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I SUPPRESSED MY SIGH as I studied my best friend’s transformation into her own personal version of a Barbie doll.  Her dirty blonde hair was now platinum blonde.  She was wearing makeup and her cute clothes were more stylish than anything I had ever seen her wear before. 

The two of us lived in loose t-shirts and comfortable jeans, so her form-fitting tee and skinny jeans altered her appearance enough for people to notice.  It wasn’t blatantly obvious that she was trying to improve her sex appeal, but it was clear to me.  The shirt that clung to her was a dark gray, but that subdued color was somehow enticing to the eye.

I had to admit that she looked good, but I didn’t like the reason for the change in her appearance.  The look in her eyes alerted me to his presence before he entered my view.  I resisted the urge to turn around and look until Skylar shocked me by calling out to him.

“Hi, Cade,” she said in a breathy, girly tone.

I think the near breathlessness was caused by being nervous about speaking to him.  She still managed to smile brightly at him.  Despite my resolve to ignore him, I had to see his reaction to her.  When I turned, he was standing there looking at her face.  I had to give him credit for that, because his buddy was only interested in looking at her body.  Cade, it appeared, made the effort to read people when he met them.  It was something we had in common, but that didn’t make me trust him.  It just made him more of a threat than the usual narcissistic asshole.

“Hi,” he responded with the beginning of a smile.

“I’m Skylar,” she told him, “and, um, this is my friend, Lexie.”

“Nice to meet you, Skylar,” he replied before his gaze shifted to me.

I hated that she had used me to take some of the pressure off herself.  It was only polite that she included me since I was standing right beside her, but I couldn’t muster the pleasantness the situation required.  Being formally introduced was ridiculous anyway since we had shared some classes with him last year.  I’d had to listen to her talk about everything she noticed about him in the two classes she had with him.  I hadn’t mentioned the fact that he was also in one of my classes, because I didn’t want to be questioned daily about what he might have done or said during that hour of the day.

She was completely obsessed with him and had been even before I met her last year when I was new at this school.  She claimed to have been in love with him since he first arrived in the middle of freshman year after being kicked out of the prestigious prep school he had been attending.  His father wanted to punish him by sending him to public school, but he had become the big man on campus with his looks and his wealth.  He also apparently excelled in basketball and had led our team to victory ever since he had come onto the scene.  His father was thrilled with how well his son had done in this new environment.  He blamed his past mistakes on being part of the wrong crowd in his former school.

How I knew so much about his father’s opinion was something I avoided thinking about.  My only saving grace was that Cade either didn’t know much about his father’s girlfriend or didn’t care.  He hadn’t shown anymore interest in me than I had in him, and I wanted to keep it that way.  I hoped that my expression was neutral when I met his gaze.

“Hi,” I said to get it over with and glanced across the hall at the girls watching Cade.

“It’s nice to meet you, Lexie,” he told me.

“Yeah,” I replied while my gaze followed a couple walking past us, “you too.”  I wished that I could walk away too, but loyalty to Skylar held me there.  She would be upset if I left her alone, although she constantly fantasized about being alone with Cade.

For some reason, he persisted in speaking to me.  “You were in my Family and Consumer Sciences class last year.”

“She was?” Skylar asked in surprise.

Damn, busted.  I looked at her and saw her glancing from me to Cade.  Ignoring him, I spoke to her.  “It was just a stupid elective.”

“What’d you get in it?” Cade questioned me.

Habit compelled me to look at the person I was talking to, so I looked at him.  He was observing me, and I knew that he was trying to read me.  “I passed it,” I answered him and shrugged casually, conveying that it wasn’t important.

“I got an A,” he told me, still watching me closely.

I refrained from rolling my eyes at his bragging about his grade in such an easy class.  “That’s good,” I replied and looked away from him again.

“So, Cade, how was your summer?” Skylar worked up the courage to ask him.

“It was alright,” he said.  “My mom made me go to Italy with her, but I got out of going on vacation with my dad.”

That was how spoiled he was, that he would actually complain about getting to go to Italy.  I also knew that the vacation he “got out” of going on had been to Hawaii.  The ingrate gave no thought to how fortunate he was to have everything that he had in life.  Some people could only dream of the extravagant vacations he didn’t even appreciate. 

My dislike of him was growing more acute with every minute I spent in his presence.  I was never so glad to hear the warning bell ring, and I perked up at the sound.  Now I could actually smile when I knew that I was about to be rid him.  “Okay,” I said in satisfaction and moved a couple of steps away as I waited for Skylar.

She hesitated to leave the spot where she had gotten Cade’s attention.  “So, uh, maybe see you in class.”

“And lunch,” he added.  “You didn’t get to tell me about your summer yet.  We’ll talk then.”

I had been watching Skylar’s flustered attempt to establish a tenuous connection to him, but my gaze flew to Cade at his promise of speaking with her at lunch.  He was watching me again, and his challenging expression almost made it seem like he had done it to cross me.  I scowled at him before I realized that my thinking was almost as self-important as his.  It was ridiculous to think that this had anything to do with me.  Skylar had obviously succeeded in attracting him into wanting to get to know her better.

“Oh,” she breathed, “yeah.”

“See you, Sky,” he said in parting.

I smirked, because I knew that she hated when people shortened her name.

“See you, Lexie,” he continued, drawing my attention back to him.  He was smirking too, and it wiped the smile from my face.

He then turned and sauntered away with his buddy, whose existence I had forgotten about until now.  I had to endure Skylar’s excitement over her encounter with Cade for the duration of our walk to our first class, which we had together.  Once we were inside the classroom, she was too nervous about someone overhearing her to continue talking about it.

I was only half-listening anyway, because I was trying to figure out a way to discourage her from starting anything with him.  It had been only a harmless crush before, but now I was worried that she’d get her heart broken just like I had.  She didn’t know about that, and I was considering if telling her would make any difference.  She would probably just argue that Cade and Lucas were two different guys, but I knew that they were exactly the same type of guys.   

My opinion of Cade didn’t change during lunch.  Skylar didn’t appear to have calmed down at all since this morning, and she seemed to be even more nervous as we walked toward the cafeteria.  She breathlessly told me that she had one class with him so far before anxiously asking me what she should say to him about her summer.

“Tell him about it,” I advised her unhelpfully.  

“But all I did was laze around and go to the pool,” she fretted.

I gritted my teeth in irritation.  We had been waiting the entire past school year for the lazy days of summer.  “And get a makeover,” I remarked instead of commenting on what she had said.

“Yeah,” she agreed hesitantly.  “I wanted to do something different this year.  I knew you wouldn’t...I mean, did you want to get one too?”

“No,” I stated.  “You shouldn’t have to change yourself for a guy to get him to like you.”

She regarded me with a hurt expression.  “There’s nothing wrong with trying to look better.  It’s not just for a guy.  It makes you feel good when you look good.”

I could have taken her words as an insult implying that I didn’t look good, but I remembered going down this same road before, and I recalled how nice it was to feel pretty.  I didn’t want to spoil that feeling for her, so I told her that I liked her new look.  She smiled at me, and I didn’t get a chance to say anything else before we entered the cafeteria.

Cade approached her almost immediately, and he had somehow already gotten his food.  “Come sit with me after you get your food,” he invited her.

Skylar was a good enough friend to be torn, and I pounced on that.  “You’re not sitting with me?” I whined.  I wasn’t above appearing pathetic, and I was hoping that having an annoying best friend would make her less attractive to him.

“Did you want to sit with us?” she asked him, her loyalty to me winning out over her desire to sit at his table.

“Bring her too,” he told her.

“Okay,” she agreed shyly, reverting to her pre-makeover self-consciousness. 

When her gaze dropped to the ground, he shot me a triumphant look.  “I’ll be over there,” he pointed out before I could respond.

Skylar was filled with adoration for him while I was fuming that he had seen right through my ploy to get in his way.  Was I really so easy to read?  Skylar had fallen for my fake whining, so why hadn’t he?  It was because he put on a false demeanor himself, I decided.  He pretended to be nice and charming, but he was a selfish narcissist beneath the fake exterior.  This was all just a game to him, and it was one I had seen played before.

If I had thought that my day couldn’t get any worse than having to sit through lunch with Cade and finding out that I had two classes with him afterwards, but him showing up where I worked proved me wrong.  It wasn’t the first time he’d been there, but it was the first time he’d paid more than cursory attention to me.

“Your order will be right up,” I told him when he pulled up to my drive thru window.

“What was with the death glare today?” he asked me without preamble.

I again spoke to him in my polite customer service voice.  “It’ll be just another minute on your fries.”

“Do you have a problem with me?” he demanded.

“No sir,” I replied, “there is no problem.” 

I felt his cold scrutiny as I turned away to pour his drink and snap the lid on the cup.  Neither one of us said anything as I handed him his drink and straw.  When I gave him the bag containing his food, I told him to have a nice day.

“It’s almost night,” he told me.

“Have a nice night then,” I said.

“Why don’t you help me with that?” he enquired.

“Excuse me?” I questioned in confusion at his odd query.

“Help me have a good night,” he stated.

I was starting to understand what he was implying, but it was said in such a neutral tone without any hint of flirting or suggestiveness that it continued to confuse me.  I just stared at him without knowing how to respond.

“You’re mad I picked her,” he said.  “You wanted it to be you, but you don’t have to be jealous.  You can be with me too.  She doesn’t have to know.”

That outrageous statement was spoken with some kindness in his voice, like he was doing me a favor.  “Never, ever,” I began to sputter, “would I want you.  You’re scum!  You—“

“Lexie!” my coworker exclaimed as she rushed over.  “I’m so sorry,” she apologized to Cade.  “If there is a problem with your order—“

“No,” Cade interrupted her cheerily.  “There’s no problem.  You ladies have a nice night.”

Her plastered on smile slid off her face as he drove away, but she didn’t have a chance to question me since another customer pulled up to the window.  After the evening rush, I explained to her that it was a guy from school and that we joked around like that all the time.

“Well you can’t do that here,” she admonished me.  “If Jim heard you, you’d be fired on the spot.”    

The day from hell wasn’t over yet, because my mom had an announcement when I got home from work.

“Robert asked me to marry him,” she beamed at me.

I simply stared at her in shock.

“Of course I said yes,” she continued happily.  “He’s invited us over for dinner tomorrow.  You and Cade should start getting to know each other.  I know you said you already know him from school, but you should spend more time together since he’s going to be your brother.”

Oh hell no!  This could not be my life. 
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CADE’S DARK EYES HAD a reflective sheen that gave them a deceptive brightness and warmth.  They appeared to draw the light.  Like a black hole, I reminded myself.

Those eyes seemed to regard us pleasantly as his father announced our presence to him.  He was the picture of politeness while greeting us, but I was on my best behavior too.  I had never been to his house, although I’d been out to eat with his dad and my mom.  They had chosen a neutral place for me to meet Mom’s boyfriend, so we had met up with him at a restaurant.  Mom told me that they had done the same thing when she met Cade.  She had a good impression of him, so I hadn’t told her my opinion of Cade Stover.  Robert had made a much better impression on me than his son had.  

Their house was what I had expected it would be like, and it intimidated me more than any person.  The freaking foyer seemed to be as big as our entire apartment.  I couldn’t possibly live in a house like this.  Simply standing in the entrance made me feel insignificant and overwhelmed.  I couldn’t imagine ever feeling at home here.  The only house I had ever lived in was my grandma’s small home where I’d slept in my dad’s childhood bedroom.

Cade and his father lived in a big mansion with a massive chandelier hanging in the forefront a curved double staircase.  They had all this space, but there was no cozy, homey feel here in this elegant setting.  It was aesthetically pleasing but devoid of any semblance of family life.  Everything looked perfect and untouched.  There were no shoes in view by the entrance like there were in our apartment.  The floor was spotlessly clean and looked like it could have been brand new and never walked upon.  I hated to step on it and possibly mar its polished perfection.

I had expected a stuffy, ornate dining room, but it was sleek and modern with a black table and chairs.  The walls were white with black molding near the ceiling, which was also white.  The stark white added brightness to the room, and the black furniture was a sharp contrast.  The long table could seat more people than were present, but it wasn’t massive.  I didn’t feel quite so overwhelmed in this room, and I would have been able to relax a bit if Robert hadn’t seated me beside Cade.  

There were two of us on each side of the table, with Robert choosing to sit beside my mom rather than at the head of the table.  At least I could look only at them across the table if I didn’t turn my head to see Cade.

After Mom’s bombshell last night, I had somehow managed to get myself under control and call Skylar.  I told her what Cade had said to me.  I hated to upset her, but she needed to know what kind of guy he was.  Her initial exclamations of shock faded into a more subdued response, which was probably due to her crushing disappointment in the guy she had liked so much.

I was proud of her the next day when I learned that she had confronted him.  Then she told me how he had praised me for passing his test and being a friend she could trust.

“Are you really buying this bullshit?” I questioned her in dismay.

“He told me about you first,” she explained.  “I walked up to him to confront him, but he started telling me what he did before I said anything.  He told me how he tested our friendship, because he was suspicious of you because you didn’t seem happy about him talking to me.  He said he’s had his girlfriends’ friends trying to get him to cheat with them before, and he doesn’t ever want to deal with that drama again.”

“That’s bullshit,” I insisted.  “He’s a cheater.  You can’t trust him.”

“That’s the opposite of what he said about you,” she told me warmly.  “He said that I can trust you, and that you’re a real friend.”

I could see that she believed his story, probably because she wanted to believe it.  He was a manipulative bastard, but he hadn’t had to put much effort into lying to her since she preferred his lies to the truth.  She didn’t want to know that he wasn’t the guy she thought he was.  Her fantasy was finally becoming real.  It hadn’t escaped my notice that the wording of his explanation implied that she was his girlfriend.

I would have to tell her about Lucas, but I couldn’t do it at school.  I also hadn’t yet told her about Cade being my future stepbrother.  I hadn’t mentioned anything about my mom dating his dad, because I hadn’t thought that it was important.  She’d had a boyfriend before him, and they had broken up.  I had assumed that this relationship would end the same way.

I hadn’t expected it to have any effect on my life, but now I was stuck with Robert’s asshole son until I could move out on my own.  Mom had informed me that we would be moving into Robert’s house after the wedding.  It was everything she had been deprived of with my dad, and I couldn’t ruin the happiness she deserved by complaining about the situation.

I would have been completely thrilled for her if Robert was the only one in the picture.  I liked him, and he seemed to be a wonderful boyfriend to my mom.  The only problem was his son, but since seeing the size of his house I was hopeful about being able to avoid Cade most of the time.  I had no idea how he felt about this situation.  He hadn’t mentioned it to me today at school, but his dad must have told him about proposing to my mom.  

I had refused to sit at Cade’s table during lunch.  He had come over to my table while Skylar was pleading with me, and he had apologized to me for giving me the wrong impression.  He had complimented me on being a true friend to Skylar and told me that he respected me.  I had seethed the entire time he was spouting his bullshit.

“Leave me alone,” I had demanded.

“But,” Skylar began.

“It’s okay,” he assured her.  “She has a right to be pissed.  She needs time to get over it.  Let’s give her some space.”

The other people at our table watched the drama between the three of us, but I ignored them while I scowled at Cade.  He soothed Skylar’s anxious protests about leaving me, and she ended up going to sit with him.

“What happened?” one of the girls at my table asked me.

“Nothing,” I muttered as I stared down at my food.

My terse answer put an end to the questioning, but I stayed in a foul mood the rest of the day.  Skylar called me after school, and I brushed her off with the excuse that I had to get some homework done before I went out to dinner with my mom and her boyfriend.  “He proposed to her,” I confided.

Skylar exclaimed in delight.  “That’s wonderful, Lexie.  I’m so happy for her!”

“I am too,” I told her.  “He’s a great guy.”  That part was true, but I wasn’t ready to reveal the rest of it.  “I’m sorry I can’t talk more, but I really have to get started on this homework.”

She didn’t question why I already had so much homework during the first week of school.  “I understand, but, um, are we okay?”

“Of course we’re okay,” I replied.  “I’m not mad at you.”

“Oh,” she responded.  “Okay.  Tell your mom I said congratulations.”

“Okay,” I agreed and got off the phone.

I didn’t actually have that much homework, but I decided that I better get it done.  It was also a distraction from my dread about going to Cade’s house.  I had no appetite for dinner, but there was no getting out of it.  I had to deal with this for my mom’s sake.  I grudgingly realized that I would have to tolerate Cade for the foreseeable future.

So I went to his house with the intention of setting aside everything else and focusing on being happy for my mom.  I could be pleasant and polite.  I was sure that Cade would be too in the presence of our parents. 

I was right about that, and I barely paid him any notice during the meal.  They had a cook, and the food was delicious.  I was hungry due to being too upset to eat lunch, so I ate everything that was served to me for dinner.  Robert discussed his and Mom’s wedding plans with us, and Cade and I both responded when the conversation required it.

We were having dessert when Robert offered to have my room decorated any way I wanted it.  I put down my fork, having lost all desire to eat the cheesecake I had been craving a moment ago.  Wedding plans were about them, but my room was exclusively about me.  It brought back all my anxiety about moving into this house.

“I don’t want to change anything,” I declared.

“You haven’t even seen it yet,” Robert protested.

“I’ll show it to her,” Cade volunteered.

It was the first thing he’d said this evening that wasn’t a reply to a question.  Neither he nor I had initiated any part of the conversation.  I looked at him, but his neutral expression didn’t reveal anything to me.

“That’s a good idea,” Robert agreed.

I silently disagreed with him, but I went upstairs with Cade.  He said nothing until he led me into a bedroom and shut the door.  “This is it.” 

This bedroom was bigger than the living room in my grandma’s house, and it had a lovely view of the expansive backyard lawn.  Two walls in here were lavender, and the other two were white.  The bedding was a deep purple.  It was a pretty room, and I commented aloud on it.

“Gut it,” Cade ordered.  “His last gold-digger had a nympho daughter.  This was her room.”

I snorted at his audacity.  “Really?  You’re judging someone on being a nympho?  Ever looked in the mirror?”

“I have standards,” he told me.  “She has none.”

“Meaning she rejected you,” I surmised.

“Meaning I wouldn’t touch her with a ten foot pole, let alone with my dick,” he retorted.  “She was fucking more guys than a porn star.”

“Whatever,” I scoffed, although I seriously didn’t want to sleep in her bed after Cade put that image in my mind.

It was probably all bullshit just like everything else that came out of his mouth, and I was annoyed that he had gotten to me with it.  I was now resigned to redecorating the room though, even though I hadn’t wanted to spend any of Robert’s money.

“I want to make a deal,” Cade stated.  “You’ve got to stop this marriage.”

“How do you expect me to do that?” I enquired.

He regarded me with a surprised look.  “You’re not going to ask me why I want you to stop the marriage?”

“I don’t care,” I replied.  “I don’t want you in my family either, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“I think you can if you want to,” he countered.  “I know you think you’ve hit the jackpot, but I promise you I’ll make your life hell if you move in.”

“Then why are you telling me to change this room?” I questioned in bewilderment.

“I want all traces of her erased from here, and my dad needs a valid excuse to do it.  He won’t listen to me.”

“You hate this girl that much?” I questioned.

“I don’t hate her,” he replied.  “I just want this room sanitized.”

His response was unexpected, but maybe he was some kind of germaphobe.  I wasn’t exactly immune to such fears myself, although I knew that just getting new sheets should have been enough.  I didn’t need to get a new bed, but it would make me feel better if I did.

“Okay,” I agreed, pretending it was about letting him get his way.  “I’ll change the room.”

“And stop the marriage,” he added.

“I still don’t know how I’m supposed to do that,” I said.  “They’re not going to listen to me.  Besides, they seem really happy.  Don’t you want your dad to be happy?”

“Another gold-digger is not going to make him any happier than the ones that came before her,” he replied.  “It’ll end in the same mess it always does.  He doesn’t need to go through anymore crap like that.  And it’ll be even worse this time if he actually marries her.”

“My mom is not a gold-digger,” I exclaimed.  “She didn’t date for ten years after my dad.  Robert is only her third boyfriend in her whole life.”

“What, she was faithful to your deadbeat dad?  Looks like she finally wised up, but she’s not using my dad to improve her circumstances.”

I was trying to tamp down on my anger by counseling myself that he obviously didn’t know anything about my dad, but hearing anyone say anything against him made me furious.  “He wasn’t a deadbeat,” I informed him angrily.  “He died before I was born, so shut your stupid mouth about him and my mom.  She’s not a gold-digger either.  You don’t know anything about her.”

He appeared to be considering my words before he spoke.  “I don’t know anything about her, huh?  Well, Lexie, I’ve done the math.  I know she had you when she was your age.  At least your dad couldn’t knock her up again.  It saved the taxpayers some welfare money.”

I was left speechless by his insensitivity.  His cold rumination on how my dad’s death benefitted society was almost inhuman.  I’d never met anyone so heartless in my life.

“You know,” he remarked as I stood there trembling with rage, “you don’t look anything like your mother.  Skylar looks more like she could be her daughter.  I didn’t even know my dad was talking about you, because he called you Alexandra when he told me about his girlfriend’s daughter.  I didn’t care who you were either, to tell you the truth.  It’s not like you or your mother matter.”

I wanted to claw his eyes out, but my anger took on a hard edge instead.  “I guess we do matter,” I taunted, “or you wouldn’t be so desperate to get rid of us.  But you know what?”  My eyes swept over the luxurious bedroom, which I hadn’t even wanted before he infuriated me.  “We’re here to stay.”  

His eyes narrowed at me.  “Don’t fuck with me,” he warned.

“I won’t,” I agreed, “because you don’t matter.”

I turned my back to him and moved to open the door.  I managed to find my own way back to the dining room, where I caught my mom and Robert kissing.  Mom blushed, and Robert awkwardly cleared his throat.

“Do you like the room?” he asked me.  “You can choose another one if you prefer.”

“I love it,” I told him, “but I would like to redecorate it if that’s okay.”

“Of course,” he said, looking relieved by my response.  “I told you that you should.  We’ll hire a decorator, and you can decide what you’d like.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“We want you to be happy here,” he stated.  “Anything you need, just let us know.”  He absently took hold of my mom’s hand as he spoke, but they both had their attention on me. 

I liked how he was referring to my mom and himself when he said we and us.  It showed that he already thought of them as together even without being married yet.  I smiled at them.  “Thanks.”

“Where’s Cade?” Mom asked.

I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess he got bored with talking about decorating.”

Robert looked displeased.  “I’m sorry about that, Alexandra.  He forgets his manners sometimes.”

“It’s okay,” I assured him, although it went way beyond a lack of manners with Cade.

“He’s going to be her brother,” Mom said, “so he doesn’t have to hold to formality.  He should be free to be himself around her.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” Robert joked.  “Nobody should have to be subjected to Cade being himself.”

He didn’t know how right he was about that.  What I had seen of Cade’s true nature was enough to convince me that I didn’t want to see more.  I also knew that despite our parents getting married, Cade would never be my brother.
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LUCAS KLEIN WAS ONE step below Cade in my old school.  He wasn’t the most popular guy at school, but he was the most popular in our grade.  He also played basketball, but he didn’t have Cade’s wealth.  His family’s financial situation was still better than mine, but money was the last thing on my mind when he bestowed his attention on me.  

When he directed his smile at me, I felt like I was basking in the warmth of the sun.  His gaze started a fluttering in my stomach.  I was naïve enough to fall for his sweet words and hormonal enough to be susceptible to his physical beauty.  I was even stupid enough to think that I had found the same kind of love that my mom had with my dad.

It only took him three months to get me to give up my virginity to him.  It was only a week after that when he broke up with me.  As soon as he dumped me, I started hearing the gossip about why he’d gone out with me.  He’d made a bet with one of his buddies that he could take my virginity.  I had gone out with that guy freshman year, but he had been so obvious about only wanting one thing from me that I had gone on only two dates with him.  Apparently, not giving it up to this player had cemented my reputation as a hardcore virgin among those guys, but Lucas had bragged that he could play me.

He’d gone the romantic route, and it had worked.  I had resorted to confiding this story to Skylar after she gave me grief for not telling her that my mom’s fiancé was Cade’s dad.  “I had to hear it from Cade instead of my best friend,” she complained.

“I was in denial,” I remarked.  “I didn’t want to think about Cade being part of my family.  It’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“You’ve got to get over that misunderstanding with him,” she insisted.  “He shouldn’t have done it, but he did apologize.  Please forgive him.  You can’t hate him forever, especially when you’re going to have to live with him.”

“It wasn’t a misunderstanding,” I told her.  “I know what kind of guy he is.”

I then launched into my story about Lucas and how he had played me.  “I don’t want the same thing to happen to you,” I said.

“Oh, Lexie,” she exclaimed.  “I’m so sorry!”

I shrugged.  “I’m over it.”

She gave me a look like she didn’t believe me.  “That’s so awful,” she sympathized.

“It was,” I admitted.  “But,” I added, “lesson learned.  Nobody’s ever going to fool me like that again.”

She regarded me with a concerned expression.  “Just because one guy—“

The ringtone on her phone interrupted her, but she ignored it after glancing at the screen.  “Anyway,” she tried to continue, but I cut her off.

“Who’s that?” I questioned.

“It’s Cade,” she replied.  “Anyway, what I was saying—“

“Aren’t you gonna answer it?” I asked.

“I’ll call him later,” she stated dismissively.

“But this is what you’ve always wanted,” I insisted.  “Talk to him.”

She narrowed her blue eyes at me.  “You don’t want me to talk to him.  You’re just trying to avoid the subject of your love life.”

I ignored her last sentence.  “I do want you to talk to him.  I want you to tell him to go to hell.”

“Lexie,” she said in a gentle tone, “not every guy is like Lucas.”

“I know that,” I acknowledged, “but Cade is.  He’s just trying to play you, Skylar.  I know you don’t want to believe that, but that’s what guys like him do.”

“He was with Jenna for a year,” she reminded me.

I hadn’t known the exact length of time they had been dating, because I hadn’t had any interest in his life until recently.  “Well,” I postulated, “maybe it took him that long to have sex with her.”

“Really?” Skylar asked dubiously.  “You think he’d give up a year of sex waiting for one girl if he was a player?”

“He might have been cheating on her the whole time,” I suggested.  “Maybe that’s why she broke up with him.”

“Or maybe he’s not a player,” Skylar argued.  “Maybe you’re just projecting your emotions onto him just because he’s popular.  I’ve never heard any rumors about Cade being a player.  He dated Briana for four months, and Jenna for a year.  Some of the other guys on the team go through more girls than that in a month.”

“You can’t trust him,” I declared.  “I don’t care what it looks like from the outside, but he’s heartless on the inside.”  I then explained about him calling my mom a gold-digger and threatening to make my life hell if I didn’t stop her from marrying his dad.

“Sounds like you both have issues,” she commented thoughtfully.  “He’s comparing your mom to his dad’s other girlfriends, and you’re comparing him to your ex-boyfriend.  But you’re both wrong.”

“He’s wrong, but I’m not,” I insisted.  “Cade will break your heart, and I don’t want that to happen.”

“You’ve been hurt,” she consoled me.  “I hate the guy that did that to you, but Cade is not him.”

I could see that it was useless to argue any further with her.  No matter how much I warned her about Cade, she was still choosing to see him in a positive light.  She wouldn’t see the truth about him until it was too late.

“I’ll talk to him about your mom,” she promised me.  “He needs to give her a chance.  But, Lexie, you need to give him a chance too,” she admonished me gently.  “It’s not fair to judge him because of something someone else did.”

She was right about that, but I wasn’t judging him for what Lucas did.  There was plenty to judge about him solely.  I hadn’t mentioned his cruel comments about my dad, but he would probably just apologize to me to get back in Skylar’s good graces.  He would smooth things over with her, and I would be left right back where I started.

Things began to look better for me the next day though when I discovered an unexpected ally against Cade.  His ex-girlfriend, Jenna, volunteered to be my partner for a history project.  Cade was also in that class with us, and I saw him watching us suspiciously as the teacher marked down our names for the project.  He managed to be paired with one of the smartest guys in our class, and I was annoyed that he would get to coast while I would probably be stuck doing most of the work for Jenna.

She approached me at my desk after class and suggested that we exchange phone numbers.  “I’m going to do my share of the work,” she said as if she had been reading my mind.  “We could even get started today if you want to come over to my house.  I’ll drive you home too,” she offered.

That was actually ideal since I didn’t have a car, but it was Cade’s scowl that made me immediately accept her offer.  “Thanks, that would be great.”

He had remained in the classroom while everyone else left, apparently so that he could spy on me and his ex-girlfriend.  Was he afraid of the dirt she could give me on him?

“Hey,” he said as he walked up to us, “let’s trade partners.”

If he wanted to be partners with Jenna, I was all for it.  Maybe they would get back together.  “Sure,” I agreed, “you guys can work together if you want.”

Jenna appeared to like that idea too, but Cade shot it down.  “I meant that I wanted you to be my partner.  She can work with Ben.  She needs all the help she can get with her grades.”

She ignored his criticism.  “You want Lexie now?  I thought you were going out with her friend.”

He regarded her with cold disdain, and it was clear that he couldn’t stand her even more than I couldn’t stand him.  I wondered why he hated her so much.  Her expression was stoic as she looked at him, like she was determined to withstand his wrath.

“Lexie is going to be my stepsister,” he informed her in an icy tone.  “Her mom is engaged to my dad.  It will be convenient for us to be partners on this project.” 

His pronouncement made no sense since I wasn’t living at his house yet.  It would be no more convenient for him to be partners with me than with anyone else.  I didn’t voice my thoughts though, because his demeanor toward Jenna was so intimidating that it even affected me.

She, however, showed no signs of being cowed by him as she spoke.  “Sorry, but I picked her first.”

“Maybe she didn’t pick you,” he retorted.  “You don’t get to decide everything for everybody.”  He shifted his gaze to me.  “You pick, Lexie.”  

I stared at him.  Did he really expect me to pick him?  “I pick Jenna,” I stated.

“Of course you do,” he remarked in irritation and left the classroom.

Jenna and I watched him go before she turned back to me.  “I won’t lie to you,” she said.  “I want him back.”

“Why?” I asked in bewilderment.

She laughed at my expression before her own turned serious.  “Have you ever been in love?”

“I thought I was,” I told her, “but he didn’t really exist.  He was just pretending to be the person I thought he was.”

She studied me thoughtfully for a moment.  “Well, I’m in love with Cade, and I want to get back together with him.  Is that going to be a problem for you because of your friend?”

“No,” I replied.  “He’s the last guy I want her to be with.”

She smiled at me.  “I think we’ll be great partners.”
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JENNA’S BEDROOM WAS not what I had expected.  It was completely white, including the bare white walls, the furniture, the bedding, and the carpet.  The only exception was her black laptop computer.  This didn’t look like a teenager’s room at all.

Her house was an upper middle class colonial, which was much nicer than my grandma’s small home but still dwarfed by Cade’s mansion.  Jenna’s family wasn’t struggling for money though, judging by her comfortable home and decent car.  I couldn’t even afford a cheap starter car, and she was driving a shiny red car with only 25,000 miles on it.

She was wearing navy blue shorts and a blue and white striped shirt, and she drove a red car.  So seeing the lack of color in her room was a surprise.  The clean simplicity of it appealed to me though, and I considered doing something similar with my new room.  My bedroom in our apartment was a disorganized mess, but the large bedroom in the mansion had plenty of closet space to neatly store my stuff.  I also couldn’t imagine taping posters to the walls there like I did in my current room.

“This is...wow,” I marveled as I gazed around Jenna’s room.

“I kind of copied it from Cade’s room,” she explained.  “His is all black and white.  Have you seen it?”

“No,” I replied.  “I only saw the room that’s going to be mine.  Robert...uh, Mr. Stover said I could redecorate it.”

“Kayla’s room?” Jenna guessed.

I shrugged.  “I don’t know her name.  Cade said it was the daughter of his dad’s ex-girlfriend.”

“That was Kayla,” she confirmed.  “She was in that bedroom a lot.  You should definitely get new furniture.”

She seemed to be alluding to the same thing Cade had told me in much cruder terms.  I didn’t like assuming things about this girl I’d never met, and I didn’t want to gossip about her.  Whatever she had done was her business, and I had no interest in it anyway.

I decided to bring up what did interest me.  “What can I do to help you get Cade back?”

Jenna responded with an amused laugh.  “You don’t waste any time.  Okay, I wasn’t expecting this kind of cooperation from you, but I’m glad to have it.”

“I don’t have any time to waste,” I told her.  “I need to get him away from Skylar as quick as possible.  She’ll only be hurt worse the longer this goes on.”

“How do you know it won’t work out for them?” she questioned me curiously.

“Are you kidding?” I replied.  “You know what an asshole he is.  I don’t even know why you’d want him back, but at least you know what you’re getting into.  He’s got Skylar thinking he’s a great guy.”

“Everyone thinks he’s a great guy,” Jenna said.  “You’re the only one who doesn’t like him.  What’d he do to piss you off?”

We might be working together for a common goal, but I wasn’t about to start telling her everything.  We were partners right now, but that didn’t necessarily make us friends.  I didn’t trust people that quickly and easily—at least not anymore.  

“He was just his usual charming self,” I said.

She saw that I wasn’t really going to answer, so she moved on to strategizing.  “I should help you redecorate your room.”

I understood the reason for bringing her into Cade’s house, but it saddened me to do this without Skylar.  I didn’t feel guilty about anything else that I was doing behind her back, but redecorating my room was something that I should be sharing with my best friend instead of her rival.  I resented Cade for making me resort to this.  None of it would be any fun without Skylar.

“I’ll find out if we can go over there tomorrow,” I told Jenna.

We started working on our project a little, and then she drove me home.  Mom wasn’t home yet, so I started cooking in our tiny kitchen.  I wondered now if she would quit her waitressing jobs after she married Robert.  She certainly wouldn’t need the money.  It started me thinking about how different our lives would be.  

I was determined to still keep working my part-time job though, and I planned to get a student loan to pay for college.  My mom was marrying a wealthy man, but that had nothing to do with me.  I would be responsible for my own expenses after I finished high school.

Skylar called me, and as soon as I answered she started telling me about Cade asking her out on a date.  “It’s happening,” she exclaimed in excitement.  “It’s finally happening!”

“Oh,” I responded.

She was too thrilled to even notice my lackluster response.  “We’re going out to dinner on Saturday.  Oh my God, I’ve got to find something to wear!  We need to go shopping.  Friday, or maybe we should start right away tomorrow.  It might take a couple of trips to find the right thing.”

“I’m working Friday,” I reminded her, still not commenting on her date.

“Oh, then it’ll have to be tomorrow,” she said.  “We’ll go right after school.”

This meant that I would have to postpone taking Jenna to Cade’s house.  As much as I didn’t want Skylar to go on this date, I couldn’t bail on her for this shopping trip.  I was still her best friend, and she wanted me to do this best friend thing with her.  She’d had a best friend before me, but the girl had moved away the summer after their freshman year of high school.  Then I had arrived just in time for the beginning of sophomore year to fill some of the emptiness cause by the absence of her best friend.  Skylar still talked to Rachael on the phone and on Facebook, but it wasn’t the same as having her here.

She had told me all this while we were getting to know each other after she had befriended me on my first day in my new school.  “I know you’ve gotta be missing your friends too,” she had remarked with a pensive expression.

I didn’t really, because they were connected to my bad memories of Lucas.  He had used me to win a bet, but I had used them to become more popular in high school.  Their popularity had rubbed off on me just as I’d hoped, but I should have been careful what I wished for.  Before my brief time in the popular crowd, I had spent my childhood playing with the neighborhood kids.  There hadn’t been anyone that I considered my best friend though, until I met Skylar. 

Two things had happened that made my mom decide to move.  My grandma had died, and Mom had broken up with the first boyfriend she’d had since my father.  Grandma had given my mom legal control of everything when she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, and Mom had stayed home to take care of her.  When her condition worsened, Mom took out a home equity loan on Grandma’s house so that she could hire a home health aide.  She was able to work again while the nurse cared for Grandma.

Mom had promised Grandma that she wouldn’t put her in a nursing home, but she had to break that promise when Grandma needed more medical care than she could get at home during the last three months of her life.  By that time, Grandma no longer recognized any of us, and she couldn’t even swallow food anymore.  Shortly after she died, Mom also found out that her boyfriend was cheating on her with one of the other waitresses she worked with.  It ruined her relationship and her job.

She wanted to make a fresh start somewhere else, but she asked me my opinion on it.  I had spent the rest of my freshman year after Lucas dumped me hating every day that I had to see him at school, so I was relieved to have a chance to get away from my mistakes and start over in a new place where no one knew about me.  There was nothing left to miss from my old life since both my grandma and my childhood home were gone.  Grandma’s house had gone into foreclosure, and it was being taken from us.

Mom knew that Lucas had broken up with me, but she didn’t know that I had slept with him nor about the bet.  I understood her heartbreak over her boyfriend’s betrayal and why she wanted to move away from him, because I felt the same way.  I eagerly told her that I was ready to move too.  So we left the state we had both been born in and moved one state away to Ohio.

I was a little disappointed that Mom hadn’t been adventurous enough to move us to California, but I was grateful to be anywhere that Lucas Klein wasn’t.  Cincinnati wasn’t Los Angeles, but we couldn’t afford Los Angeles.  Mom’s meager savings account was barely enough to cover the deposit and the first month’s rent on our new apartment.  She was extremely fortunate to immediately find a job at a Denny’s restaurant, even if she needed to get a second job to keep us afloat.

It was at her second job at an upscale restaurant that she met Robert.  He came in for a business lunch with some clients.  She wasn’t even assigned to his table, but he noticed her and sought her out to ask her for a date.  When she told him that she didn’t date customers, he pointed out that he wasn’t her customer.

He came back again the following week, and he asked for another waitress when the hostess tried to seat him at one of Mom’s tables.  He was having lunch alone this time, and the manager came to speak with him.  Mom’s boss later told her that he had thought there was a problem, since Mr. Stover had enquired into her scheduled days but then rejected her as a server.  He’d chuckled when he’d told her how Mr. Stover had explained her no dating customers rule and stated that he must never specifically be her customer because of it.  He assured the manager that it had nothing to do with Miss Chapman’s job performance but only with her dating policy.

“I’ll never go out with him,” Mom had declared to me in agitation.  “He can keep asking until he’s blue in the face.”

“He asked you out again?” I had questioned.

“No,” she had snapped, “but he’s made it obvious that he wants to.”

I wasn’t sure why this aggravated her so much when he was only eating there and not bothering her.  She complained to me how he kept coming in every week, although he didn’t approach her again after the first time.  It seemed to me like she was paying more attention to him than he was to her, but I didn’t comment on it.

One day she came home irate about him having a girlfriend and a daughter.  “I knew he was a lying cheater,” she raged.  “She’s young and beautiful, but that’s not enough for a man like him.”  Mom’s blue eyes blazed with anger, but she looked young and beautiful herself.

“Did you tell her about him?” I asked.

“I couldn’t.  They were there with their daughter.  She’s such a little doll!  Looks just like her mother, and she was dressed in the most adorable princess dress.  She even had a tiara.  It was her fourth birthday, but she couldn’t blow out the candles by herself.  The poor thing had a terrible cold.  She was coughing something awful.  They shouldn’t have taken her out while she was sick.”

“I guess because it was her birthday,” I said.  “She probably begged them to do it.”

“I suppose so,” Mom grudgingly agreed.

I sometimes imagined what it would have been like to do things like that with my dad.  I could picture myself in the little girl’s place being out at a restaurant for my birthday with my parents.  They would have let me dress up like a princess too.  My dad wouldn’t have been asking out any other woman though, because he was madly in love with my mom.

They were planning to get married after they turned eighteen, but he died at seventeen while she was pregnant with me.  She was already living with him and his mom, because her dad had kicked her out when he found out she was pregnant.  Her stepmother had tried to argue that he couldn’t kick her out on the street, but he’d silenced her with a smack across the mouth.  My dad’s mom had taken her in, and my mom had no more contact with her dad.  She’d let her stepmom know that she was okay, but the poor woman was too afraid of defying her husband to keep in contact with her.

Mom had an older brother who ended up dying of a drug overdose.  Their mother died when they were children.  My dad was an only child.  So when Grandma died, I was left with Mom as my only family.  I didn’t count her father as family, since he had never even cared to meet me.  

Mom’s drama with Robert Stover continued even in his absence.  He didn’t show up at the restaurant for three weeks, and she remarked that he must have finally gotten the hint.  Since she had been talking about him during those two weeks, I suspected that she wasn’t entirely happy about not seeing him.

When he returned, he was alone.  Mom traded places with his waitress, but he made no protest about it.  After she took his order, she asked how his daughter was.  She told me that he seemed stunned before he got angry and retorted that she must know exactly how his daughter was if she had looked up his family and found out that he had a daughter.

“I didn’t look up anything,” Mom told him.  “I saw her with my own eyes.  Did you forget that you brought her here for her birthday?  Did you also forget you had a girlfriend when you asked me out?”

“Oh, you’re talking about Michelle and Jasmine.  Michelle is my personal assistant, and Jasmine is her daughter,” he explained.  “I took them out for Jasmine’s birthday.”

“She’s not your daughter?” Mom asked him.  “But you mentioned that you have a daughter too.  Does she live with you?”

When Mom was telling me about it, she said that she was wondering if he’d traded in his wife for a young girlfriend and was spending more time with her daughter than he was with his.

“She’s dead,” he stated.  “She died when she was ten, but Jasmine might not even live that long.”

He’d then begun to cry quietly for the little girl, and I guessed that’s when Mom began to fall for him.  She’d brought him out a glass of water and left him to compose himself.  He’d left his meal mostly uneaten, but he’d left his business card with his personal cell number written on the back.  Mom had given the hefty tip to his original waitress, but she’d kept the business card.

When she called him that evening, they talked for two hours.  She found out that Jasmine had cystic fibrosis, and that he’d spent the past two weeks visiting her in the hospital during his lunch hour.  Michelle was a doting mother, and he couldn’t help getting drawn into her daughter’s life.  She was devastated when Jasmine was diagnosed with the lung disease, and it hit him hard too.  He’d insisted on getting her the best medical care available, but there was no cure.

His own daughter had been killed in an accident, but he didn’t dwell on talking about her.  Mom guessed that it was too painful for him, so she didn’t pry.  He was more forthcoming about his teenage son, Cade.  His divorce with his children’s mother was also mentioned.

Mom told Robert about me, and about my dad.  They spoke again the next evening, and she said nothing about any no dating rule the next time he asked her out.  They kept seeing each other, and one day she announced that she was in love.

I glanced at her and saw a pensive expression on her face, and I knew that she was thinking about my dad.  “I never thought it would happen again, but I’m in love.”

“It’s okay,” I soothed, thinking that she was looking for reassurance.

Even after that, I still didn’t expect her to marry Robert.  If only his son wasn’t...here.

“Open up,” he ordered as he pounded on the door.  
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AS I OPENED THE DOOR, Cade barged in without being invited.  “You will stop working with Jenna.”

“Hello,” I said.  “Nice of you to come over.  Make yourself right at home.”

He glanced around in distaste.  “This is where you live?”

I continued with my sarcasm.  “No, I’m just visiting.  Uninvited, like you.”

“I didn’t invite you to my place either,” he retorted.

“No,” I agreed, “but your dad did.  I didn’t just show up for no reason.”

“Your mom invited me too,” he replied.  “She said that I could come home after school with you.”

I frowned.  “When was this?”

“Months ago,” he threw out carelessly as he wandered further into the apartment, “when I first met her.”

“Hey!” I protested.  “Stay out of my room.”

He ignored me as he strode into it and saw my unmade bed.  His eyes lingered on the bra I had dropped on the floor when I removed it after arriving home.  It was just Mom and me, so I felt free to get comfortable when I was home, but I was very uncomfortable now and crossed my arms over my chest.  That only made it worse, because the gesture alerted Cade to the fact that I was braless.  

He smirked at me.  “Is this what your mom had in mind when she said I could come home with you?  It wouldn’t be the first time one of dad’s gold-diggers tried to set me up with her daughter.  Two birds, one stone I guess.”

I straightened up to be as haughty as possible while still keeping my arms over my chest.  “First of all, your dad was the one chasing after my mom.  She turned him down when he asked her out, but he kept begging her every day for almost three months.”  I was stretching the truth with that one, but I doubted he knew that.  

I gave him a menacing glare.  “So call her a gold-digger one more time, and I’ll punch you in the mouth.”  I then ruined the effect by wincing as I recalled Mom’s story about her father hitting his wife across the mouth.

Cade’s thick eyebrows rose before his face settled into an amused expression.  “How are you going to do that and hide your nipples from me at the same time?”  

I felt my face heating up, and my gaze flitted away from his to the rest of the clothes scattered around my room.  My closet was tiny, but I didn’t have an enormous wardrobe.  I could have managed to put everything away if I knew that anyone was coming over.  Not that I cared what Cade thought about me.  His room could be a mess too for all I knew.

I abruptly spun away from him and walked out into the living area, which was where the entrance to the apartment was.  There weren’t many steps to get to the door.  “Get out,” I ordered with my back still turned to him.

“That’s what I tried to tell you,” he replied, “but you told me you were staying.”

“No wonder you’re desperate to move into my house,” he continued as he stepped around me.  “This place is a dump.  It doesn’t even have any security.  Anybody can just walk into the building any time they want.” 

What he said was true, but I bristled at his rudeness.  “If you’re done insulting my home and my mom, get the hell out.”

“Here’s the deal,” he stated.  “You get your mother to suggest a prenup agreement to my dad.  If she’s not a gold-digger, then she won’t have a problem with that.  She gets a million, and she’s not entitled to anything else.”

My mouth dropped open, and I gaped at him.  A million dollars!  How much freaking money did these people have?

He smiled condescendingly.  “I guess that number’s good with you.  Get it done, and stop scheming with Jenna.”

I scrambled to gather my wits.  “What do I get in this deal?”

He glowered at me.  “Are you kidding me?  You’re living in a roach motel, and a million dollars isn’t enough for you?”

“We don’t have roaches,” I informed him in annoyance, although I had feared the same thing myself when we first moved in.  Thankfully, it had somehow managed to be spared that problem so far, and it was the only good thing about the place.

“And not everything is about money,” I added.  “I want you to leave Skylar alone.  Cancel the date, and don’t ask her out again.  That’s your part in this deal.”

He studied me like he was trying to figure out if I was serious.  “Why don’t you want me to go out with her?”

“Because I don’t want you to break her heart,” I answered.  “She really likes you for some reason, and I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“It won’t hurt her if I cancel the date?” he questioned.  “Since she likes me so much and wants to go out with me?”

“It will,” I acknowledged, “but it will hurt her less than if you break up with her later.”

“I see,” he said while his probing gaze made me feel like he could see more than I wanted him to.

“Okay,” he agreed suddenly, his brisk tone snapping me out of his concentrated scrutiny, “done, but you have to get your mom to suggest a prenup first and drop Jenna as your partner.”

“Done?” I snapped at him with contrary anger over his easy capitulation.  “Just like that?  You never even cared about going with Skylar, did you?”

“Did you expect me to tell you that I’m in love with her and nothing can keep us apart?” he retorted.  “Besides, I thought this was what you wanted.  What’s the problem now?”

“The problem is guys like you who just use girls,” I told him.  “You don’t even care how they feel about you.  How can you be so heartless?”

“I didn’t use her for anything,” he shot back, “so don’t put your own drama on me.”

“What are you talking about?  What kind of drama did I put on you?” I demanded.

“Guys who use girls,” he mimicked me.  “Whoever used you doesn’t have shit to do with me, so—“

My rant cut him off.  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.  Nobody used me.  I just know guys like you use girls, because you’re selfish and you only care about yourself.  That’s all this is about, so don’t try to turn this on me.”

“Somebody used you,” he stated coldly.  “You wouldn’t be this emotional about ‘guys using girls’ if it didn’t happen to you, but whatever.  I don’t care.  Just stick to the deal, and we’ll be fine.”

“You stick to the deal,” I insisted.  “Cancel the date with Skylar, and I’ll get my mom to sign a prenup.”

“Do you think I’m stupid?” he asked me.  “After you get what you want, you won’t care what I want.”

“Not everyone is like you,” I retorted.  “I’ll hold up my end of the deal, but I don’t trust you to keep yours.  Cancel the date first.”

“I’ve got a lot more to lose than you,” he argued.  “Prenup first.  Unless you’re stalling because you know your mother really is a—“

I put both my fists up in fighting mode.  “Call her that again,” I dared him.

His eyes dropped to my chest.  “I didn’t know you were that excited to see me, Lexie.”

He was just baiting me, because I knew I wasn’t aroused.  I still instinctively covered my breasts from his gaze, and he laughed at me.

“You’re so paranoid about hiding what other girls are dying to show me,” he commented.  “It would be cute if you didn’t have that stick permanently stuck up your ass.”  His voice hardened along with his expression.  “Don’t think I’ll go easy on you if you cross me.  This date will be only the beginning.  I know that Skylar tells you everything, and I’ll make sure there’s plenty to tell.  Then when I’m done with her, she’ll be crying on your shoulder for months, and you’ll know that it’s all your fault.”  

I stared at him.  “How can you be like this?  How can you do that to Skylar?”

“I haven’t done anything yet,” he said, “but I will if you don’t stick to our deal.”

Mom arrived home then and was delighted to see Cade visiting us.  He affected his polite demeanor with her, and he promised that he would stay for dinner another time.

“I’m going out with some friends,” he lied.  “I just stopped over to talk to Lexie about our history project.  We were assigned as partners today, and I realized that I don’t even have her number.”

So then I was forced to exchange phone numbers with him in front of my mom.  He’d also manipulated me into being partners with him while underscoring his second demand in this deal he wanted me to make with him.  Now I would have to drop Jenna as my partner.

“I’ve got to go meet my friends,” he said.  “See you tomorrow at school, Lexie.  Bye, Miss Chapman.”

“Oh, call me Sarah,” Mom told him.  

He smiled at her, and it was a shame that it was a false smile, because it would have been wonderful if it was real.  She didn’t deserve his animosity, and it would have been great if he was welcoming her into his family.  I wouldn’t have even minded if he didn’t like me as long as he accepted my mom.

“Okay, Sarah.  You have a good evening,” he told her.

“You too, Cade,” she replied and smiled warmly at him.

She stood back watching as I went to the door with him.  He stepped out into the hallway and turned back to give me an intense look that communicated an unspoken warning about his ultimatum.  I kept my expression blank in response.  Let him wonder if I was going to follow through on our deal.
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