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    For my best friend, because you were by my side through all of it. 
For my husband, because you believed in me before I did.
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Ava

As we pull away from the parking garage, a wave of anxiety pushes and pulls its way around in my chest. Today was my last day at work, and while it’s been a bittersweet day, it isn’t the reason for my spiraling emotions. I’ve kept them at bay, but I can barely hold myself together anymore. I’m not sure what has made me so high-strung tonight. Maybe it’s the thought of bringing in a new year with someone I don’t feel connected to. Or maybe it’s that gut feeling you have when something upsetting will happen, and you know you can’t stop it, so you’re preparing to watch the shit show, and you’re on the edge of your seat until it’s over. 

I glance at my nails, seeing the tiny piece of skin coming off in the crease on my thumb. I’ve been trying to get it all day, but all I’ve done is make my thumb ache, chip my nail polish away on the edge, and create a raw spot on the side of my finger. “One more shot,” I mumble to myself, and bite down with the edges of my teeth.

“Quit that! It’s disgusting. Go get your nails done like a real woman,” Sebastian yells as he swats my hand out of my mouth, then grabs the steering wheel to stop us from swerving off the road. 

I cling to the edge of my seat as the car swerves back into the proper lane. My heart hammers in my chest as I sit with my head pressed into the headrest. It’s always like this with him behind closed doors; I’m used to it, but I know he will be the ever-charming boyfriend once we are at Amber’s party. To be honest, the emotional whiplash has taken its toll on me mentally. I’m tired. 

I let out a breath, ready to escape the hell he has trapped me in. All of our friends and their friends will be at this party tonight; everyone my parents desperately want me to get to know. Sebastian will turn on that fake, golden boy personality that I quickly caught onto, and I will mingle with people I couldn’t care less about. I met Sebastian at Amber’s birthday two years ago, and everyone was up in arms about it, except for his parents. They were so thrilled he “finally found someone to calm him down.” For nearly two years of my life, all I’ve done is uncover hidden drug use, anger issues, and the fact that most of the girls in our inner and outer circle have had their chance with him and regretted it immediately. 

Everyone assumed his relationships were either one-night stands or quick flings, but once I got to know him, I realized how awful he truly is, and no one will open up about it. Maybe they fear what his family will have to say in retaliation, even my parents panicked when I told them I wanted to cut my ties with him. They wouldn’t hear my reasons; they just told me I was being choosy and refusing to accept that everyone has their flaws. I roll my eyes as the past conversations flash through my mind, feeling his cold stare on the side of my face when I look out the windshield. 

I often wonder if the images I post of us on social media get pity likes or if he's somehow blackmailed everyone into liking him. By posting us, am I helping sell his ‘good-boy’ image? An idea springs forward, and I smile as I pull out my phone. If he wants to keep that sweetheart reputation, he can do it himself from now on. One by one, I begin deleting our pictures from my social media accounts. What’s the saying? New Year, new me?

Yeah. New year, new me. 

No more illusions to help my parents’ lives look perfect, so they can climb the social ladder. No more helping my so-called boyfriend look like he is Mr. Perfect. This year will be all about what I can do to be better for myself. Sebastian stomps on the brakes, stopping the car abruptly. His sudden action sends my phone onto the floor next to my feet. I look over at him in disbelief and clench my teeth as he lets out a loud laugh and slaps the steering wheel several times, hysterical at the idea of annoying me. I lean forward and grab my phone, clenching it so hard my hand hurts.

“Should have been paying more attention, Ava! Now look at you, fumbling around in the dark, you’re so clumsy; it makes me sick. You need to get off of it anyway, we’re here.” His words are laced with venom, but I don’t care anymore. After tonight, I’m done for good. 

I toss my phone into my clutch, feeling satisfaction at deleting the bulk of him from my online life already. Over time, I’ve tried to convince myself that he’s rude like this when we are alone, and it would get better, but it hasn’t. Now his true colors come out, no matter where we are, and he blames me for it later. I’ve also noticed that he has been worse, even belittling me in public. 

I don’t want to look at his smug face anymore. I can't live like this. He has tried for too long to break me down, but I refuse to let him eat at me anymore. I don’t need him, and my family doesn’t need to tie itself to his. He will be the downfall of everyone, and I will make sure to sever every link between us. My parents have worked too hard to build themselves up from nothing to be torn down by this man-child who doesn’t know how to treat people with basic courtesy. 

We turn into Amber’s long driveway, hope blooming in my chest. The large front yard looks like it goes on forever, but Sebastian catapults us forward, weaving around the parked cars like he is racing to get inside. A few people have parked in the center of the wide pavement, but he drives through the grass to get around them, heading towards the back of the house before coming to a complete stop in front of Amber’s garage doors. I immediately get out and run towards the house as fast as I can in the rhinestone heels strapped to my feet.

I push through the wooden back door, into the grand kitchen, then take a deep breath, grateful to no longer be in the vehicle with my soon-to-be ex-boyfriend. My spirits are immediately lifted as a few people turn around and greet me. I smile and wave at them as I press further into the room. Some of these people I would consider friends, but most of them aren’t. I don’t waste my time stopping to talk to any of them. Amber told me she would have a bartender for the night, and she wasn’t lying. A crowd stands around, talking in groups as a guy busies himself, pulling bottles from the setup behind the high countertop that cuts her kitchen in half. He mixes drinks quickly, sliding them across to serve them before moving on to the next person without breaking a sweat. 

Amber is seated at the end of the island with her two sidekicks, both clinging to her like a lifeline. They weren’t always like that, but over the years, the girls have attached themselves to her like leeches. Wherever she goes, they follow, and for some reason, they now live for her attention. I suspect it has something to do with her brief relationship with the head photographer for a well-known modeling agency, but I don’t want to assume their true motives. Emily is the first to notice me, giving a small wave as she leans into their conversation to announce my arrival; I give a small wave back but don’t care to speak to her. In fact, I’d rather she pretend I don’t exist at all, but I can't be so lucky.

From what Amber had told me, Sebastian and Emily had a thing going on for a long time, until Sebastian announced me as his girlfriend. Emily never got over him and decided to seek revenge by spreading rumors about me being the cause of their separation, even though it is well known that he has gotten around even when they were together.

Regardless, she stirred up unnecessary drama, and when I refused to speak to her directly about the situation, it fueled more opinions and rumors. Honestly, I didn’t care much then, and I don’t care now either. I want to put it all behind me, but now and then, I hear someone question where we stand, especially when Amber invited us both to her parties like this one.

My parents never knew Emily’s family personally until the whole shit show went down, and after they realized my parents are new money, they wouldn’t stop inviting them places. My family, as smart as they are, couldn’t understand that there was obviously a bigger picture they weren’t seeing until one day, Emily’s mother called asking for money. 

People don’t like their secrets to be yelled from the rooftops, especially when it comes to money. Unfortunately, Emily backed down and has been friendly with me ever since. I remind myself often to keep my walls up when she’s around. I know she’s only being nice because she’s afraid of being blackmailed. It isn’t something that I would ever consider, because I’m not like them. The idea of it alone makes my stomach roll. It’s okay, though, because I really don’t need a back burner friend who wants me around because of what I can afford to do for her.  After that, the rumors died down significantly, and Emily seemed humbled, but I still don’t trust her. 

Emily is fake and attaches herself to anyone she thinks will benefit her, and I’ve said so from the moment I met her. However, Amber believes she is in the same position as I am: to get close to people and make the family important. It’s been drilled into our heads for a long time now: gain connections, build relationships, and make sure always to save face. So, I play nice, smile, and speak to everyone, but it’s all for show. I’m not one for making myself look like a fool, but that’s what it feels like I’m doing when I mingle with the ones I don’t consider friends. 

I can say with certainty, though, that nothing makes me feel like a bigger fool than when I have to defend Sebastian, and it’s probably how I ended up belittled by him every day. Thinking back on the situation, I should have just let Emily have him, but I was doing what a good daughter is supposed to do. I think that I’ve been mostly passive through all of this because deep down, I don’t think Sebastian is anything to fight over, and I was hoping he would leave me. Sometimes I wonder why he hasn’t, because there is no way this has been enjoyable for him. Unfortunately, that’s not how this works, and it won't ever be that easy.

I take a deep breath, repeating my new mantra: New Year, New Me. Enough with the shitty memories, tonight is a new beginning, and I plan on having fun with my best friend, and the ones I keep at arm’s length, too. I deserve some fun after what I have put up with. Eventually, I make my way through the small crowd of people milling through the kitchen to find my place beside Amber and release a sigh of relief.

“I’m finally here!” I yell out loudly, gaining a few whoops and cheers from people in the crowd who are happy to see me. I wave at them from across the room, hoping that tonight we all have a great time. I won't let two bad apples ruin this party for me; I’ve been looking forward to this for the last two weeks. We all screech in excited agreement, and Amber slides several shots in each direction for us to throw back, hugging me before grabbing her alcohol and downing it immediately. 

On my fourth shot, I decide to start pacing myself or be married to the bathroom toilet for the rest of the night. I never really considered myself a lightweight, but according to everyone else, that’s exactly what I am. If I want to make the most of my night, I need to slow down. My skin crawls when Sebastian comes up behind us, introduces leech number two’s boyfriend; I watch as the girl melts when he smiles her way. In my buzzed state, I let a small laugh escape me as I imagine the two girls making kissy faces together in photos; ‘leech’ fits them perfectly. 

The guy and Sebastian are loud as they scream about some people in the next room who are annoying them and threatening to fight, but I know Sebastian is all talk. I busy myself by getting away from them, not interested in them puffing out their chests to beat on it and talk shit to people that can't hear it. I wiggle past the guys, silently putting distance between us, as I glance over my shoulder, Emily is watching me like a hawk. Of course, she noticed my attempt to distance myself from the man she wants. My eyes roll to the sky; how desperate can one person be?

I turn my back on her to escape the sea of people that seems to be multiplying. The kitchen is crowded now, and as I look outside, the pool area is filling up quickly, too, despite the cold weather. I watch as a group of guys jump into the freezing pool, but their screams and shrieks are drowned out by the thumping music and buzzing conversation that has filled the house. A guy runs in front of the large kitchen windows completely naked, screaming at the top of his lungs. I lose my mind with laughter before heading to the pool house and turning the pool’s heater on as high as it can go. It will take a while for the water to be warm enough to consider jumping in, but by then, they will all be gone or too drunk to care about swimming again.

As I go further into the pool shack for some towels, I hear thumping and moaning coming from the dressing room. I cover my mouth with a towel to muffle my cackling, so I won’t kill their vibe. Turning my head, I hold a hand to the side of my face to block my vision, giving them some sense of privacy as I pass by the curtain. Someone should be getting lucky tonight, even though it won’t be me. Jealousy washes through me as I go back to the pool; Sebastian wasn’t exactly the best when it came to sex, but I do wish there was a chance of getting something from him before I call it quits. Not that it would matter much anyway, I always finished myself at the end of the night after he fell asleep.

With a deep sigh, I toss their towels on a folded lounge chair and head back to the main house to see why no one else is out here watching the shit show. Walking up the sidewalk, I hear Amber on the phone with someone as she paces in circles. She yells into the phone, telling the person on the other end that people need to leave. The guy Sebastian introduced earlier nearly rips the door off its hinges to stick his head outside.

“They’ve gone out front but aren’t leaving, just stumbling around talking shit. I’m sorry about your couch. We can get you a new one this weekend. I’ll help you get it delivered if you want,” he says before being pulled back inside by another guy. 

Screams erupt from inside but become muffled by someone turning the music up louder. Looking over at Amber, I can see the tears threatening to spill over as she holds the phone. She looks towards her house and starts yelling frantically for the person on the phone to hurry over to handle the situation. She turns and looks at me as I walk up, the tears finally falling from her eyes. 

“Oh my God, Ava! Someone just pissed all over my white couch, and Roger had to toss the guy outside with his pants still down! None of us even knows who he is. My brother told me to call the cops, but I can’t.” She stops to take a breath, shaking as she sucks in air. “Can you imagine what my parents will say if they learn about this? There have never been this many people here before; I don’t know who invited extras.” She’s full-on sobbing by the time she finishes, leaning in to lay her head on my shoulder. Her body shakes as she cries on me, and I can’t help but notice the stench of alcohol coming from her. I knew she had been drinking before I got here, but holy shit, she smells flammable.

“What? How do you not know the guy? I thought we said no strangers this year,” I ask.

She pulls back from me, ready to explain, but her eyes narrow as she glares at someone over my shoulder. I spin to see who the target of her wrath could be and freeze on the spot. A tall, menacing man who looks like he could be a bouncer has come around the corner with a beer in one hand, attempting to light a cigarette with his other. He stops when he sees us and flips the lighter closed before smiling widely.

“Hey, pretty lady-“a woman shrieks from inside, cutting off whatever he was about to say.

Amber and I take off running towards the open door, grateful for the opportunity to get away from the creep that has wandered up, and ready to investigate what could be happening now. To our surprise, everyone went back to the party, the piss couch forgotten; people circle the kitchen island where the bartender was once handing out drinks. Chanting and cheering spread through the crowd, but we can’t see through the sea of people to see what’s happening. 

“Is there a fight?” I ask, nearly screaming.

“I don’t know! What are they saying?” Amber screams back, panic flooding her face.

Another shriek sounds out before Emily pushes through the door. I notice her hair and clothes are disheveled, far from her usual, perfect, primed self. 

Her eyes meet mine and drift back to the crowd, then she yells out, “Hey!” The noise dies down instantly, all eyes turning to look at her. “What the hell are all of you doing?” She yells. A petite blonde girl stands on the counter before hopping down and pushing her way towards Emily. She pulls her shirt down as she steps forward, looking a little ashamed of herself. Her eyes drift up to meet the pissed off gaze of Emily before both the girls smile at each other. 

“Shots!” She screams, pulling Emily into the crowd to join her.

Amber and I are left off to the side of the show, staring after them. I think we are both surprised when Emily licks salt from someone’s chest and takes a lemon from their mouth. My friend’s kitchen is completely trashed, but no one seems to care; they just keep drinking. Sebastian steps up beside me, shoving a solo cup into my hand. As he tries to lift it to my face, I resist the urge to pour it on him instead. I don’t want to accept anything from him, but the party is wearing on my nerves. Everyone here is starting to annoy me, and Amber is getting more pissed by the minute. It’s only a matter of time before she lashes out.

I take a sip of the drink and immediately regret it. The liquid is strong, with a flavor reminiscent of gas, pine, and oranges, but I down it before tossing my cup at the crowd. I laugh as a guy turns to glare at me, wiping drops of my drink from his hair and shoulder. What do I care if he's upset about something being spilled on him? He probably isn’t even meant to be here. I look over at Amber, ready to make a joke about the stuck-up attitude coming from the guy, but she shakes her head. She places her cup on the table behind us and weaves through everyone to leave the room. 

Sebastian nudges me on the shoulder, his way of telling me to figure out how to fix her before she tells everyone off and shuts it all down. But before I get the chance, the naked pool guy comes barreling into the house, chasing after people who have stolen his clothes. I stare at them and call for Amber to check out the displayed goods as someone yanks the small towel from his hand when he runs by. Instead of Amber coming back, her brother rushes in and pushes the birthday suit guy out the door. A couple of girls let out sad groans once the guys are out of sight.

Roger goes over to the speakers, unplugging every cord he can get his hands on. The music stops, and people immediately yell out their frustrations. “Whoever lets them in can take them home. In five minutes, any face that’s here that I don’t recognize will be forcefully removed.” He yells out, making eye contact with several people before walking down the hall, repeating his message.
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Kellan

Finding the party we heard about was pretty easy; a lot of these rich assholes have security gates to keep unwanted people out, but this house didn’t. It also helped that cars lined the left side of the driveway, and some even parked on the street. Choosing to be a complete nuisance later on, I roll right up to the front door, revving my bike to announce our arrival. A couple of pretty boys stand on the front porch, eyeing us but never saying a word. Not even a whisper when Tracy walks right up and takes a beer from their hands to drink it herself. They stand there, staring at the three of us with panicked expressions, letting her take one can after another from their hands.

It’s actually pretty funny. Watching this five-foot-tall woman walk up to any man and do something to them, daring the guy to react. I’ve told her a million times that she’ll eventually be humbled when she picks a fight with the wrong person, but she never listens. We’re not a club, but most people think we are up to no good, so they move out of our way or let us do what we want. I guess in Tracy’s mind, she feels a little more invincible when John and I are with her; sure, she sometimes goes too far with her nonsense, but I’m not her keeper. 

Tracy downs the last beer before tilting her head back to let out a loud howl. I shake my head, still getting used to the weird shit she does sometimes. She has been working at the shop for nearly a year now, mainly focusing on the street cars that come through the shop for us while we work on the bikes. It’s been both a blessing and a curse having her around, but ever since she got that Rebel, she’s been tagging along on our rides, too. I can’t complain about her too much, though. She’s quick to diagnose any problems the kids have with their cars and get them out of our hair, but John has been becoming more obsessed by the day. It was bad enough having her show up to work in shorts so short they barely covered her ass, but now I have to wipe the drool from his mouth myself to keep the peace between them.

John parks his bike and storms off, heading around the back of the house, still a little bitter from being turned down by her earlier. I imagine he’s taking a walk to clear his head or get her out of sight; it’s not his first time being turned down by a woman, but he’s stuck on this broad. I let him go off, not really caring much about his temper tantrums these days. I half jog up the stairs, pushing my sweaty hair out of my eyes before walking into the front door that looks like it’s seen better days, and gently press it closed, checking the latch to make sure it catches before going any further into the house. Just because I’m here to cause a little trouble doesn’t mean I’m gonna trash someone’s home. I’m here for entertainment purposes, not to rack up charges if someone were to think I was vandalizing their shit. 

The smell of piss hits me immediately. Usually, these rich snobs have houses cleaner than a Hilton hotel, but I guess this one didn’t get the memo. Covering my mouth and nose, I move past the group of girls who stop speaking to stare at me in disbelief. I spot the keg of beer in the corner, but I know there is more than this available to drink. The place is too fancy to have one cheap keg. As I walk, squeals and laughter draw my attention to an enormous kitchen. A bartender is mixing drinks, with several bottles lined up on the wall and counter. A group of women is arguing and covering up someone else with a towel; she’s obviously naked underneath, and it has stirred up some drama between all of them.

Two short blondes are taking turns licking each other’s necks in the corner, picking up shot glasses and knocking them back one after the other. Two guys stand a little too close to them for my comfort, but I know better than to cock block these weird bitches. The last time I did that, the two broads bit my head off, and I’m not one for hitting a woman, but they didn’t hesitate to slap the shit out of me for getting in their way of a good time.

The bartender gives me a suspicious look, but I ignore it. “I’ll take an Old Fashion,” I tell him. If I’m going to be dealing with these snobs all night, I might as well get a good buzz while doing it. I grab the glass as soon as he puts it in front of me, noticing he poured a generous amount. He’s either getting paid well or he doesn’t want me coming back anytime soon. I chuckle and walk away, hearing someone yell about not knowing who the fuck everyone is.
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Ava

Emily and her blonde friend bounce over to us, eyes shining, until Emily notices Sebastian’s hand creeping up the back of my skirt. He catches their gazes and quickly tucks his hands into his pockets. I feel relieved when his hands are no longer on me. My skin feels like it’s trying to peel off to escape his touch, but I’m stuck between him and the crowded counter.

“Look, a few of us are heading to my parents’ house across town. They won’t be back for another two weeks, and, uh, it seems like Amber will be doing some cleaning up for a while.” Emily is talking more to Sebastian than to me, but I know he will answer for both of us. He always does. 

“Plus, her brother is killing the vibe,” the blonde adds.

Emily looks back and forth between us, as if she doesn’t know which of us will respond first. I shake my head in disbelief; she wants me to leave them alone so badly that she’s willing to leave Amber behind with a mess on her hands just to have time alone with Sebastian. I get the hint. I decide to give her exactly what she wants and leave the three of them behind, pushing past all the drunks asking for more alcohol than they need. I swipe the rest of Amber’s gin off the counter and head into the massive house to find her. The music has been turned back up, thumping loudly from the living room. Someone keeps increasing the volume to drown out the shouting as Roger wrangles people out of the house.

My steps start to falter from the alcohol, but I’m not nearly drunk enough to keep dealing with Emily and her friend. My face begins to heat, too, and walking down the hallway to find the stairs feels like it’s taking longer than usual. I touch my face to feel the warmth and smile. It’s been a long time since I’ve drank, and I have no regrets right now. Glancing back at the kitchen, I see Emily pressing closer to Sebastian to talk to him. I try to slow down to see his reaction to her, but I trip instead, landing on my ass with my arms propping me up. The whole house is so loud, I feel as if the sounds are deafening. I scoot across the floor, propping up against a wall, searching for something to hold onto.

Emily stands on her toes, making herself taller as her hand reaches to pull Sebastian’s face closer to hers. Their lips touch as her friend grabs onto Emily’s shirt sleeve and tugs a few times, pointing in my direction. The three of them glance down the hallway at me, but regret is only written on the face of the girl I don’t know. I hold her gaze the longest, wondering how she could be the only one with sense in the trio. Emily’s expression is smug, as if she is the winner of a competition I didn’t sign up for. Sebastian just stands there, expressionless. 

I realize they both came back at the same time earlier. Emily’s hair was a mess because of him. He used to mess up my hair when we made out in his car, before he made my life absolute hell, and the worst side of him took over. I scramble to my feet as quickly as I can and head toward the foyer. The blonde girl calls after me, but I don’t turn around to face her. I knew something was going to happen tonight. I’ve mentally prepared, but witnessing it myself has cut me deeply. I don’t want to put on a show; I don’t want to cause a scene. I just want to leave. 

Yes, my plan was to leave Sebastian once we were alone, but I didn’t think he would stoop to such a low level. I didn’t expect him to be willing to go back to Emily after everything they did to each other. But you know what? Who am I to get in the way of them? Honestly, they deserve each other. 
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Kellan

I down my whiskey in a few gulps, letting the drink warm my insides, and take a deep breath before setting the glass down on a random table. Before I can take another step, a Richie Rich pretty boy steps into my path.

“You,” he says with a growl. I’m a little impressed by his tone. Most of the time, these uppity guys don’t look twice in my direction, but here he is wanting to stand toe to toe. “I don’t know you,” he declares. 

I look him up and down, then gesture to myself. “Of course, you wouldn’t know me,” I smirk as I shoot back at him. All these guys are the same, thinking they’re famous or some shit because of who their mommies and daddies are, but I couldn’t care less. I’ll knock him on his ass just like any other regular Joe. Besides free drinks and ruffling a few feathers, I don’t want to get into trouble tonight, but if a fight breaks out, I’ll gladly take the chance.

He grabs the front of my jacket, ready to make a move I’ve seen too many times. Several people around us turn to see the commotion, but I stand still, smiling. Let this little fucker take a swing at me, please. I silently pray, hoping he will give me a reason to release some stress on his pretty boy face. I’ve been wound up tight lately; I need the release. He notices the circle of people moving in on us, ready to announce when the fight will break out. The tension is running high, but I still stand there, grinning ear to ear. It’s a trick I learned from my brother; you stand there smiling, and it pisses them off more. They fight sloppily when they are mad, and to make it even funnier, they can’t fight their way out of a wet paper bag to start with.

The guy shoves my shoulder, trying to push me back, but I don’t move. I plant my feet the moment he touches me. Yeah, I’m a little stronger than that, boy. My grin widens as he looks me over. I might not be the tallest or the biggest in the room, but I make my presence known. I handle motorcycles every day; he’s going to need to put some real effort into taking me down. 

“Outside,” he says as he points at the rickety door behind him.

“Sir, yes, sir,” I mock him, hoping to rile him up more, but he doesn’t take the bait. I make my way to the door, disappointed that I could only have one drink before being thrown out with not even a punch tossed in my direction. Tracy is still sitting on the porch; the guys from earlier are still frothing at the mouth over her giving them attention. At least one of us is having a good time tonight. Buckling my helmet on, a sense of loneliness fills my chest. Sure, I’ve been alone most of my life, but bringing in the new year solo feels heavy. Fuck’s sake, I’m starting to mope. I’m only 33 years old, but I feel at least a decade older, especially when I show up to a party and it’s a bunch of college-aged kids trying to have a good time. I didn’t think tonight would be the night I’d find Miss Perfect, but I was at least hoping for someone to spend some time with.

It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone, and I half expected to bring in the new year with someone tonight, but this crowd isn’t who I thought would be here. Tracy starts to walk down the steps of the house, but I wave her off. If pretty boy puts his hands on her, she won't hesitate to throw him around. As bad as I’d love to watch that shit, I think I’ve outworn my welcome. Besides, she’s got the guys on the porch entranced, and who am I to stand in her way? I should go anyway; there’s a bar across town calling my name.
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Ava

Amber and her brother round the corner, herding people towards the door. I down the rest of the drink and toss the cup over my shoulder before I meld myself into the crowd of people escaping them. The group of people will give me enough coverage to slip out, then I’ll Uber to my apartment. 

A loud rumble startles me, causing me to jump and cover my ears. My eyes immediately fix on the motorcycle parked a few feet away from the bottom of the stairs, idling loudly. A slim, muscular man pulls straps together under his chin as he gets onto the seat. His legs move, tightening the jeans in a way that nearly makes my eyes pop out of my head. I openly gawk at his impressive build. Even as he sits on the bike, I can tell he’s tall. He revs the engine again as he balances the bike beneath him, motioning for someone to stay where they are.

The crowd on the porch has started to part, unsure of which direction the man is about to take. I take a few steps forward, taking in the view; his face is completely hidden behind his full-face helmet, but I still feel a strong pull to him. He’s wearing a black hoodie, dark denim jeans, and black leather boots. When he places his hands on the bars in front of him, I can see tattoos peeking out of the sleeves around his wrists. Oh my God. I don’t know who he is, but his physique alone makes my knees weak.

My insides suddenly squeeze as I watch him, when a loud thud sounds behind me, followed by several people yelling my name at once. Turning, I see Sebastian, Amber, Emily, and her friend all rush towards me. I quickly retreat down the stairs; I’ve seen enough of them for the night, and the party will only be awkward if I stay here with them. It will also be embarrassing if they leave together, though, and I’m left behind. I’m the odd man out here.

I can explain all of this to Amber tomorrow, but I have to get out of here before they all make a bigger scene. The last thing any of us needs is for our parents to find out about Sebastian and me from this crowd. The act will send them all into orbit. Emily takes a step down, coming right for me. I look back at the guy on the motorcycle, feeling his eyes on me as I back away from Emily. Yeah, I’ve got to get out of here.

I quickly jog to the motorcycle, watching as he pushes up a visor on the helmet. Immediately, I stare into the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. The rest of his face is hidden, but I can tell he is smiling. His cheeks are pushing up past the padding on the inside of his helmet, and I thank the stars he’s welcoming as I throw my leg over the seat behind him. Everyone stops running towards me, staring in shock at what I’ve done. The stranger revs the bike loudly, warning them not to come any closer, before he grabs one of my bare knees and steers my foot to a pedal off to the side. I do the same with my other foot a second before he jerks us forward. Grass flies behind us as he steers us towards the driveway.

“Oh shit. John!” A woman screams at the top of their lungs, but the sound of the motorcycle cuts off her voice.

My heart is pounding in my chest. I’ve never done anything like this before, and I’m with a complete stranger. As we make it onto the smooth driveway, I look around nervously. Am I supposed to hold onto his jacket the whole time? I settle for his broad shoulders, but he grabs one of my wrists and places it a little too low in front of him; I yank my arm back in alarm. Panic floods me as I begin to wonder if we are going fast enough for me to be seriously injured if I were to jump off. 

He holds his hand up as if surrendering, but when we reach the end of the quarter-mile driveway and bounce down onto the street, I’m thrown around on the small seat, nearly falling off completely. My heart beats faster; I’m terrified but excited. He pats one of my knees again, then one of his shoulders. I glance at my hands on his back and see my fists have grabbed onto his jacket so hard the fabric is riding up, revealing tattooed skin lower than I could imagine.

He reaches around his waist with one hand, and I take it. He places my hand on his stomach and gives a thumbs-up, followed by the O.K. signal over his shoulder. I lace my other arm around and lock my hands together. I don’t want to have to touch him more than this, but his warmth is welcoming. As we race forward, my skirt blows up around my midsection, sending me squealing from the cold air attacking me. I let him go to tuck the bottom hem under each of my thighs, hoping he didn’t see the show that I just put on for anyone who may be standing on the side of the street.

The cold January wind bites at my face and hands, but I have nowhere to escape the chill. I tuck my head behind his and stare down his spine, but now I can’t see where we're headed, and I’m still uneasy about who this person might be. My legs start to shake as we slow down and pull into a neighborhood. I don’t recognize any of the houses, but I’m relieved the wind is no longer biting at me.

We make another turn and pull up to an empty driveway, but he doesn’t stop the engine. He throws his leg over, gesturing with both hands for me to stay, and walks into the garage of the house to our right. The street is empty and dimly lit, with only the motorcycle's idle sound filling the night. I sit perfectly still as it rumbles beneath me. The heat from the engine radiates close to my legs. I’m afraid it will burn me if I move even an inch, but the warmth is welcoming.

I sit in the dark for a few minutes before he returns, holding a helmet in one hand and what looks like a leather jacket in the other. His visor is still closed, completely hiding his face from me. I lean to look behind him, wondering if this is his house or if he just stole these things. I mentally slap myself for suspecting the worst about someone’s generosity; he’s obviously just trying to make sure I’m safe and as warm as I can be without pants. No one expects a crazy person to jump on their motorcycle in the middle of the night, and he must have known these things would be here. 

He flips his visor up and holds the helmet out to me, but before I can grab it, he shoves it onto my head. It’s a snug fit, but padded and comfortable. I look up to meet his gaze, but his determined look keeps me quiet. I sit patiently as he loops a strap from one side of my face, under my chin, to the other. I stare into those beautiful blue eyes and can't help but wonder if he has looked at mine this closely. Why did he let me come with him?

Once satisfied with the helmet, he steps away and hands the jacket to me. I push my arms through, but the sleeves are too long. He steps up beside me, folds the sleeves nearly in half so my hands are visible, then grabs the bottom and starts the zipper. He stops so I can finish it myself, but I silently wish he wouldn’t. Something about those big hands taking care of me stirs feelings I’ve never known before. I could watch him all night; the way he moves is mesmerizing. His long fingers are thick and calloused, with faded, scarred tattoos on his knuckles. My skin tingles, but I’m not sure if it's from the cold or from thinking about all the ways he could use those hands on me.

Shaking out of my thoughts, I pull the leather strap to the center of my chest and wait for my next silent instructions. He’s staring at my foot, which suddenly feels warm under his scrutiny. He inhales deeply through his nose and blows it out quickly, obviously frustrated. I look down at my frozen foot, the rhinestones on my shoes reflect the dim lights, shining like a beacon in the night. Oh. I suddenly feel naked. I have no suitable pants or shoes for this ride to carry on any longer. 

These are the heels I bought last year for my birthday after Sebastian conveniently forgot to get me a gift. I’ve nicknamed them the ‘fuck me’ heels. And now that this man is staring at them with dark eyes, I don’t regret wearing them at all anymore. I wiggle my polished toes to see how numb they are to the cold. I’m pleasantly surprised they can still move at all. He shakes his head and throws his leg over the seat in front of me. 

As the motorcycle’s weight is shifted, I wobble and sway, forgetting that I should be holding on to him, or at least shifting my weight to help balance myself. He doesn’t seem to mind my lack of experience as he straightens the bike in the lane, then walks us to a stop sign. 

“Have you ever ridden before?” He yells over his shoulder, his voice deep and gravely. I shake my head, then remember he can’t see me that well. 

“No,” I yell over the motorcycle’s loud idle. 

“Alright, you need to bring your hands and arms closer up here,” he pats the metal lump in front of him. “When we slow down, you can sit back a little. Follow my movements when we’re in turns.”

“What do you mean?” I ask him.

“When I lean, you lean too. You don’t have to lean as much as I do, but you can't sit straight in the turns.” He waits for me to respond. I nod and put my hands where he showed me, hoping I’m able to do this.

We leave the same way we came into the neighborhood, and once on the main road, he guns us forward. If anyone back there was asleep, they aren’t now; I wouldn’t be surprised if a few car alarms went off in the distance from the noise coming from the machine I sit on.
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Kellen

John is going to kill me when he finds out I took his leather jacket, but I couldn’t let the girl freeze to death on the back of my bike. I could kick myself for not being more prepared and bringing an extra helmet, but by the grace of God, John’s kid left this one behind when he moved out. It was pretty funny seeing the damned thing fit so perfectly on her head. I’m almost certain it's a youth size, but I’ll take whatever works. I just wish there were some boots or something in that storage bin, too. The shoes this girl has on now look like they cost more than the helmet I’m wearing, which wasn’t cheap by any means. 

What the hell am I going to do with this chick? I can’t take her to the shop, it’s not exactly dirty, but I haven’t cleaned all week. There's no way I’m taking her back to my mom’s apartment either, and she’ll freeze to death before we get to my place. I take that back; I’ve changed the sheets and shit at the shop because I left a human-sized oil stain on them two days ago. I hate sleeping in filth, but somehow I always find an oil stain on my sheets. I bet nothing would make this chick more hot and ready than rolling in motor oil.

I stifle a laugh at my sarcasm. The only thing she’s hot and ready for is getting away from the people who were about to jump her ass. One of her hands squeezes into a ball on the front of my jacket as I pick up our speed. I know she’s cold, but the way she’s inching closer to my lap makes my dick twitch in my jeans. I tell myself not to get too worked up over the broad, but damn, her legs are as bare as they can get; it’s hard not to think of a woman naked when she’s pressed against me with hardly any clothes on in the first place.

I should be slapping the shit out of myself for thinking about her that way, but at least I’m not the guy she was running from. I slow us down as we come up to a traffic light, and I feel her grip soften. 

Don’t let go, baby. Not yet.

I sit up, planting my feet on the pavement and let my arms rest against her legs. We might only be here for a minute, but if I can give her any warmth, I will. If I can feel the cold on my legs, I can only imagine what she’s feeling. I hold up my hand, signaling to ask if she’s okay, but she doesn’t move. Lights explode overhead, filling the sky with flashes and bangs as the firework show begins. I feel like we’ve sat here long enough without the light changing, probably not recognizing us as a vehicle. I look around, making sure no one is nearby, and run the light. 

I need to get her out of the cold.
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Ava

We pull into a diner on the outskirts of town and come to a stop near the front door. When he turns off the motorcycle, silence blankets us. My ears ring for a moment as the rumble dies down. As he kicks the stand from the bottom of the frame and leans us over, I feel like I will fall off. My leg goes out instinctively to keep myself upright. I swear I hear him laugh under his helmet.

He stands and stretches his arms above his head, letting his shirt and jacket ride just above his jeans for barely an inch before he sighs and begins working on the strap under his chin. When he pulls the helmet over his head and places it in front of me on the seat, I almost gasp at the sight of him. 

He’s gorgeous.

His hair is short, a dark shade of brown or black; his lips are full but flaunting an old scar on his bottom lip that extends down to his chin, covered in a light stubble. But his eyes are what keep drawing me in. I’ve never appreciated a shade of blue as much as the one shining from his eyes right now, and even though this man is a complete stranger, my mind starts racing as I think of all the things I’d let him do to me. I’d have a story to tell and a dreamy man as my highlight. The best part is, it would all be true. Everyone already saw us leave together. 

A surge of confidence rushes through me; he was at the party, so someone must know him or have seen him. Amber has cameras, so they could figure out who he is if anything happens to me, but I doubt he’s dangerous. He would have already hurt me if that were the case, right? I swing my leg over the seat and stand in front of him, sizing him up. He remains still in front of me, not moving a muscle. Instead of loosening the buckle on his helmet, he stares back into my eyes.

I reach up to touch the buckle of the helmet, knowing it’s not as complicated as I think it is, but not wanting to look like a fool in front of him. The metal is cold under my fingertips as I trace what feels like a capital D, the strap scratchy on the skin of my neck as it’s pulled tightly underneath. He reaches up and swats my hand away but doesn’t immediately start working me out of the borrowed gear. Instead, he smiles and grabs the lower part of the helmet, slightly shaking it back and forth, which causes me to wiggle around unsteadily on my feet. I thought I’d sobered up enough during the getaway, but apparently not, since I’m still wobbly.

“Let’s get something to eat and figure out our next move,” he says, heading towards the sidewalk. 

I start scratching at the strap, finally finding the end of it and pressing it through the metal piece, forcing it to loosen and eventually come completely apart under my chin. I pull it over my head and run my fingers through my hair as he opens the door. He takes the helmet as I walk by. The metal rings jingle behind me before suddenly stopping. I turn around to see him sliding into a booth and walk towards him, taking the seat across from the gorgeous stranger.

We sit silently at the booth, pretending we're not sizing each other up. The fluorescent lights reflect off his dark brown hair as he tilts his head down to pull his phone from his front pocket. He looks up at me and grins when I quickly look away. It’s embarrassing to be caught ogling someone. But I’m fighting myself to resist climbing across the table and kissing those perfect lips until they fall from his face.

He notices my sudden shyness and ruffles his hair before running his hand through it to fix it. I’m unsure if he's reading me like an open book or just fidgeting. I notice the tattoo wrapping around his wrist again, but I still can't tell what it is. The idea of being with a bad boy has suddenly turned me on. I become more flustered the longer I look at him, losing the confidence I had just minutes ago. He exchanges smiles with the approaching waitress and orders coffee and water for both of us. A pang of jealousy hits my chest as he smiles at her, showing off his perfectly straight teeth and wide-set mouth. 

Don’t look at him. I want to scream in her face until she retreats and gouges her own eyes out. I am surprised at my near outburst of violence. I thought leaving Sebastian behind with everyone would feel freeing, but this anger I have lingering inside me is threatening to swallow me whole. Blue eyes stare at me from across the table, studying me as I fight a silent battle. Heat begins to pool low inside my abdomen as I stare at his mouth. I realize how desperate I am to know how it feels. His voice breaks my thoughts like a rubber band popping my skin. I painstakingly push the thoughts away and tune into the rest of his sentence. 

“-But yeah, the coffee here isn’t the best. What about you?” He waits patiently for my response.

“Yes, I drink coffee,” is all I can manage. What was he babbling on about?

“So, they were yelling at you back there. What’s all that about?” He asks as he takes a napkin and cleans the table off. The waitress comes back, setting two cups of coffee and a glass of water between us, giving me time to consider telling him about the night’s events. After riding on the back of his motorcycle, wearing someone else’s clothes, and sitting in a shady diner on the outskirts of town, my dating issues aren’t what I’d like to focus on, but I guess I need to explain myself.

I watch as his long fingers grasp the handle of a mug. He pulls it toward him and stirs in a packet of sugar and a creamer. What else could those fingers do? As he lifts the cup to his lips, he uses it to hide a smile. My face flushes; of course, he saw me looking at him. I’m sure it’s hard to miss. I pick up the laminated menu to hide behind it, afraid that if I look up at him again, my body will throw itself into his lap without a second thought. 

“My boyfriend was kissing some other girl,” I grumble. He snorts at my short explanation. 

“And the girl stepping up to throw the first punch was that the one he was loving on?” His eyes stare at me over his mug, gauging my reaction to his question.

“It was, but she isn't the physical type. None of them are. She was probably going to scream at me to make the whole thing more embarrassing than it was.” I stop explaining Emily to him, unsure of how much of the situation I should share. “Who do you know there?” 

“Nobody, really. Some guys wanted their shit worked on, and they were talking about it when they were in the shop.” His large shoulders rise and fall as he shrugs. “Figured I would go just to be a bother.”

“Why?” I ask him, confused by what he means.

“I don’t know. I didn’t have anything else going on, and that side of town always gets annoyed when people like me show up. Just so happened I had two more people come with me, so they were three times as annoyed.” he explains, but I still don’t understand. This is a grown man wanting to bother strangers?

“What do you mean by ‘people like you’? I press him. He doesn’t answer, just stares at me with those icy blue eyes until I feel a shiver run down my spine. 

“Why were you running from the girl if she wasn’t going to lay hands on you?” He asks.

“I told you, I didn’t want to be yelled at in front of a million people.” Are we speaking different languages? 

“So what? Get yelled at in front of some people and yell back," he says, as if it’s that easy. I roll my eyes, the action making his jaw feather. Oh, that’s hot. I should annoy him again. Wait, no, he’s my ride home. “I hardly think that’s the whole story. Most women I know would claw out anyone’s eyes for even looking in their man’s direction. You just let her have him, just like that?” 

I bite my tongue to keep from screaming at him. “It’s not like he was a prize to be won,” I whisper. My eyes begin to burn as his words cut into me. I didn’t think he would understand; he is just a stranger after all, but I also didn’t think he would be the judgmental type. Maybe I made a mistake, and I should Uber home like I had intended.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Eimira WYLDE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





