles.

			“When did she get hot?” I hear someone else ask behind me.

			When indeed?

			Alex slips off her jacket, and my gaze trails down her bare arms; over her tight, high neck racerback tank top; and even tighter pants. It hits me that she’s changed so much over this past year. Grown up. Her hips are a little wider and her chest a little fuller, and despite seeing her often through a screen, she looks the same yet completely different.

			I can’t take my eyes off her as she slowly weaves closer. Her wild hair has been tamed into large, soft curls, and her smile seems brighter and skin a little darker, like she spent the past year lying on the beaches of France instead of studying. She’s thin but no longer in a scrawny kind of way. Instead, she’s toned, and I watch her biceps flex as she grips her jacket.

			She makes her way through the crowd, pausing briefly here and there to say hello to our classmates, offering fist bumps and sideways hugs. It seems as though everyone is happy she’s home. Her laugh rings out, floating through the noise and hits me square in the chest. It’s a sound I’ve so desperately missed.

			“You’re late,” I tell her when she reaches us.

			Her grin shifts to something a little more apologetic. “I had to gas up.” She pulls me in for a hug and drops a kiss against my temple. “Like my surprise?”

			I stare at the motorcycle, wondering when the hell she managed to buy herself a bike and where she found the money. “How pissed was your mom?”

			“Pretty pissed,” Alex says, her eyes sparkling as if she still doesn’t mind a bit of discipline. Some things never change, I guess.

			I eye the sleek-looking motorcycle again. A small group of classmates circle it, clearly just as curious. “Are you legally allowed to be driving it?”

			“Technically…no. At least, not yet.”

			I can’t help but notice how happy she looks. I wonder if it has to do with her new worldly experience or because she’s finally home.

			“I learned how to ride in France and was hooked. Mason helped me get her.”

			Of course her brother would be in on it. The two of them have always been trouble. “Why does that not surprise me?”

			Chloe makes a circle in front of Alex with her hand and slowly checks her out. “You know this whole look is super gay, right?”

			Alex shrugs. “If the boot fits.” She pulls Chloe in for a proper hug, both of them grinning.

			“Your French get any better?” Chloe asks when she pulls away. Alex leans in and whispers something in her ear. Chloe’s jaw drops. “I don’t know what you just said, but it was sexy as hell.”

			A group walks past to go inside, and someone calls out. “Hey, Alex, welcome back.”

			She waves and turns back to us.

			“Should we grab something to eat, then check out what’s inside?” Chloe asks, already making her way to the line of food trucks.

			I jut my chin in Chloe’s direction. “What did you say to her just now?”

			“I told her she was wearing too much perfume, and her eyeliner was a bit smudged,” Alex says through a smile.

			It makes me laugh. We slowly head to the food trucks, and I bump my shoulder into hers. “So when are you going to take me for a ride?”

			She smirks, and even in the low lighting, I can’t help but stare at her dimples. “Whenever you want.”

			“You look different,” I quietly confess. And she does, as if her time in Europe has painted her with a series of colors I’ve never seen before. Still Alex but in a different palette.

			She peers at me skeptically. “What do you mean? We video chat all the time. We saw each other, like, three hours ago.”

			“Yeah, in a cap and gown for two point seven seconds. Plus, video chatting isn’t the same. Half the time, you’re fuzzy or half-asleep.”

			“Fair.” Her attention goes back to her motorcycle just as Mitchell Donnally tries to sit on it. “Hey, Donnally, get off my bike!” He startles at the callout and practically falls off before his butt can even find the seat. She continues to stare, just to make sure no one else tries to get handsy with her new toy before turning back. “Good different or bad different?”

			“Good different,” I’m quick to tell her.

			With a relieved sigh, she says, “You look good different, too.”

			For some reason, her soft smile and even softer compliment makes my cheeks feel warm. I press my hands to my face to try to cool them just as Chloe appears with a basketful of tacos. “What are we going to do first?”

			“Well, we could eat or”—I motion behind me at the entrance to the sports complex—“I heard there’s going to be karaoke.”

			Alex’s entire face lights up. “Seriously?”

			Chloe groans. “I swear to God, if you two sing ‘The Neverending Story’ again, I will surgically remove my ears.”

			Alex looks at me with a devious grin. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

			“Starship,” we say at the same time.

			“I get to sing the boy’s part,” Alex calls out and sprints inside, leaving Chloe and I behind.

			Chloe closes her eyes and tilts her head back as if she’s in for the longest night of her life. My heart feels the lightest it’s felt all year.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			Alex

			The hard part is over. The ceremony, the dresses, remembering the ring and all the pictures, so many pictures, and the dances! Watching Mason and Mom just about destroyed me. Pretty sure it destroyed everyone else, too. Especially when Mom took his face in her hands afterward and mouthed, “I love you so much.”

			Yeah. I’m happy Mom got her dance with him, but I’m so glad it’s over.

			Now that I’ve changed into something more comfortable and had a solid cry, and then another cry in my room by myself, I’m ready to actually celebrate. Back down at the reception, I find Jules and Chloe hovering by the d’oeuvres, piling cheese on a mini plastic plate. I take a minute to look at Jules, from her neatly done up hair down to her freshly manicured toes. I try not to linger at the dip in her neckline.

			She wasn’t wrong about the dress.

			It stops mid-shin, but there’s a high slit almost all the way up to the waist, showcasing her legs when she stands just right. And the V-neck, my God. It’s like it was made just for her, showing off a tasteful amount of cleavage and for me, not nearly enough.

			Someone stops to congratulate me, one of the nurses at the hospital where my mom works, and I politely engage in small talk, but I’m unable to keep myself from glancing at Jules. I don’t know if it’s the dress or the love that seems to be scattered throughout the air, but she’s absolutely breathtaking.

			Once I manage to get away, I make a beeline toward her and slip my arm around her waist. “You look amazing.”

			She smiles at me, not at all startled, and leans into the kiss I plant on her temple. “Thanks. So do you in your comfy linen outfit.” She reaches out to feel the cotton of my button-up.

			“Is this regular salami or the fancy kind?” Chloe asks, pointing to one of the platters of sliced meat.

			“I think it’s finocchiona.” Jules says. Chloe stares at her with a blank expression, and Jules rolls her eyes. “The fancy kind.” Chloe plucks a couple of pieces and drops them on her plate.

			There’s a slight smudge under Julia’s otherwise perfect eye makeup, and I gently wipe it away. “How many times did you cry?”

			“Twice during the ceremony and twice during the dances.” Her attention shifts to something over my shoulder, and I turn to see my mom and Richard making the rounds. “Your mom looks so beautiful. I’m so happy for her.”

			Mom has given up so much for me and Mason. Everything she’s been through, how hard she works, she deserves someone who makes her happy and who looks at her like she hung the moon. She deserves a fancy wedding and a pretty dress and to be surrounded by people who love her.

			Speaking of…

			“Dinner’s about to start,” Mason says, breezing by with a drink in both hands. He stops when he reaches his date, who’s sitting at a table making small talk with Richard’s great-aunt Helen.

			“Sarah seems nice,” Jules says.

			I hum, agreeing. “Better looking in person, too.”

			Jules gives me a disapproving look, but come on. I’ve only ever seen her inside a small box on a computer the few times I jumped in on their D&D sessions. She’s always given me a good vibe, though, naturally kind and easygoing in the way my brother needs.

			Chloe steps beside Jules with a plateful of food and joins us in watching Mason dote on his date. “Think Mason will get lucky tonight?”

			“Ew.” And that’s the end of that conversation for me.

			“I mean, he shaved,” Chloe supplies.

			“What does that have anything to do with anything?” Jules asks.

			Chloe shrugs. “I dunno. Some girls don’t like a bush in their, you know, bush.”

			“What are you even talking about?” I say at the same time Jules says, “That’s not a thing.”

			A server walks by with a tray of red and white wine. He’s young, probably only a couple years older than we are, and he flashes us a wink. “Ladies.”

			“Hi,” Chloe says breathlessly and stares at him as he walks past. “He’s hot. There are a lot of hotties working this party.”

			She’s not wrong. It’s the country club’s busy season, packed with weddings, so I guess it makes sense that a place like this would be a good way to make some extra bucks for the local college kids.

			The server, come to find out when Chloe calls him back, is named Thom, and he has no problem pretending that we’re not underage. He lets us grab two glasses each and disappears with his empty tray and another wink.

			“Does he have something in his eye?” Jules asks. I almost spit my Sovereign Blanc all over her brand-new dress.

			Mom gives us a knowing look when we pass but says nothing, and thankfully, the Marrows feel the same because the only one who gives us crap about drinking is Aunt Helen, and I pretend I can’t hear her sitting across the table when we sit to eat.

			Once dinner is finished, the deejay finally kicks it into gear, and the dance floor officially opens. Chloe disappears to find Thom, and Jules makes the obligatory rounds with me so I can thank everyone for coming, which is way more fun with her on my arm.

			Midway through a conversation with one of Richard’s cousins, Jules tightly grabs my arm when the familiar notes of “I Wanna Dance With Somebody” pumps through the speakers. Whitney has always been one of our weaknesses. Taking that as my cue, I politely pose for one more picture and then allow Jules to lead me to the dance floor.

			Several songs later, when we’re winded and sweaty, we head to the bar for a break and some water. The bartender, Jensen, also doesn’t ask for our IDs, and we take advantage. He tries to make small talk with Jules while he mixes her a strawberry margarita, blatantly staring at the dip in her dress.

			I’m tempted to tell him to direct his gaze further north or suffer the wrath of my fist.

			“On the house.” He flashes Jules a smile and begrudgingly tends to the line forming at the other end of the counter.

			“On the house? Isn’t it an open bar?” Jules asks me with a confused look.

			I roll my eyes because of course she would miss the fact that he was flirting and staring. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that Jensen is trying to get in your thong.”

			Jules picks up her margarita and slowly stirs it with her straw. After a beat, she leans into my space. “And how do you know I’m wearing a thong?” She wraps her lips around her straw and peers at me through her thick lashes while taking a sip.

			I just about fall off my stool. I’ve never heard her voice so purposefully breathy and seductive, and definitely not directed at me. Is she being serious? Or is she just messing around?

			There’s only one way to find out. I meet her gaze. “No panty lines.”

			I’m prepared for her to smack my arm and call me a pervert, not for her to lean farther in and brush her lips against my ear. “How do you know I’m wearing anything at all?”

			A jolt shoots straight through me. A flash of desire so strong it almost hurts.

			She takes another long sip of her drink and arches a brow. I stare at her mouth and blindly fumble for my Jack and Coke.

			“Well played,” I murmur, not sure I can keep going with this kind of flirting. Especially when it’ll lead to a one-way path to nowhere.

			Thankfully, things seem to go back to normal after that. Mom and Richard cut their cake and make another round with the guests and even manage a dance or two. Jules, Chloe, and I maintain an even buzz, thanks to Jenson and Thom, but we’re careful not to get too tipsy and cause a scene.

			When the reception finally dies down and people start to say their good nights, Mason finds me and Jules polishing off a second piece of cake before they can pack it all away. “Some of the guests are going to the bar across the street,” he tells us and slips his arm around Sarah’s waist.

			“You up for it?” I ask Jules.

			“Yeah, let me find Chloe.” We look around but don’t see her. Not that we’re surprised. She bailed on us on the dance floor not long ago with the excuse of hoping to get sweaty in other ways.

			I wash down the piece of cake with a glass of champagne that was left on the table, and Mason gives me a look. “You know they aren’t going to serve you alcohol over there.”

			I wave my hand, dismissing his accusing glare. “Yeah, yeah, calm down, Nancy. I’ll get a Shirley Temple.”

			“I love Shirley Temples,” Sarah says.

			Jules shoves her phone back inside her clutch. “Chloe said she’s busy and to go without her.”

			“Guess she found someone to get sweaty with,” I say, and Jules scrunches her nose. I nod toward the front of the reception hall and hold out my arm for her to take. “Shall we?”

			When we get to the bar, Mason and Sarah head for a cozy booth on the other side of the room. Jules and I find two empty stools at the end of the bar and go there instead.

			“Think your mom will show up in her wedding dress?”

			“Nah, she looked exhausted. I bet she and Richard head back to the room and go to sleep.”

			The bartender appears and places two napkins in front of us. “What are you drinking?”

			“One Shirley Temple and one iced tea. Hold the Long Island, sadly.”

			He smiles warmly. “You got it.”

			Once he disappears, Jules faces me in her stool and crosses one leg over the other. “You don’t think your mom has it in her to consummate the marriage?”

			I immediately cover my ears and pretend to gag. “Come on, Jules. Why?”

			She laughs. “Speaking of sex—”

			“We were not speaking of sex.”

			“Tell me about Greece,” she finishes undeterred.

			The bartender places our drinks in front of us, and I pretend I didn’t hear her. She puts her hands on my knees and shakes my legs. “Come on. We can share confessions and blame it on the alcohol.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Can I see her?” I freeze. Jules seems to notice my hesitation. “The only thing you never want to talk about is girls. So there had to be a girl in Greece. Do you have a picture of her?”

			I take a slow sip of my drink and keep my eyes on the shelf of bottles along the wall. Despite my persistent buzz, I still wish I had more alcohol for this particular conversation. “I do not.”

			She leans on the bar and puts her head on her hand, giving me her full attention. “Describe her, then.”

			“Seriously?” I really don’t want to get into it, but Jules looks so engaged and so curious that I take a deep breath and give in. “Okay, fine. Dark hair, tan skin, a little mole right here.” I point to a spot just above my lip. “Honey-colored eyes and a killer smile.”

			“Big boobs?”

			I make a noncommittal sound and reach for my drink. “Decently sized.”

			She hums like she knows I’m downplaying. “What was her name?”

			“Sophia.”

			“Do you keep in touch?”

			“Nope.” I drag out the word and let my lips pop on the “p.”

			“Did you sleep with her?” she asks.

			I’m very much regretting opening up about this. “I did.”

			Jules watches me. Really watches me, like she’s trying to piece together the puzzle. “Was it not good?”

			“Oh, it was good,” I quickly say. Too quickly, I think.

			“Did you fall in love with her?”

			I think about the two months we spent wrapped around each other. How she was five years older and much more experienced. Of all the things she taught me about myself and how to take care of my partners. How infatuated I was with her and the clear lines she drew between us.

			“No,” I tell her honestly. I give her a pointed look that I hope indicates that’s all I’m going to share tonight. “Your turn.”

			She snags her tea and shrugs. “I almost slept with a girl last week.”

			I almost choke on my drink. “What? You had sex with a girl?”

			Jules flushes and shakes her head. “I said almost.”

			Almost.

			My mind races. She almost had sex with a girl? Since when has Jules ever been interested in girls? Then it dawns on me. “The girl in all your pictures. The one who gets handsy. With the dark wavy hair?”

			“Emily,” Jules confirms and doesn’t bother correcting me about the getting handsy part.

			“You like her?” I ask, a weird feeling twisting in the pit of my stomach. Jules shrugs. She doesn’t deny that, either. “What happened?”

			She watches her finger trace the rim of her glass. “Things got very heavy very quickly. Things that I initiated. I ended up panicking and rushing out.”

			Her smile falters, as if she’s embarrassed or ashamed, and I ache for her. I’ve been there. Wanting something so bad but not being sure how to take it. “Why did you panic?”

			“Because I didn’t know what I was doing,” she confesses. “I thought I was going to mess it up or not be good at it.”

			She panicked because she lacked experience and not because the idea of having sex with another girl appalled her. My mind reels. How long has she felt this way? And how the hell didn’t I know? Is this her way of coming out to me? My throat goes dry at the thought. “Did you want to sleep with her?”

			A thoughtful expression passes over her face. “Yes?”

			“Are you asking me?”

			“I mean, my body did. It really did, but my head?” The crease between her brow returns. “I don’t know, it would’ve been my first time with a girl and just…I don’t know. It was too fast.”

			“I get that,” I tell her with a nod because I’ve been there, too. I don’t regret my first time; in fact, I think about it fondly. But if I could go back and do it all over again, I probably would’ve slowed it down.

			We sit quietly, and I let the conversation roll around in my head. I watch Jules stir the ice in her tea, a thoughtful expression still on her face.

			“So…you want to kiss girls?” I ask after a beat.

			She laughs. It’s the same question she asked me when I came out to her when we were fourteen. “It would depend on the girl. But, yeah, I’d be open to it.”

			We finish our drinks in silence, and when the bartender asks if we want refills, I turn to Jules. “Any other confessions?”

			She looks at me seriously. “I cried three times during the ceremony, not two.”

			I hum, not surprised, but that’s not at all what I meant. I think about rephrasing. What I really want to ask her is if she’s ever thought about kissing me.
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        * * *

      

			By the time it hits midnight, we’re both trying to hold back yawns. The place has gotten relatively quiet, and with nothing else to do, there really isn’t a reason to stay.

			“Now that we’re significantly more sober, are you ready to head out?” I ask, paying for our drinks.

			Jules crunches on an ice cube and glances around. “I guess so. It’s that or watch Mason shove his tongue down Sarah’s throat.”

			“And now we’re picking up the pace.” I sign the receipt and manage to catch my brother’s attention long enough to indicate that we’re leaving.

			It isn’t until we step outside that I notice the gorgeous weather from earlier has decided to take a hike. Jules stands under the awning and stares at the hotel across the street that somehow seems miles away. “We’re going to get soaked.”

			Large drops of rain steadily fall, bouncing off the pavement and making the air smell of wet cement. She sighs, and I don’t know if it’s because we’re going to have to make a mad dash or if it’s because she still thinks the rain is romantic.

			An idea pops into my head. I step out from under the awning and hold out my hand, wiggling my fingers. “Dance with me.”

			Her mouth twists into a small smile. “What?”

			“You said you’ve always wanted to dance in the rain. So dance with me.” She slowly puts her hand in mine.

			She lets out a shriek when the rain hits her skin, the droplets probably colder than she imagined. I give her a twirl and pull her close, wrapping an arm around her waist. She follows my lead, and I move us in slow circles. We’ve played in the rain together before, as kids, splashing and jumping in puddles. But this…this is different.

			This is dangerous.

			When the laughter dies, she stares at my mouth and licks her lips. I’m unable to look away. Her hand feels warm in mine, and I grip it like a lifeline. I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone as badly as I want to kiss her now.

			When I finally bring my eyes back to hers, I hold her gaze until it becomes heavy with unspoken implications. She searches my eyes. Drops of water trail down her face, making what’s left of her makeup run.

			“What Belinda Carlisle song?” she asks, a throwback to a conversation from months before. I had almost forgotten.

			“Whichever one you want,” I tell her despite “I Get Weak” playing on an endless loop inside my head.

			Her expression changes. From curious to understanding, and I know that something has just shifted between us.

			“Ready?” she asks.

			“Yeah,” I tell her without knowing what I’m supposed to be ready for.

			She tugs my hand and leads me across the street to the hotel.

			Our rooms are on different floors. I’m on the sixth, and she’s on the fourth. We stand on opposite sides of the elevator, dripping wet and shivering. The air feels as thick as the tension between us. She won’t look at me, but I can’t seem to look away from her. I should say something, maybe attempt to be funny, to dismiss whatever it was that happened while we were dancing. But I don’t want to.

			When the elevator finally stops and the doors open, I step out with her, wanting to drag out the tension for just a moment longer.

			The trek to the end of the hall is over far too quickly. She nervously fiddles with her key card. It takes her three times to get the door open, and when she does, we both laugh, the sound carrying some of the tension away. She flicks on the light in the doorway, brightening the otherwise darkened room.

			“Well,” I start to say. But the words “good night” get caught on my tongue.

			She leans against the open door. “Do you want to come in?”

			Desperately. “Do you want me to?” I ask instead, trying to convey what I really mean: Do you want me like I want you?

			She nods. “Yes.”

			My head is firing flashes of red, telling me to stop before it’s too late. Warning me of the consequences if I step inside her room. I cross the threshold anyway.

			The door shuts softly. A drop of water trickles from a loose strand of hair down the front of her neck until it finally disappears down the V of her dress.

			Oh, how I wish to be that drop.

			“Alex,” she whispers breathlessly. The way she’s looking at me, like she wants to eat me whole, sets fire to my body.

			This is a bad idea. I know that if I stay, it won’t quench my desire for her; it’ll ignite it. And once it’s set ablaze, I’m not sure I’ll be able to extinguish it. The smart thing to do, the safe thing, would be to tell her good night and walk away. To preserve our friendship and pretend this never happened. But it’s that look, one of uncertain and untamable desire, that triggers something inside me. I slip my hand around the back of her neck and pull her against me, crushing our mouths together to finally taste her lips.

			





			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			Julia

			My body comes to life when Alex kisses me. She bites my lower lip and slides her tongue against mine. It’s desperate and frantic, and it drives me absolutely crazy.

			Forget all other kisses. This is the one I want to live in for the rest of my life.

			I feel dizzy, like I’m drunk on something much stronger than alcohol. I’m not even aware of conscious thought other than how good she’s making me feel. I don’t even realize I’ve unbuttoned her shirt until I’m pushing it off her shoulders and reaching for her pants.

			She pulls away and covers my hands with hers. Her eyes are wild, and her chest heaves as she tries to catch her breath. She’s losing control, too. I can tell by the way she looks at me. “Jules,” she says and licks her lips. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

			Her words are like a blast of cold water, but I know what she means. If we don’t stop now, then we’re going to cross a line we won’t be able to come back from. The problem is, I’m already well over that line. Will she cross it with me or leave me here alone? “Do you want to do this? With me?”

			She leans in a little, and I press my lips to hers.

			“What are you afraid of?”

			She exhales but doesn’t pull away, keeping her mouth against mine. “I’m scared it’ll ruin our friendship.”

			She stands perfectly still while I grab the waistband of her linen pants and slip my hand just below the waistline. “Nothing could ever ruin that.”

			Her fingers dig into my hips. “Promise?”

			I look her in the eyes. “I promise.”

			The hesitation disappears. She kisses me, just as frantic as before, and unties the back of my dress, causing it to fall to the floor. The air from the air conditioner is cold against my damp skin and causes goose bumps.

			Or maybe they appear from the way she trails her fingertips down my arms. All I know is, I need more.

			I push her pants all the way down while her mouth drags across my jaw and down my neck. Her breath is warm as her lips move downward along my chest, then lower. She drops to her knees and presses wet kisses on my stomach and hooks her fingers through the sides of my thong and slowly slides it down my legs, her mouth still pressed against my skin.

			Once she pulls it off, she leans back and dangles it from her pointer finger with a knowing smirk on her lips.

			A smart-ass comment hovers on the edge of my tongue, but I can’t seem to voice it. Not when she’s looking up at me like that. Not when she squeezes my hip. And definitely not when I know how intimate this has suddenly become.

			She stands and slowly removes my bra. I watch as she takes in my naked body, her gaze thirsty and focused on my chest. Her hands settle high on my waist, and she pushes her palms upward, cupping my breasts. I bite back a moan as she kneads them and again when her thumbs brush across my nipples.

			“If Wyatt McCann could see these now,” she teases.

			It makes me laugh. “Shut up.”

			She smiles, and I lean in to kiss her, allowing her to guide us backward toward the bed, and I climb into her lap once she sits. Our kisses have slowed. They’re deeper, more intimate. And somehow even more intoxicating.

			I realize instantly that I like this position. I like being able to hover above her and have her head tilt back when we kiss. I especially like the way I can slide my fingers through her hair while she runs her hands all over me.

			We slowly pull apart, and she opens her eyes only to stare into mine. “You’re gorgeous, Jules.” I love how she says my name. Reverently and full of love. Her gaze drops to my chest. It isn’t until she takes the bow and arrow pendant between her fingers that I realize she’s staring at my necklace. At her necklace.

			“My good luck charm,” I tell her, and she looks at me as if seeing me for the first time. I think maybe I’m seeing her for the first time, too.

			When I unhook her bra and cup her breasts, I marvel with how perfectly they fit in my hands. Like they were made for that purpose alone. For me and only me. Her nipples are already hard, and she presses into my hands when I squeeze them. They’re so soft.

			She groans, then kisses me hard. It riles me up, and all I can think is I want more. I press down, seeking some kind of friction but find nothing to grind against. The need for her to touch me is so strong, so overwhelming, that I thrust again and again and again.

			“Please,” I plead. “Touch me.”

			Her hand slips between our bodies, her fingers sliding against me. I would be embarrassed at how wet I am if I wasn’t so desperate. She places a lingering kiss on the side of my jaw, and I sigh, rocking into her hand. “You feel so good,” she murmurs. “You’re so beautiful.”

			She circles my clit once, twice, three times, and I know it won’t take me long. I want to slow down, to make it last, to memorize her words and her touch, but it feels too good to do anything but urge her to keep going.

			Her mouth moves to the side of my neck, and she gently bites, drawing out another moan. Her fingers brush lightly against my entrance, and I wrap my arms around her shoulders just as her other hand presses harder into my lower back, keeping me steady.

			Waiting.

			“Please,” I say again. “I need you.”

			Slowly, her fingers push inside me, and I fall forward, my forehead pressed against hers. I squeeze my eyes shut, in awe at how well we fit together, and rock my hips forward, easily matching her pace.

			“That’s it,” she says hotly into my ear. “I’ve got you.” Her hand slides up my back, and she leans me back so she can place wet kisses along my collarbone.

			It feels like heaven.

			Her mouth closes around my nipple, and I ride her fingers, wondering how they’re able to fill me so completely. I match her stroke for stroke, perfectly in sync. Then she curls her fingers just right, playing my body as if she’s proficient, and coaxes out the sweetest, most intense orgasm I’ve ever experienced. Her name echoes through the room, a mantra, a chant, a sacred prayer, while bursts of color explode behind my eyelids.

			“I’ve got you,” she says again, slowing her strokes and drawing out my climax.

			When I’ve given her all I have, I drop my head on her shoulder, and she holds me close.

			We’re hot and sweaty and panting, and all I want to do is kiss her. I want to sink into her and lose track of where she starts and I end. But my body shakes, her fingers still inside me, and I clench, wanting to keep them there for a moment longer. I try to tell her how fucking incredible I feel, but all that comes out is a strangled kind of sob.

			Her hand is in my hair, her fingers getting caught on some tangles, and she cups the back of my neck, keeping my head on her shoulder.

			“I’ve got you,” she whispers.

			And I can’t help but think that maybe she’s always had me.
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        * * *

      

			I’m exhausted.

			If checkout wasn’t at eleven, I’m pretty sure I’d crawl back into bed and sleep until dinner. I yawn and glance around the fairly crowded restaurant. It looks as if just about everyone in the hotel wandered down to catch the complimentary breakfast.

			I find Chloe sitting alone at a table against the back wall, and I practically fall into the chair across from her. “Morning.”

			“Morning.” She doesn’t bother covering her own yawn, and I notice she looks as tired as I feel. “No Alex?”

			The mention of her name causes my cheeks to burn. I stare at the sugar packets in their little white container and try to relax. Just because I know we spent the night together doesn’t mean everyone else does. It doesn’t help that images of waking up with my cheek pressed against her bare back and our legs entwined flash in my mind. “She’s showering.”

			Chloe hums, not giving any indication that she’s aware of the monumental shift in my life.

			I clear my throat and try to redirect this conversation to safer ground. “No Thom?”

			“Nope.” She puts her chin in her palm like she’s bored.

			“Uh-oh. What happened? I thought you two were…you know. Busy.”

			“Ugh,” she groans. “We did. Well, we tried.”

			I raise my eyebrows. “You tried? Please elaborate.”

			She sighs. “He couldn’t get it up.”

			“Wait, seriously?”

			“Unfortunately.” She grabs her water, looking annoyed but not exactly disappointed, which is interesting. “He did let me sit on his face, though.”

			“Oh, that’s nice.”

			“Yeah.” She crosses her arms on the table. “But what about you? Did you sit on anyone’s face last night?”

			Alex and I had a lot of fun trying new positions, but unfortunately, that wasn’t one of them. I kind of wish it was. A wave of heat and arousal surges through my body. It suddenly feels hot in here.

			Chloe makes an excited kind of gasp. “You did! Was it that bartender who was hitting on you all night? George? Jacob?”

			“Jensen. And no.” I retie my hair and press my hand to the back of my neck, hoping to cool off my skin. “Nothing happened with the bartender. He wasn’t hitting on me.”

			“Jules. He invited you back to his apartment to show off his artwork. He was either hitting on you or trying to kill you.”

			“He said he was having a party,” I remind her.

			Chloe snorts. “Yeah, in his pants.”

			I make a gagging sound. “Gross. Nothing happened with the bartender.”

			Her eyes narrow, and she examines me like she does when she knows I’m lying. Except I’m not lying.

			“But something happened with someone,” she presses.

			Instead of answering, I crane my neck, wondering where the hell the server is so I can order some coffee.

			“If it wasn’t Jensen, who was it? Because you obviously got some action last night. I can tell by how much you’re blushing.” She leans in close. “Was it someone you met at the bar?”

			I somehow feel her before I see her, her presence folding over me like a warm blanket. Alex slides into the chair beside me smelling like bergamot and expensive conditioner. She has on a plain gray T-shirt and ripped jeans, and my body seems to wake up at her proximity.

			Who needs caffeine when Alex Pestano is sitting so close? She looks refreshed and not at all like she was up all night coaxing out orgasms and patiently letting me explore every inch of her.

			“Hey, sorry.” She casually throws an arm across the back of my chair, and I try really hard not to lean into her. “Did you already order?”

			“It’s a buffet,” Chloe deadpans.

			Alex glances behind her and spots the food, her eyes lighting up. “Oh, even better. I’m starving.”

			“Didn’t get enough to eat last night?” Chloe asks. The way she says it, paired with a knowing sort of look, sends a wave of panic through me.

			It doesn’t help when Alex smirks and says, “Not even close.”

			Chloe stares like she’s trying to get a read on her.

			But then, like a miracle from heaven, the server finally appears. “Can I get you any coffee? Juice? More water?”

			“Coffee, please,” I say, though I’m not sure adding caffeine to my pounding heart is a good idea.

			“I’ll have a coffee, too, please,” Chloe adds.

			“Make that three, and may I please have some orange juice?” Alex’s leg touches mine, and I jump. She doesn’t seem to notice, but Chloe does.

			“Three coffees and one orange juice coming up. Help yourself to the buffet.” She leaves us with no further instructions, and Alex places her hands on the table and stands.

			“Okay, well, the bacon is calling my name. You coming?”

			I can feel myself flush again. “In a minute.”

			“Okay. I’ll try to leave you some, but no promises.” And just as quickly as she appeared, she’s gone.

			“Oh. My. God,” Chloe says, emphasizing each word.

			“What?” I ask, my attention back on the sugar packets.

			“You slept with Alex?” Chloe says way too loudly.

			I shake my head, unable to stop the panic I know must show on my face. “What? No! I didn’t…we didn’t…I mean…shit.”

			There’s no use denying it. I’m a horrible liar, and Chloe would be able to see right through me anyway. I put my head in my hands and groan, preparing for the barrage of questions that are sure to follow.

			“I have a million questions,” she starts. “The first of them being what the fuck?”

			I peek at her and decide to just be honest. “Recently, I’ve been having all these feelings about girls that I can’t explain. Mostly about Alex and how hot she is. Like, I’m mega attracted to her, which is new and confusing. Then I met Emily, and she was cute and interested in me, and last week, we almost had sex, but I chickened out because I didn’t know what I was doing. But it’s not just them. I’ve been really confused about my sexuality because there was also that bartender down in Bird Neck that I couldn’t stop staring at. And the barista at the local coffee shop. Then, last night, Alex just looked so good, and when it started to rain, she asked if I wanted to dance. So we danced in the rain, and she walked me to my room, and I asked if she wanted to come in, and we kissed, and the next thing I know, we’re having sex.”

			It comes out in a rush. I’m not even sure it makes sense, let alone is decipherable enough for someone else to follow. But Chloe must be used to my incoherent babbling because she only takes a beat to respond.

			“Wow. That was a lot of ands.”

			“I know.” I cross my arms on the table and drop my head on top of them, wanting to crawl into a hole. It’s all so confusing, but it’s also fine? I don’t even know. I haven’t had time to process. Despite the momentary relief of finally telling her, having this conversation in the middle of a crowded restaurant with Alex close by is really not ideal.

			“Was it good?”

			The memory of Alex between my legs, holding eye contact as she placed wet, lasting kisses along my inner thigh followed by a long slow swipe of her tongue…

			Good doesn’t even begin to cover it.

			I groan and nod into my arms, unable to bring myself to look at Chloe. “It was amazing.”

			“Oh, Jules.”

			My body tenses at the disappointed tone of her voice. Or maybe it’s not disappointment but…pity? Which is somehow way worse.

			“Here are your coffees and a single orange juice.”

			I manage a smile at the server who is, thankfully, totally oblivious to my inner turmoil. “Thank you.”

			“Thanks,” Chloe says and waits until she walks away before leaning across the table. “Amazing, huh?”

			“Is it weird? That it was amazing?” She arches a brow, and I frown, wondering if sex with my best friend should be weird based on the way my other best friend is looking at me.

			I’ve been thinking about it all morning. From the moment Alex woke up with a smile and asked me how I was feeling, all the way until she kissed my cheek and headed back to her room for a shower. It just felt…normal?

			“Maybe it was amazing because we’re friends. Because we’re comfortable with each other.”

			“Comfortable doesn’t equate to good sex, though,” Chloe points out. “I was super comfortable with Tim Denny, and it was the worst sex I’ve ever had.”

			Okay, so if comfortable is off the table… “Maybe it’s because she’s a girl who’s been with girls so she knows what she’s doing?”

			Chloe thinks for a beat, then shakes her head. “Jon Jacobs wasn’t a girl, and he definitely knew what he was doing. Knew all the right buttons to push.” Her expression shifts to something dreamy, and she lets out a long sigh. “I wonder what he’s up to these days?” Another beat passes, and she seems to shake herself out of her daydream. “So if it isn’t about being comfortable, and it isn’t about her being with girls before, what does it mean? Like, for you and Alex?”

			And that’s the million dollar question, isn’t it? What does this mean? “I don’t think it has to mean anything.”

			There’s the pitying look to match her tone. “Sex isn’t casual for you, Jules.”

			She’s right. Ever since Luka Petrov, sex has to mean something to me. There has to be a connection and feelings and a foundation. But still, implying that last night was just a casual hookup doesn’t sit right with me, either. It might not have to mean anything past one night, but it certainly wasn’t meaningless.

			“Alex and I have been friends for, like, twelve years. I wouldn’t call that causal.”

			“Are you planning on doing it again?”

			God, I hope so.

			“No,” I say after a beat because Alex hasn’t given me any indication that she wants to. If she did, she would’ve stayed in bed with me this morning, not darted off to her own room to shower. Alone.

			Chloe takes a sip of coffee and peers at me over the top of her mug. “Then it was a one-night stand.”

			“No, it wasn’t.” I struggle to find the words to explain it. “Why can’t it be just two friends who needed a release in a safe space, blowing off some steam?”

			“We’ve been best friends since sixth grade, and not once have we ever, ever, ‘blown off some steam’ by having sex,” she reminds me. “Plus, didn’t you say you’ve been thinking about her that way lately?”

			“Okay.” I draw the word out. “Both valid points.” Chloe waits, and I struggle to figure out where I stand with all this. “It’s not a big deal,” I finally say because it only is if I make it to be. And Alex and I agreed we wouldn’t let this change things.

			Chloe slowly puts down her mug and frowns. “Are you sure?”

			Alex juggles two plates and makes her way back to the table. “Yes,” I assure her and try to keep the panic from my voice. “Please, drop it,” I add.

			“So the bacon looks a little undercooked,” Alex says, placing both plates on the table, one in front of me and the other in front of her. “But I ate, like, three pieces already, and it still tastes good.” She glances between me and Chloe, both of us holding eye contact, silently continuing our conversation. “What did I miss?”

			“Chloe sat on someone’s face last night,” I blurt.

			“Is that so?” Alex gives Chloe a cheeky grin. “Did he put his bush in your bush?”

			“More like I put my bush—”

			“Okay,” I say loudly, regretting ever bringing that up around the both of them.

			Chloe glares. “Nice of you to bring me a plate.”

			Alex snorts. “Like you didn’t eat before we showed up.”

			“Whatever,” Chloe mumbles and sits back in her chair and does her best to appear irritated.

			Alex and I share a look, and I roll my eyes when she shoves an entire piece of bacon into her mouth. Things may have shifted between us last night, but we’re still Jules and Alex, best friends for life.

			Except
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