Hate to love.
lL.ove to hate.




FIELDS




Copyright © 2018 by Ella Fields

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, copied, resold or distributed in any form,
or by any electronic or mechanical means, without permission in writing from the
author, except for brief quotations within a review.

This book is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are

either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.



Table of Contents

TITLE PAGE
COPYRIGHT
DEDICATION
EPIGRAPH

TWO

EIGHTEEN
NINETEEN
TWENTY
TWENTY-ONE
TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SIX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE
THIRTY




THIRTY-ONE
THIRTY-TWO
THIRTY-THREE
THIRTY-FOUR
THIRTY-FIVE
THIRTY-SIX
THIRTY-SEVEN
THIRTY-EIGHT
THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE
FORTY-TWO
EPILOGUE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
FIND ELLA HERE
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




For the queens who straighten other crowns.



If you make someone your world,
do not complain when the ground crumbles beneath your feet.



(Peree

Fourteen years old

“You look stupid.” His top lip curled into a sneer that | wished made
him look uglier. But it only made his brown eyes gleam as they
darkened and caused my belly to flip. “The bow,” he said as if |
hadn’t already caught on with the way his eyes kept zeroing in on it
over the past ten minutes.

“Okay then.” My smile and voice were candy sweet even as my
next words soured my tongue. “Well, it's unfortunate you don’t have
a reason to look as stupid as you do. It’s all ...” My hand left its perch
on my lap, my crossed feet stretching out on the floor in front of me
and swinging side to side. | gestured halfheartedly before letting my
hand slap back to my lap as though he really wasn’t worth the effort.
“Just the way you are.”

His jaw clenched, but otherwise, he kept his expression neutral.

The grandfather clock ticked at the other end of the long hall as
we stared, our eyes locked in a silent showdown.

We were seated in a small alcove in the hall outside his family’s
game room where our parents were talking behind the door that had
been left ajar.

Upon arriving, | was filled with a sense of annoyance. Why did we
have to meet with my father’s best friend from college? Wasn't it bad



enough he’d forced us to move from New York City to this tiny patch
of a town?

No, apparently not.

Apparently, | had to eat dinner with them. Which was an utter
snooze fest. | spent it with my eyes downcast, images of my new
sewing machine flitting through my head.

It was a bribe. | knew one when | saw one. I'd been trained since
the age of five to recognize when someone was trying to pull the
wool over my eyes. But I'd wanted that machine since it arrived on
the market six months before our move to Trellara, the tiny town that
sat nestled alongside Gray Springs.

Along with the sewing machine came half a wardrobe full of new
fabric. My parents felt guilty for tearing me away from the prep
school friends | had known since | was in kindergarten. Leaving my
friends behind would’ve been a real drag, if they were real friends.
But I'd played the role of distressed child and gotten what | wanted.
The drama classes my mother enrolled me in years ago helped,
even if my acting abilities were mediocre at best.

Even at my age, | knew shallow when | saw it. Takes one to know
one and all that. | could be as shallow as they came, and | never
denied it. No false pretenses, no hidden agenda. | wanted what |
wanted, and when | got what | desired, those things made me smile.
Bows, frills, gowns, makeup—it wasn’t just material stuff to me. |
enjoyed them. My heart warmed with satisfaction when | wore them.

| loved what | loved, and | wouldn’t apologize to anyone for it.
Especially not Mr. Scowl-a-lot sitting across from me.

Unease stiffened my limbs, and perhaps it was his fault. Or
perhaps it was because that night, as we drove up the long driveway
covered in overgrown, curving willows, an unsettling feeling overtook
me. It grew worse as my parents encouraged me out of the Town
Car and up the steps of the museum-size old cream and gray
colonial home.

And it hadn't left.

“... With his royal cheekbones, and God, the jawline. Just like
Kian’s.” My mother’s voice grated, high pitched and slightly slurred
thanks to the two bottles of red with dinner.



Callum’s eyes widened marginally, and | barely contained a smile
as he figured out what they were talking about.

“Why are you out here listening?” | finally asked.

He shifted on the long velvet chaise he was reclined on, one leg
falling to the floor with a light tap. “Why are you?” His tone conveyed
boredom, nonchalance, but he wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t want
an answer.

That much was clear about this weird, silent guy. He was the
curious type.

“Not my house. Would you rather | wander around aimlessly?”

Glasses clinked from inside the room. “...if they had children,
they’'d get Renee’s beautiful mermaid hair.”

Callum snorted. “Mermaid hair?” Those dark eyes roamed over it
once more. “More like Hagrid hair.”

“Harry Potter fan?” | asked, clapping my hands quietly with forced
excitement.

All'l got in response was a look. A look that said he was ready to
either throw something at me or walk away.

He thankfully chose the latter, sitting up and slowly unfolding his
tall, lean frame to stand. Relief rolled over me from head to toe.
Nothing was worse than being forced to endure something you didn’t
want to, but it was ten times worse having to feign indifference when
someone was trying to slay you with their eyes.

Our parents’ chatter droned on. | didn’t look as Callum walked
away but listened as his clipped footsteps faded at the end of the
hall.

For a long minute, | thought he was gone, so | almost jumped
when his low, deep, and freshly broken voice traveled to my ears.
“They can act stupid over baby showers, names, or marriage
proposals, but don’t for one second let any of it go to your head.”

| kept my eyes trained on the high ceiling with its fancy crown
molding, sighing before rolling my head to face him. “Shouldn’t the
wedding come before children? Or is that your idea of rebelling?”

Looking momentarily shocked, even with the distance between
us, Callum paused, then took a few steps closer. “Let’s get one thing
straight, Mini Mouse. Our mothers are full of themselves. You'd be
wise to ignore them, and while you're at it, ignore me. You don’t



know me, and | don’t want to know you. Don’t talk to me at school,
hell, don’t even look at me.”

My eyes narrowed, tiny dots connecting in my head. “Oh, | see.”

He didn’t want to indulge me by waiting, but | knew he could hear
me, my voice trailing after him. “You have a girlfriend? No worries.” |
laughed airily. “I don’t really care.”

He appeared around the corner. | heard my parents saying their
goodbyes, so | slowly stood, smiling at Callum.

“You don’t care?” he drawled, disbelief dragging the words.

‘. Don’t. Care.” | beamed, adjusting my baby blue capris that
matched the bow in my hair. “I wouldn’t touch you if you were the last
guy in this boring as crap town.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” | reiterated.

A brow rose. “I'm not going to ask why because | don'’t really give
a damn.”

“But you do, and I'll tell you why.” My hands settled on my hips.
“You're a rude, entitled prick who’s either overcompensating for
something or has some severe daddy issues. Oh, and | only date
blonds.” | raised a brow at his beautiful mop of dark hair for
emphasis.

The door to the game room swung open, and our parents walked
out.

“There you are. | thought | heard your voice.” My dad grinned, the
scent of expensive whiskey rolling over me as he curled a heavy arm
over my shoulders. “Ready to go?”

| smiled up at him. “Ready when you are, Daddy.”



(Peree

The only difference between my old school and Trellara Prep was
that people were less likely to indulge in the things they really liked
for fear of retribution. The kind they believed they couldn’t crawl back
from on the social ladder. It was a discovery | found disconcerting
when | signed up for drama class, only to find a handful of names on
the sign-up sheet.

Though | wasn’t used to their ideals and what they deemed
acceptable, | wouldn’t let them stop me from doing what | wanted to.

Hilda was the first friend | made after discussing the merits of
chiffon, silk, sorbet-flavored lip balm, Sailor Moon, and Harry Potter
standing in line in the auditorium. Ever since, we’d developed a
casual friendship that worked for us both.

Hilda was half Asian with silky black hair that rained down her
back and curtained her heart-shaped face. Her slightly slanted eyes
drew you in, her pink, puffy lips and tiny nose giving her an
innocence | wasn'’t quite sure she deserved. A fierce kind of beautiful
was what came to mind when my eyes swept over her small, slender
frame for the first time. Her eyes were hazel. The mixture of brown
and green prone to glittering when she smiled and dulling when she
was annoyed.

“They want to rehearse again at four,” Hilda informed me as we
strode to our lockers.



“Four?” | sighed, spinning the combination until my locker popped
open. ‘I can’t. My dad has an important dinner guest coming over.”

My father was the CEO of Grant Holdings, and although we'd
moved out of state for him to merge the firm with Kian’s, Callum’s
father, and for a “quieter, more peaceful lifestyle,” he and my mother
still loved to entertain. Perhaps even more than they did when we
lived in New York. It was tiresome, but the food was always worth it.
Not to mention the new oultfits.

“So? Just come for a little bit, that way Clarke doesn'’t give you
the stink eye tomorrow.”

Clarke gave a mean stink eye to those who didn’t show up for
rehearsal, though he didn't deem it necessary to punish, seeing as
most of us were members of the drama club of our own volition. And
with the group being as small as it was, he couldn’t afford to scare
people away.

| rearranged the contents of my locker, swapping my history book
out for the novel I'd dragged to school with me that morning, then
closed the door. “No can do. If I'm not home by normal time, they’ll
hassle me until | am, and then I'll have to endure my mother’s stink
eye throughout dinner.” | raised a brow at Hilda. “Which | fear far
more than Clarke’s.”

Indeed, my mother might not be the most nurturing, but she was
present, and | knew from watching others with similar families that |
was fortunate to have that. Our relationship bordered along the lines
of friendship, and no one wanted a friend to be disappointed in them.

And Valery Grant’s cold shoulder would give you gangrene if you
weren’t careful.

We said goodbye outside. | sat on the steps, watching Hilda walk
into the parking lot, then opened my book.

It was snatched from my hand before | could remove the
bookmark. “The Baron’s Lusty Conquest?” Callum squinted at the
cover as | shot to my feet. “Aren’t you a little young to be reading
smut?”

Snatching it back from him, | refused to let my cheeks heat as |
deposited it into my bag. “Aren’t you a little young to participate in
real-life smut?” He said nothing, his lip curling to the right as his dark



eyes danced. “And mind your own business. | can read whatever |
want.”

| descended the steps, glancing around and finding no sign of
Annie, my driver.

“Which parts are your favorite?” Callum said from behind me, his
warm breath causing my hair to stir and goose bumps to appear. |
suppressed a shiver. “Does he rescue a damsel from a dangerous
dragon, only to drag her back to his own lair to insert his well-
endowed girth inside her warm, wet—"

“Cal,” Tara’s voice penetrated my burning ears, but even though
he’'d stopped talking, which | was thankful for, he was slow to step
back. “What are you doing?”

| turned as Tara’s blue eyes shifted back and forth between us.
The cheerleader’s smile wavered as she waited for an answer from
her boyfriend.

Callum looked down at me, his brows high on his head as he
licked his bottom lip. | held his gaze even though it was doing
dangerous things to my stomach. “I caught Renee here reading
something a little ... risqué.”

“‘Risqué?” Tara giggled. “Oh, like, you mean a romance novel?”

Callum still didn’t look at her. “Uh-huh.”

“Who cares. Ready to go?”

Callum’s eyes narrowed, then finally, he looked over at his
girlfriend. “I don’t know. I'm not sure it's a good idea to have a minor
reading such things. Not here at Trellara. They'd never stand for it.”

A glance at Tara showed me that she was confused, her lips
pinching and her brows crinkling. “I read my mom’s books all the
time. And hey, what we do isn’t exactly PG.” A blush appeared,
followed by her feet shifting.

Something lodged itself in my throat, but | tried to swallow over it.

Callum’s gaze returned to me, those eyes unreadable as he said,
“Yes, but with her parents being my parents’ best friends, she’s
practically family. | think it'd be in her best interest to ensure they
know about their daughter’s extracurricular activities. Considering
they aren’t exactly age appropriate.”

My mom had suggested | read it, so | merely raised a brow, not
allowing my annoyance to surface. “Double standards much?”



Tara laughed. “Quit. Seriously, who cares? Are you coming over?
Mom’s still out of town.”

Callum’s perfect teeth slid over his bottom lip, gaze steadfast on
mine. “Yeah. Later, Mini Mouse.”

Annie didn’'t arrive for another full minute. And as | watched
Callum and Tara walk over to her driver’s car to make out behind it
before finally climbing inside, it turned out to be the longest minute
I’d ever experienced.

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

The next morning, | was immediately called into Principal Farley’s
office.

| stood from my seat in homeroom, ignoring the giggles and
whispers surrounding me as | righted my gray blazer and grabbed
my backpack.

The halls were empty save for a few latecomers who scrambled
past me and the rows of dark blue lockers. My feet echoed on the
shiny, cream floor. My black flats tapped in time with my slowing
heart rate.

| had no idea what I'd been called in for, and | spent the next
twelve minutes seated in the waiting area, staring at the gilded clock
on the wall, trying to figure out what it could be.

Perhaps it was drama. Though missing rehearsal when it was a
voluntary extracurricular activity wasn’t exactly grounds for getting
called to the principal’'s—

Callum.

Despite our not so great first meeting at the end of summer, he’d
kept his distance from me over the short month I'd been here. Why
he’d bother to get me in trouble now was beyond my thinking
capabilities.

“Miss Grant?”



| stood at the sight of Principal Farley. Her hair in a tight bun, and
her bright blue glasses perched prettily on the tip of her small nose.
Her smile was warm, but it did nothing to settle my rattled nerves.
“‘Come in.”

| did, dumping my backpack between my feet as | took the seat
opposite her at her large oak desk.

‘It has been brought to my attention that you may be reading
something a little inappropriate, not only for your age but also during
school hours.”

My embarrassment was a swelling hot-air balloon; my cheeks
heating so suddenly, | thought they’d burst or catch fire. “Um ...”

She removed her glasses, smiling a tiny smile as she leaned
forward over her desk. The neckline on her cashmere blouse gaped,
and | thought it was kind of ridiculous that | was getting called in
about a romance novel when the principal of one of the most
esteemed prep schools in the state dressed like a smutty librarian.

| mean, it was a great look, but it didn’t exactly seem fair.

Her manicured hands joined, and | moved my eyes to hers as
she said, “| personally love a good romance.” She gave me what |
thought was meant to be a wink, but | didn’'t quite know if she was
trying to be subtle, or if she’d failed. “However, there’s a time and
place, and that place is not at school.”

‘I wasn'’t reading it here, | swear.” | crossed my ankles to stop my
feet from shifting, pulling my shoulders back like my mother always
harped at me about. “I was reading it on the way to school and put it
in my locker to keep safe until | went home.”

That was a bit of a lie. | did read it during English when | was
supposed to be reading the required material set out for us, but |
didn’t think it wise to mention that. In my defense, I'd read To Kill a
Mockingbird when | was ten, and then again when | was twelve.

Principal Farley nodded, reclining back in her chair. “You're a
friend of the Welsh family, are you not?”

‘I am, yes. Our fathers work together.”

Her pink lips twisted in thought. “Interesting. And you and Callum,
you don’t get along?”

‘I knew it,” | hissed before | could stop myself.



Principal Farley only smiled. “I didn’t say he was the one to bring
this to my attention.”

“You didn’t need to,” | grumbled, looking over at the large
bookshelf lined with her credentials and the thick spines of old
books.

“‘Renee, where did you get this novel?”

“It's not as bad as whatever he likely said it is,” | said, bringing my
attention back to her.

“I'm not taking the bait.” She smiled, looking like she wanted to
giggle. “I'm just curious, but you don’t need to tell me if it makes you
uncomfortable. It's just ... peculiar reading material for a fourteen-
year-old.”

“I'm not a child,” | retorted tartly, like the fourteen-year-old | was.

Another smile.

| puffed out a breath, trying not to slouch in the leather seat. “My
mother recommended it. We often share books.”

Principal Farley’s thin brows jumped. “Oh?”

| just nodded.

“Interesting. Well, far be it from me to tell you what to do if your
mother is so, how shall we say, lenient.”

| refrained from rolling my eyes. In some things, yes, but most of
the time, unless it suited her, lenient she was not. “It's just a book.
I've never even had a boyfriend.” For some reason, | felt the need to
defend my mother’s actions. But it was true. My mother, for all her
faults, trusted me.

Principal Farley did laugh then. A jovial, tinkling sound. “That will
change soon.”

“Not likely,” | muttered under my breath. | had no interest in boys
yet. Most were legitimately smelly, loud, or just plain mean and
conceited. And one particular boy who came to mind, well, he was
just a grade-A asshole. “I'll stick to mature men in books for now.
Can | please go to class?”

Principal Farley laughed once more, then stood to walk me
outside.

Before she returned to her office, she whispered, “Try the
Highlander’s Forbidden Fruit, it's her best work yet.”



Dumbfounded, | watched her strut back down the short hallway,
then smiled the whole way to class.
That’s a big fat zero for you, Callum.



Callum

Fifteen years old

The problem with not liking someone was that it could consume you.

Eat at your mind like a parasite that wouldn’t die, no matter how
many different ways you tried to crush it.

| sat at the large seventeenth-century-style dining table beneath
a chandelier that dripped swirling speckles of light over the room,
and | waited.

We ate the usual three-course dinner that our cook, Wanda,
made us every Friday night, and by the second course, my father
was droning on about the merits of redesigning his office. He'd just
had it remodeled last spring.

My mother was all nods and smiles, her eyes dancing between
my father’s as she absently twirled her fork through the slush pile
she’d made of her curried vegetables.

By the time dessert arrived, | was in the clear.

“You're playing Chesterton next weekend?” my father asked,
leaning back in his chair and patting his stomach.

Damn it. Lifting my gaze to his, | nodded.

“‘Does Renee like football?” my mother cut in. “You should invite
her to the game.”

“She doesn'’t like football.” My father frowned at my quick retort,
and | cleared my throat. “I| mean, she doesn’t seem like the type to



like football.” No, she was all princesses and bows, and apparently
into domineering men in romance novels.

My mother’s smile had my hands tensing around my utensils. “I'll
talk to Valery. Maybe we can make a weekend getaway out of it.”

| barely contained my groan, glancing at my father with a look
that had him saying, “No, precious. | told the Oswalds that I'd bring
you along for our dinner meeting so you can see Erin.”

My mother waved a hand, almost slouching back in her chair.
“Did you have to? Erin’s such a bore.”

| zoned out, staring at the crystal vase filled with dusky pink
hydrangeas while my father reminded my mother about the benefits
of maintaining the right friendships.

“May | be excused?” | asked once my father paused to take a sip
of his whiskey.

At his nod, | pushed my chair back, tucking it beneath the table
before retreating to the comfort of my room.

The mahogany staircase gleamed as my palm ran over the
railing, and my feet carried me to the top. My room was at the far
right end of the second level, thankfully well away from my parents’
room, which sat at the top of the stairs, intricate carvings etched into
the wood of the opened doors.

The door to my room was much the same except there was only
one. The room itself wasn’t even half the size of my parents’, which
was fine, considering their room took up a good chunk of the second
floor.

Before we moved in when | was a kid, the second floor had eight
bedrooms scattered between various sitting rooms and bathrooms.
Some of the rooms remained as guestrooms, but my parents
decided to create a miniature house for their own room by tearing
down walls and completely remodeling their half of the floor.

The attic and Wanda’s room occupied the third floor, along with
another room filled with my mother’s many abandoned projects from
years gone by.

For a trophy wife, she really did try to spend her spare time
wisely instead of sitting idly by as my father turned people’s
thousands into millions. Too bad her efforts were always kind of
lackluster, and she never followed through.



After taking a shower, | flopped onto my king-size bed and flicked
through the channels on my flat-screen TV.

But no matter how hard | tried to get lost in something mindless,
my mind insisted on repeating the same questions. Why didn’t
Renee tell anyone? Her parents?

| couldn’t figure it out. It was all over school—her reading tastes
and how they’d resulted in a trip to the principal’s office.

I'd watched her at lunch, seated on the other side of the cafeteria
with her drama buddies, yet she never even looked at me once.

Forget her. | needed to forget her. Didn’t even know why | cared,
or why | even bothered. Something about her just got to me, igniting
my blood and causing me to clench my fists. Her stupid bows, fancy
pantyhose, and reluctance to care about what others thought about
her were driving me insane.

Leaning over, | snatched my phone from the nightstand to call
Tara.

| could do with a little dirty talk. That would definitely take my
mind someplace better.

Yet my finger wouldn’t budge. It hovered over her name, circling
like a bumblebee around a flower.

With a curse, | tossed my phone, checked to make sure the door
was locked, then shoved my hand down my pants.

———————————————

111111

Students shuffled past, and | rolled my head back against my locker.

“And this one scene, where he says ...”

Renee was all smiles as Tara relayed the details of the stupid
book she’d been reading.

The stupid book that should’'ve embarrassed Renee yet seemed
to be attracting the entire female student body for book club
meetings in the school halls.



Yes, people had made digs at her about it over the past few
weeks, but she'd let it slide off her shoulders. As though she was
carved from glittering stone and everything else was water, washing
over or around her while she remained resistant. Beautiful.
Unchanged.

“Hey,” Mike said, stopping beside me to open his locker. “Coming
to the team meeting this afternoon?”

“l guess.”

“You guess?” Mike shoved a book inside, collecting his phone
and wallet before slamming the door closed. “What's up with you?”
When | continued to glare at Renee, his gaze followed. “Oh. Man,
she’s hot.”

“She looks like a fucking peacock, prancing around in her frilly
socks and ridiculous bows.”

Mike said nothing, so | glanced over, finding his eyes steadfast
on Renee. My teeth gritted.

“Yeah, but she knows how to wear them.”

“What are you? The style police?”

He laughed. “Shut up.” Eyeing me up and down a moment, he
raised his brows. “Hang on. Do you like her or something?”

My spine straightened, and | forced out a guffaw. “Fuck no. She
annoys the crap out of me.”

“Why?”

“Why?” | repeated as though he’d asked the most stupid question
in the world.

“Yeah, why?” He shrugged, loosening his tie. “Usually there’s a
reason for not liking someone.”

“l don’t need a reason,” | snapped.

Mike muttered what sounded like, “Bullshit,” and shoved his
wallet into his pants.

“My parents started it,” | admitted quietly. | knew if | didn’t give
him something, he’d assume whatever he wanted. | couldn’t have
that.

“Your parents?”

Nodding, | explained, “Our moms. They seem to think it'd be a
great idea to eventually set us up.”

“How do you know this?” he asked.



| started walking to the cafeteria. If Tara wanted to hang out and
talk about some lame book, so be it. Mike fell in step beside me.
“Besides the fact that my mother asks me at least once a day about
Renee, | overheard them in the game room at the end of summer,
drinking and carrying on about it like a bunch of teenage girls.”

Mike chuckled. “They were probably just joking around.”

He didn't know Valery Grant and Lucinda Welsh. Those two
women were queens when it came to getting what they wanted.
“They aren’t. Our fathers are merging their firms.”

“Holy shit,” Mike said as we stopped in line. “Is Welsh Holdings in
trouble?”

“‘Not as far as | know. But | overheard them on the phone.
Apparently, it's been their plan for the past year. More lucrative,
supposedly. They plan to set up international offices in Beijing and
Germany by next spring.”

Mike whistled. “Now that would probably give me reason to be
worried, too.”

We ordered and took our trays to the back corner where the team
sat. A stern look at Mike told him to shut his mouth on the matter.

He did, thankfully.

| half listened to the guys drone on about some new gaming
console while tearing into my sandwich as if it had personally
offended me.

Black ballet flats with tiny bows on the toes caught my eye as |
stared at the ground after taking a drink from my water bottle.

| didn’t think, just reacted.

Water sprayed from my mouth, landing all over Renee’s white
blouse as she let out a pitiful shriek.

“Dude.” Josh, one of my team mates, laughed. “Harsh.”

Ignoring him, | lifted my gaze from the white bra that was now on
display for the whole cafeteria to see to those green eyes. Hurt
flickered back at me, but only for a heartbeat, and then Renee was
dumping the contents of her tray onto my lap.

“Fuck!” | stood, frantically trying to shove the hot macaroni from
my pants, my fingers getting burned in the process.

The cafeteria went silent. My breathing became a loud,
monstrous sound that | feared moved through the room as though a



microphone had been clipped to my shirt.

“Whoops, sorry. It slipped,” Renee deadpanned, moving over to a
table in the opposite corner with her drama club buddies.

“Did she just ...?” Mike asked.

“Jesus.” | looked down at the cheese smears and bits of pasta all
over my pants. “I'm going to have to-”

“‘Miss Grant and Mr. Welsh. Outside. Now.” Mrs. Bennington’s
voice boomed above the snickers and whispers.

With a glance at the guys, | shrugged, then grabbed the other
half of my sandwich and drink before making my way outside.

“What is the meaning of this?” Mrs. Bennington asked, her voice
a low hiss as Renee stepped outside, and the door to the cafeteria
shut behind her.

When we both said nothing, she sighed, pinching the bridge of
her nose before tossing her arm down to her side. “Detention this
afternoon.”

“I have a team meeting,” | protested.

“‘Not my problem. And head to lost property to find yourselves
some suitable clothes. You don’t get a free pass out of school for
this.” Her heels clacked on the floor as she stormed off.

| glared at Renee with my teeth grinding, but she only smiled.
“You started it.”

“‘Real mature.”

She laughed, and my mouth fell open at the sound of it. Raspy
but sweet. “You want to argue about maturity now? Fine. Let’'s do
that.”

“d rather not.” | straightened from where I'd been leaning
against the wall.

“First the book, and now this? What did | ever do to you?” she
asked, her voice lowering a few decibels, vulnerability ringing clear.

Ignoring the twist in my gut, | blurted honestly, “You exist.”

She shook her head, about to walk away, when | said, “You do
have some nice tits, though. So there’s that.”

Her hand flew up over her head to flip me the bird.

And for a moment, just a moment, | forgot that | hated her so
much.



(Peree

Fifteen years old

Telling my mother about all the ways her dream suitor for me was
actually a monster probably wouldn’t go over well. | was tempted, yet
| knew no matter what | said or how | phrased it, she’d misconstrue
everything.

Some part of me wondered if he liked me, and if perhaps the low
barbs and hurtful actions were his way of rebelling against it.

That part of me had now been put in its rightful place. Smothered
and drowned by the obvious animosity that | refused to let myself be
too blind to see.

If spraying me with water wasn’t bad enough, spending an hour
in an empty classroom where he proceeded to talk football stats with
the gym teacher who got stuck with detention duty was what sealed
it. Callum didn’t say one word to me. They both ignored me, which
was fine.

But as | went to leave, | realized someone had stuck fresh gum to
the seat of my chair before I'd sat down.

“You should always look where you're parking that big thing,”
Callum said, smirking over his shoulder at me as he swaggered out
of the room.



It was horrifying, pulling his disgusting gum from my backside just
enough so that | could leave the plastic chair behind and get home.

Enough. I'd had enough.

He could do what he wanted. | would not back down, but |
wouldn’t retaliate anymore either. His brand of assholery had a
ricochet effect. Affecting other things in my life, piece by little piece.

Hilda was annoyed with me for days due to missing rehearsals
yet again no matter how much | tried to explain it to her. My
homework was handed in two days late that week, and | had to use
my period as some mortifying excuse for why my school skirt had
been ruined and tossed into the trash before anyone could see.

Not to mention, | hadn’t sewed since.

Itd now been two weeks, and I'd managed to avoid any more
run-ins with the asshole. Hopefully, he'd find someone else to set his
bad moods on.

| stared longingly at my sewing machine, which was surrounded
in fabric from my latest and now discarded idea. A Cinderella-
inspired dress for a charity gala that was coming up next month.

“Knock, knock,” my mother chirped.

Looking over at the door, | smiled as she walked in with two bags
looped over her arm.

She placed them down on my peach-colored duvet, then took a
seat next to me. “Happy Birthday, darling.”

“Thank you,” | said, taking one of the bags and finding swaths of
fabric inside it.

“From Indonesia.” Her smile was proud as | carefully spread the
silk over my lap, then stared up at her.

“You didn’t have to do this,” | breathed, all the while my fingers
kept smoothing over the material. It was so soft, so delicate, | didn’t
think I'd ever felt something that fine in my life.

“Oh, don’t give me that.” She passed me the other bag, clapping
her hands when | took it from her.

It was filled with novels. First editions. Jane Austen to Nora
Roberts. “What’s ...?" | plucked out a small cardboard box from the
bottom, opening it up to find a shiny Amex.

My mother squeaked, her blood red hair falling out from behind
her ear. “You do not want to know the things | had to do to get your



father to agree to this one,” she said, snatching it from me and
plucking it out of its nest inside the box.

My nose crinkled. “No, | don’t.”

She laughed. “No more spending caps on your checking account.
Isn’t that exciting?”

It was, but it was rare that | spent anywhere near the amount to
reach the card’s limit.

“Thank you,” | said again, reaching over to hug her.

“You’re so welcome,” Mom murmured, rocking me side to side
before releasing me and fixing her hair. “I do wish you’d agreed to a
party, though. It would’ve been a great way for me to meet all your
new friends.”

‘I don’t have many new friends.”

She laughed as if | were joking, which | let slide. “Shoulders
back.” She tapped one of them, lifting my hair to let it fall down my
back. “Just because you're at home and it's your birthday doesn’t
give you permission to slouch.” She stood from the bed. “Your father
will be home early. We’ve invited the Welsh'’s over for dinner.”

My eyes popped. “What? No.” That was the main reason I'd
avoided a party in the first place.

“‘Don’t make me frown, darling.”

Frustrated and panicked, | whined, “Mom, | didn’t want to do
anything.”

“I know, but it's part business, part pleasure. So let’s just run with
it, shall we?” She paused in the doorway. “Have a wonderful day.”
She kissed the air. “Smooches!”

With a loud whimper, | hung my head, my shoulders slouching.

---------------

“‘Pass the gravy, dear.” My dad held out his hand as Mom grabbed
the porcelain jug and handed it over.



“You didn’t go to school today?” Dad asked after he drizzled the
gravy over his slow roasted beef.

“I's her birthday, Damon. She didn’t have to.”

He gave Mom a look she returned with a look of her own. He
sighed, cutting into his food as Lucinda put her cutlery down.

“Callum has a gift for you,” she said, dabbing at her chin
delicately with her napkin.

That had me pausing. Callum had barely looked at me since
they’d arrived.

| almost coughed. “Sorry?”

Callum smirked, then reached into the breast pocket of his jacket,
retrieving a little box and pushing it over the table.

| blinked at it, unsure what game he was playing at now.

“Go on,” my mom said, nudging me with her elbow. “Don’t be
rude. Open it.”

Slowly, | reached over the table, taking the silver box and
opening it.

Inside sat a locket. My mother gasped, her hand going to her
chest as | freed it from the box.

“You should open the locket later,” Callum said, picking up his
fork and spearing some vegetables. “You know, when you're alone.”

Our mothers both made similar sounds of swooning.

With my hand shaking, | deposited the necklace back inside the
box and set it aside.

“So sweet,” my mom practically wept.

‘I know.” Lucinda smiled, her brown eyes crinkling in the corners.
‘I might've helped him just a little, but what’s on the inside, well, that
was all his idea.”

‘Do you still have that girlfriend?” Mom asked Callum, no
hesitation whatsoever.

My dad laughed. “Valery, leave the boy alone.”

“He does,” Lucinda said with a roll of her eyes. She picked up her
wine and took a hearty sip. “Though | suppose they both should
have a little fun before they’re shackled to one another for life.”

Our mothers laughed like a pair of old crones, our fathers smiling
as if the prospect of an arranged marriage was normal dinner
conversation.



One look at Callum had my stomach sinking. His head was down,
eyes staring into his food while his fork no doubt left imprints on the
inside of his fist.

“Callum, don’t look so forlorn.” Lucinda swirled her wine, taking
another sip. “One would think you didn’t have a set of eyes in your
head. Renee is stunning.”

“Luce,” Kian said, a stern yet humorous timbre to his voice.

Lucinda waved a hand at her husband. “You’re the one who
agreed it'd be a great thing for our families.”

Kian tilted a shoulder. “It would, but leave it be for now. You're
likely scaring them.”

Ignoring him, my mom smiled at Lucinda, whispering none too
quietly, “Arranged marriages are all the rage again. Did you hear
about the Everton’s boy? He married this tiny wraith of a thing ...”

“Have you got that proposal ready?” Kian, Callum’s father, asked
mine, effectively talking over our mother’s voices.

“Yes, it's here in my office. Though we've got a few snags we’ll
need to iron out.”

The conversation turned to business, and our mothers quieted,
playing the dutiful wives until they could be excused to the parlor for
more wine and raucous laughter.

Before that could happen, Rosa appeared with a cake, setting it
down on the table, then collected some dinner plates.

My father took the lighter she deposited, lighting all fifteen
candles as | felt Callum’s fire-filled gaze on my profile.

“Strawberry cheesecake?” Kian asked, inspecting it as my father
sat back down.

My mom smiled. “It's been her favorite since she was old enough
to request it.”

It was true, though after a quick look at Callum, whose tongue
was poking his cheek as he drilled holes into my face with his eyes, |
worried if | took one bite, I'd hurl up everything I'd managed to eat
tonight.

My mother and Lucinda started singing, and | painted a smile on,
my fingers toying viciously with the hem of my dress beneath the
table. Thankfully, everyone was so lost in their conversations, they



paid no attention to me and the way | left my piece of cheesecake
untouched.

No one besides Callum, who licked a smear of cream from his
upper lip before excusing himself.

Scooping up the little box, | soon did the same. Callum was
nowhere to be found as | strolled down the hall toward the staircase.
Unfortunately, | found him upstairs in my room, hands trailing over
the fabric on my desk. “You sew?”

| left the door open, walking in and inspecting my room, trying to
see what he saw as he looked around. Books piled high on my tall
white bookshelf that took up the entirety of one wall. A plush peach-
colored rug beneath a small table where craft and fashion
magazines sat atop, and a white armchair next to it.

My bed was on top of a small dais, it's four white posts
surrounded by bright veils of mosquito netting. Not to protect me
from mosquitos, but just because | liked them.

| felt like a princess surrounded by luminous curtains, and my
raised bed provided me a heart-stopping view of the dense, green
woods outside my floor-to-ceiling window.

‘I do,” | finally said, thinking it was obvious and wondering what
he wanted.

Callum removed a lid on a glass jar that held numerous buttons
of all different colors, shapes and sizes.

| watched, my mouth agape, as he turned the jar upside down
and sent them scattering to the desk and floor. “Whoops.”

Vile words curled behind my teeth as anger set my bones
stiffening. | swallowed them and asked with too much calm, “What is
your problem?”

He set the empty jar down, a few lone buttons rolling across the
floorboards to hide beneath the desk.

Without even so much as a backward glance at them, or me, he
strolled over to my bookshelves, a low chuckle reaching me as he
plucked out one of my comics.

“Sailor Moon?” His brow arched as he looked at me. “Really?”

With my teeth grinding together, | concentrated on breathing
slowly through my nose. | wouldn’t let him pick me to pieces.



“You don’t strike me as the comic book type,” he murmured,
tossing it back on the shelf haphazardly. | tensed, hoping it wouldn’t
slide off the shelf to the floor.

“You don’t strike me as the type for small talk. What do you
want?”

A flash of something | couldn’t name rippled over his features
before he schooled them. He stepped closer, and | kept my eyes
steadfast on his. “Did you open the locket yet?”

“‘No, and | don’t want it.” Fed up with the tension and his
disarming presence, | marched over to him and shoved the box in
my hand to his chest. “Here, take it back. | know your mom arranged
it anyway.”

“True,” he said with a smile that was less than comforting. “No
need to be rude, though. It's probably really expensive. A family
heirloom.” With another cursory glance around my room, he added,
“And it appears you sure do like expensive things.”

“‘And you don’t?” My hand, still holding the locket, dropped to my
side as he stepped away and strode for the door without answering
me.

“Call it a peace offering.” He gestured to the locket. “I'm done
playing games, Renee. Get your mother to back off and you won'’t
need to worry about me again.”

| scoffed. “| never encouraged her.”

He raised a brow.

“You don'’t believe me?”

A shrug, then, “I'll believe you when | stop hearing about all their
ridiculous plans.”

| leaned back against my desk, staring down at the locket. He
wouldn’t believe me no matter what | said or did. “Your ego knows no
bounds. I’'m not interested in you.”

He remained quiet, but | could still feel him standing there across
the room at my door as | stared down at the silver box.

With a sigh, | flipped it open, removing the locket from its soft
pillow and staring at the intricate silver engravings on the outside.
Unable to help it, a tiny gasp slipped from me. “It really is beautiful.”

bl ”»

Callum made a sound of agreement. “My great-grandmother’s.



| looked over at him then. A family heirloom indeed. “I| don’t have
to take it.”

He scratched at his head. “| think you'd find it would cause too
much drama between our mothers if you didn’t.”

That was true. My nail caught the tiny latch, flipping it open.

| screamed, the locket flying from my hand as a black spider
unfolded itself and jumped at my chest. In a panic, | brushed it to the
floor, my heart racing and my breath stalling as | stumbled backward,
trying to skirt around my desk.

The spider scuttled away, heading for my wardrobe as a loud
crash resounded behind me.

| turned and saw my new sewing machine on the floor. “No!” | fell
beside it, taking in the broken casing and twisted needle shank. “No,
no. My mom got me this when we moved here. I'd been waiting
forever.”

Callum cursed. Enraged, | glanced over my shoulder to find him
with a shocked, pinched look on his face. “I didn’t ...”

“You didn’'t what? Do that on purpose?” | laughed, my breath
catching as my vision blurred. “Get out.”

‘Renee—"

“No,” | cut in, standing and whirling on him as fury dried the tears
that'd welled in my eyes. “Did you ever stop to think, just for one
fucking minute, that | might actually want nothing to do with you?
Huh? That all your stupid games, the torment, the hateful glares
could be unwarranted?”

He didn’t say a word, just stared at me as if he’d been slapped.

“Get the hell out of my room, my house, and my fucking life. Now.
Before | scream the house down and tell my parents everything
you've done.”

His lips parted, his hand diving into his thick brown hair before he
finally spun and headed out the door.

| locked it behind him, then slumped against it and stared at the
remains of my sewing machine with my heart in tatters.
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Sixteen years old

“Renee and her parents will be arriving soon,” my mother called
down the hall to my bedroom where | was slipping a shirt over my
head.

“Fuck,” | spewed the word under my breath.

I'd seen Renee in and outside of school plenty of times, but over
the past eleven months, we hadn’t said a word to each other. Not
one damn word.

Not since I'd left her in her room on the night of her fifteenth
birthday, heartbroken over a sewing machine.

Such a thing would usually make me laugh, yet as | watched her
face morph from horror to despair, all | could do was stare. |
remembered it all as if it happened just yesterday. Not sure why, but
it was something that played out behind my closed eyelids many
times and stalked me in the halls and classrooms whenever | saw
her.

She never looked at me, didn’'t even offer a scowl. Not even at
our family’s get-togethers, where she’d dutifully act like the good
daughter and ignore our mothers’ continuous chiding with a simple
crack of laughter.

| didn’t exist. Even as my name was dragged around school after
| called it quits with Tara two weeks after Renee’s birthday. Even



when the girls talked of my philandering ways at parties. Even when
| made pass after scoring pass at each of our games.

| was a ghost.

Which was fine because it was what I'd wanted. | wanted to be
left alone to live my own life and not have to give in to my mother’s
fanciful ideas of marriage and two point five kids followed by taking
the reins of my father’s company.

It was one thing for my father to control my career, but another
thing entirely for him to control my personal life. In hindsight, | knew
I’d probably overreacted, but | wanted to play ball professionally. And
marriage? Marriage was something no fifteen-year-old guy wanted to
think about, let alone be forced into.

The backyard was bedecked with twinkling lights, and the band
my father chose warmed up on the makeshift stage by the pool.
Spying some seats in the corner near the fence, | settled into one
and pulled out my phone to log on to social media.

News about the party was all over school. | didn’t think my
parents quite knew what they were getting themselves into when
they decided to throw me a birthday bash for my sixteenth.

My teammates arrived first, laughing and catcalling as they
watched my mother bend over by the pool to fix a string of lights
that’d fallen to the ground.

“You guys are messed up,” | grumbled as they belted me on the
back and wished me a happy birthday.

“So many things | could say to that.” Mike laughed, taking a seat
beside me. “Serious milf.”

“‘Damn right, she is,” my dad’s voice sounded, making the four of
us freeze and look up simultaneously. He grinned, looking at each
one of us as he said, “Don’t think | forget what it's like to be a
teenager. | was barely an adult when you came along.” He gestured
to me with his whiskey.

He loved to remind me of that. Of how he’d managed to finish
college, support my mom when she had me in her junior year, and
learn the ropes at what was once my grandfather’s company all at
the same time.

“Got a spare one of those, Mr. Welsh?” Steve piped up, eyeing
his drink.



My dad’s grin fell. “Nice try.”

He stalked over to where my mother was talking to one of the
guys in the band. Fluffing her hair and laughing, she was taken by
surprise when my dad looped an arm around her and brought her
flush to his chest.

| groaned. “God, really?”

The guys snickered, Mike thankfully distracting me with questions
about the kind of car | would get.

“‘Dad said he’s not buying me one until I'm seventeen.”

“Why?” Mike grabbed a soda from the cooler, shaking the water
from it over the grass.

“Fuck knows, he said something about me being more
responsible then.”

Steve guffawed. “How much can seriously change in a year?”

At that moment, Renee’s parents stepped outside. Renee was
slow to follow as she paused between the opened French doors.

“A lot, | guess,” Mike muttered, eyes locked on Renee as she
adjusted her emerald green cocktail dress. She was wearing black
pantyhose and white heels.

Who the hell wore white heels with black pantyhose?

Renee did. The white bow atop her red hair drew your eye as it
sat there without moving as if it were superglued to her hair.

She glanced over at us, then immediately looked away.

“‘Anyone going to say hi?” Mike asked.

When none of us answered, me because | couldn’t, he shook his
head and made his way over to Renee. My hand clenched around
the can of soda, the metal clang barely registering as she smiled up
at Mike.

Mike. Since when did she smile at Mike?

The band started, and more guests arrived. After an hour of
enduring conversation with my parents’ friends and random people
from school, we managed to sneak away to my bedroom with the
bottle of vodka that Wanda kept hidden beneath the kitchen sink.

“Tara’s going out with Jed now, know that?”

| took a swig from the bottle, passing it to Mike with barely a tilt of
my shoulder. “Don’t particularly care. We broke up fucking ages
ago.”



Steve belched. “Yeah, but she didn’t date anyone for ages.”

‘“Mhmm,” Mike agreed. “You were each other’s firsts and shit, so |
guess it'd be understandable if you still felt something for her.”

“We can mess him up after school on Monday,” Pat said, his tone
casual as he inspected my comics on the bookshelf.

“No need.” | sat up from where I'd been lounging on my bed and
staring out the window at the pool below.

We were each other’s firsts. Some of them, | supposed. Tara was
a cool chick, but | stopped feeling anything for her months before I'd
finally cut her loose.

“Is Mandy here?” Steve asked. Lying on the rug, he tossed a
football into the air and caught it with his eyes closed.

“‘Mandy?” Pat asked, confused.

“She’s in our grade. You seriously don’t know her?” Mike asked.

“Nope,” Pat said, no fucks given.

| couldn’t give a shit who was there. My head felt a little heavy.
We were used to drinking every now and then but not straight vodka.
| needed to piss. And to get some water.

Out in the hall, the noise of the party tried to break through the
thick walls and old arched windows.

| did my business, then made my way downstairs to the kitchen.

White and red caught my eye, and | paused at the foot of the
stairs, peering around them to find Renee huddled on the bench seat
tucked behind it. She was sewing something.

“Did you ever get your sewing machine fixed?” | hiccupped over
the last word, rubbing my eyes as she paused to glance up at me.

It was darker behind here, but | could still see it. Her green eyes
blazed a few shades darker, matching the emerald of her dress, for a
second, only a split second, before she schooled her features into
indifference.

‘I did.”

“What did you end up telling your mom?” | plonked on the other
end of the seat, my thirst forgotten.

“That | saw a spider and accidentally knocked it off the desk.”

The way she was freely providing me answers made me smile.
“You clever little liar.”



“I's not a lie, though, is it?” She looked over at me for a second,
giving me the full effect of her stare. Her pink lips parted, the bottom
one fuller than the top. When they joined, they sat perfectly
pillowed. A perfect bow.

“‘Huh?” | scratched at my chest, my shirt, or maybe my skin,
itching.

Her brows scrunched. “You're drunk.”

Not a question, so | didn’t answer it.

She shook her head as she returned to her ... “What is that?”

“A cross-stitch. What, you’ve never seen one before?” She poked
the needle beneath the round disc, pulling it through the other side.

Chuckling, | hiccupped again. “I have now.”

| watched her thin fingers work around the disc until | made out a
shape. “Roses. Isn’t this something your grandmother would do?”

“My grandmother is in the Bahamas, getting drunk by the pool
with men half her age and attending discos every other night. So, no,
it's not something she’'d do.”

That made me chuckle again. | drifted sideways, almost rolling
into her shoulder as | tried to right myself. “My grandfather died two
years ago.” | vomited the words. “My grandma had already left him
years beforehand for some younger guy.”

Seeming kind of dumbfounded, Renee muttered, “Oh, sorry.”

“‘Don’t be. He was kind of a bore and had little patience for me
anyway.”

“What about your mom’s parents?” she asked.

| poked my bottom lip out, swinging my head side to side.
“They’re okay. They don’t visit much, but when they do, it's always
with awesome gifts.”

Renee was looking at me, her lips curling a little. She wanted to
smile, | knew it, and so did she, yet she wouldn’t. “My grandma is
kind of the same.”

“The one partying in the Bahamas?”

She nodded. “We don’t see my mom’s parents. They didn’t
approve of her marriage, so she stopped talking to them.”

| grimaced. “Well, that sucks.”

Renee was quiet a long moment, then said, “Better not let your
parents see you. You reek of alcohol.”



Blinking, | swiped a hand down my face. “You’re right about that.”

| didn’t move, though. Instead, | watched her continuously weave
the needle in and out of the material.

‘I have a large collection of comic books,” | said without much
thought.

Renee said nothing, but her fingers paused as she no doubt
remembered me discovering her small Sailor Moon collection last
year.

“‘DC, Batman, especially the Joker, are favorites,” | continued,
then laughed to myself when she remained silent. “If you think you
can have a field day by telling everyone, go ahead. You should know
by now | don’t give a shit.”

She blew out an annoyed breath, eyes glued to her ministrations.
‘I don’t care.”

| scowled at her small hands, puzzled, but too drunk and too tired
to solve it.

People eventually started leaving, laughter and music turning to a
quiet hum as | sat, oddly transfixed by the deft movements of those
fingers, the concentration that marred her face contradicting her
relaxed posture, and the way her tongue would peek out when she
needed to give the needle a harder tug.

Footsteps sounded around the corner, and Renee’s parents
called her name. She tucked the cross-stitch into a little bag that sat
beside her, zipping it closed as she watched me.

| straightened, wondering how I'd ended up spending the last half
of my own birthday party watching a girl | didn’t like take part in a
grandma’s activity.

A fissure of panic sent the first words | could think of out of my
mouth as Renee stood. “Not even going to wish me a happy
birthday, Mini Mouse?”

Looking down at me, she stared for a few breaths. Then, without
saying a word, she walked away.
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| got out of my sixteenth birthday party thanks to the flu.

And if | was being honest, I'd never been more thankful for a
virus in my life.

Not only did | not want the fuss or to play nice with people who
pretended to be my friends just to score an invite, but | also didn’t
want to see him.

Weird was the only word my frazzled brain could conjure to
describe the few hours he’d sat with me at his own sixteenth
birthday. But the weirdest part was since then, he’d tried to smile at
me in the halls at school and in line in the cafeteria and tried to get
my attention by kicking my chair or tossing paper at me during class.

All of which | ignored.

It was a pity | couldn’t ignore his friend, though, who had a habit
of finding me after class these past few weeks and talking to me
about random things.

‘I didn’t even know you could put applesauce with it. Strange,
right?” Mike said, a cute smile lighting up his blue eyes.

“Uh-huh.” | smiled back, not sure what he was talking about. |
was busy reading a script for rehearsals tomorrow afternoon. I'd
gotten the part of the evil witch in Clarke’s twisted retelling of Snow



White. He was trying to do it without dwarfs since there were only
eight of us in the group. Some of whom didn’t always show up for
performances.

You couldn’t have Snow White without the dwarfs, but no matter
how many times we’d told him that and suggested other ideas, he'd
remained steadfast in his decision to be unique.

Hilda had gotten the part of Snow White, which was apt, and she
was eating it up, discussing all the ways | could redesign the typical
Snow White dress for her. Admittedly, | was more excited about that
than the play itself.

“...And you’re not really listening to me, are you?”

| dropped the script to my side, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry, but I've
only got another few days to get some lines right, and—"

“And she’s just not that into you,” Callum cut in, swinging an arm
around Mike’s shoulders.

Mike scowled, shoving it off.

Mortified, | didn’t know what to say. Callum didn’t give me much
time to say anything, though. “She’s into the more rugged types.
Blonds especially. Aren’t you, Mini Mouse?”

“How the hell would you know what I'm into?”

Callum’s top lip curled, displaying a flash of his white teeth. “You
mentioned it once. That, and well, I've just got you pegged.”

| laughed. “No. You really don't.”

His frown made me smile until Mike cut in. “Yeah, I'm gonna jet.
I'll see you at practice in the morning.” A shy smile was directed at
me. “Bye, Renee.”

“‘Bye, Mike,” | said, waving slightly.

“‘Don’t feel bad. It's better he knows now than later.”

| headed for my car, Callum following and whistling as he ran a
hand over the black paint. “Nice. What lies did you need to spin to
get this?”

Trying not to roll my eyes, | opened the door and shoved the
script and my backpack onto the passenger seat. “Go home,
Callum.”

“‘Mini Mouse,” he said, voice far too close. Shocked, | spun
around, my neck cricking back as he loomed above me, those dark
eyes glowing with mischief. “Why do you always ignore me?”



“Do | seriously need to explain that to you?”

His brows furrowed. “That’'d be great, actually.”

“Okay, fine. How about the fact that if | acknowledge you in any
way, shape, or form, you make my life hell or you accuse me of
trying to be your future trophy wife? Oh, and let’s not forget that™—I
stabbed a finger at his chest when he started chuckling—*l. Don't.
Fucking. Like. You.”

He stopped laughing, his nostrils flaring as his deep voice
lowered. “I'll admit | might've jumped the gun, and yeah, | did some
messed-up things, but—"

Brushing off the shiver that wanted to assault me, | straightened
my shoulders. “I don’t care. Get out of the way so | can leave.”

A heavy moment settled between us as his eyes scanned my
face, stopping on the bow | used to sweep my hair aside in a rush
that morning. “You're really kind of exquisite, but | suppose you
already know that, don’t you?”

“Honestly,” | wheezed out. “Do you ever say anything without
injecting at least a tiny barb of venom?”

He tsked. “If | remember correctly, you gave me some of your
own two minutes ago.”

“I did not. All | said was ...” | trailed off as his grin grew two sizes
bigger, making his dimple deepen and the severe slice of his
cheekbones more prominent. My eyes shut as | groaned. “Ugh,
you’re infuriating.”

Warmth fanned over my cheek as | felt his body step close to
mine. “Could make for some seriously hot chemistry.” | went to
shove him back when his lips brushed over my skin. “You smell like
peaches.”

“‘And you smell like an asshole. Get off me.”

He stepped back, chuckling again. “Later, Mini Mouse.”

With my blood boiling, | climbed into my car and shut the door,
watching him swagger across the lot to a waiting Town Car.

.........



“That's not how it goes,” Hilda said, shoulders tight and mouth
pinched.

“It doesn’t matter.” Clarke waved a hand. “Improvise. Imitation will
only get you so far.”

Hilda glared at Tyson, who was playing the prince but had now
decided he wanted to be the huntsman. “World of Warcraft style,” he
said with a grin that was supposed to be menacing. “Let’'s make it
bloody.”

“‘Bloody means we’ll have to scrounge up more blood bags, and
our budget is already tight.”

“It shouldn’t be.” Tyson looked over at where | was standing in
the wings. “Renee is making most of the costumes.”

“‘Regardless, we didn’t have the funds to start with,” Clarke said.
“So unless you want to ask Mommy or Daddy, let's not get too
carried away.”

I’'d come to notice in my time at Trellara Prep that these people
never stuck to a well-written script. Rather, they liked to just keep bits
and pieces from it. At first, it unnerved me, but after watching as an
impeccably dressed tree in last year’s performance of Jack and Jill, |
had to admit, their ability to make a hot mess out of a traditional story
made for a far more entertaining show.

We wrapped ten minutes later, but | stayed back, my sewing kit
sitting by me next to the stage as | finished replacing buttons and
taking up the hem on a worn maiden’s dress.

“‘Are you coming?” Hilda asked, making me look up as she
shouldered her backpack.

“Where?”

She half rolled her eyes. “Bits and Burgers. We're all going to get
shakes, remember?”

| knew Clarke would stay behind for at least another hour, so |
shook my head. “I need to finish this for Alissa, then I've gotta get
home to finish the math homework we have due tomorrow.”

| threaded some copper string through the needle, tying it off as
Hilda’s feet stayed planted in front of me. “What?” | asked.

“You hardly ever hang out with us outside of school lately.”



“You guys want these costumes done, right?” | tried to keep the
shark out of my tone and failed.

Hilda snorted. “Seriously, Renee. So boring.”

Then she was gone, and | stared down at my hands, at the dusty
dress in my lap, and sighed.

“She sounds delightful,” Callum drawled, startling me.

Lifting his tall frame from the wall he’d been leaning against in the
shadows, he strode over and took a seat beside me on the ground,
his hair damp and a drink bottle in hand.

| blinked a few times. “What are you doing here?”

“Coach has us running double practice. Thought I'd say hello
before | went home.”

It was just yesterday that he’d blocked my attempts of escaping
him after school. “Well, say hello and run along, then.”

“Hello, and no thank you. I’'m quite happy right here.” His eyes
followed my every movement as | shifted the dress and started on
the hem.

Let him watch, | thought. What harm could it possibly do?

“Is that your costume?” he asked after a few minutes.

Again, | shifted it in my lap, smoothing the hem with a finger. “No,
it's for Alissa.”

“Alissa,” Callum repeated. “Nope, don’t know her.”

| contained a snort. Of course, he wouldn’t. She was beneath his
usual hierarchy. “You should take the time to get to know more of
your peers.”

“I'm here with you, aren’t I?” he retorted, voice gentle.

“‘Not what | meant. You know enough about me, and | don’t care
to know any more about you.”

“False and false.”

My hand jerked, slipping as frustration shot through me. “Shit,” |
hissed, lifting my finger as a drop of blood bubbled on my skin.

Before | could do anything with it, Callum grabbed my finger and
shoved it into his mouth.

My eyes sprang wide, the swiftness of the act and my surprise
rendering me dumbstruck as his warm tongue slid around my finger.
Something clenched in my stomach, my toes curling inside my shoes
as his eyes danced with my startled ones.



He released it with a loud, sucking pop, his fingers brushing over
my wrist as he gently situated my hand back in my lap.

“Why are you making the costumes?” he asked as if he didn’t just
suck my blood like a vampire and cause me to have a prelude to
what was bound to be a huge orgasm.

“Um.” After inspecting my finger, which looked as though nothing
had happened to it, | tucked some hair behind my ear before picking
up the needle and dress. “I enjoy it.”

“For this many people, though?”

“I only need to make three and fix a few others.” | lifted the dress
an inch. “Like this one.”

“So, while you’re here, doing this, they’re all out there on their
way to stuff their faces?”

“I'm here because | want to be.” Which was true. “You don’t need
to be, so you can go now.”

“'m here because | want to be, t00.” He said it so casually with
no trace of mockery in his deep baritone. “Did you know that when
you’re concentrating, your nose twitches slightly?”

| raised a brow but otherwise ignored him and kept working on
the dress.

He pressed some more. “What is it about sewing that you enjoy
so much?”

“The silence.” Guilt pricked at my chest as soon as the blunt word
filled the air between us, so | continued, “Aside from it being a much-
needed time-out, if there’s something | want that | can'’t find, | can
create it.”

Callum hummed thoughtfully. The sound was deep and
awakened jittery flutters in my stomach.

After a long stretch of silence, he started talking again. “I don’t
want to take over the company.”

| knew that. Oh boy, | definitely knew that. “So don’t.”

He laughed without any hint of humor. “Not that simple. Dad
doesn’t see football as a career, but he understands it can make me
some money until I'm ready to take over for him.”

“Talk to him about it,” | said, when what | wanted to say was,
don'’t talk to me about it. | couldn’t, though. His rich, deep voice was



softer, gentler. And | realized it was because he was being himself.
And far be it from me to keep anyone from being their true selves.

“He won't listen. Says I'm too young to understand right now, and
that one day, I'll agree with him.”

“Maybe. And don’t bite my head off for saying this, but maybe
he’s right.”

‘I don’t care,” he clipped.

| smiled down at the brown and gold fabric. “Okay. And you
brought this up because ...?”

He crossed his ankles, sneakers squeaking against the old wood
floor. “Because my personal life is mine. | got scared that they’'d try
to control that too.”

“They?” My shoulders tensed.

“You know who | mean. Our parents.”

The seconds fell like rain as | mulled his words over. Eventually, |
murmured softly, “Understandable.”

We sat in silence, and when | finished the dress, | looked over to
see his head was inclined toward me, flopping against the wall as
though he was about to fall asleep.

“You should go home and go to bed early.”

“Will you join me?” he asked with a groggy smile.

“You wish.” | folded the dress, tucking my needle and thread
away and closing the Kit.

“Stay,” he said, causing me to sigh and slump back against the
wall.

| hadn’t seen or heard Clarke since Callum appeared. The dim
lights over the stage casted Callum’s face in half shadow, outlining
the deep cut of his jaw and cheekbones.

A handsome boy. Beautiful but like a wolf. He’d charm me, invite
me in with sweet words and stomach clenching stares, then leave
me half dead on the unforgiving ground.

| knew it, and still, | couldn’t stop myself from staring. Like a drug
I'd never taken, my fascination with the danger became an oxygen-
depriving thing between us, causing my chest to heave.

“Why?” | finally asked.

Lifting his hand, he kept his eyes on mine, his teeth scraping over
his lush bottom lip as his warm skin met my cheek, his thumb



caressing it.

His head fell forward. “So | can do this,” he breathed into my
mouth. Then his lips were on mine. Soft, careful, and still.

My eyes shut, my heart halting then galloping as Callum melded
his lips to mine. Pressing gently at first, he soon urged them deeper,
his hand still on my face and his breath tumbling out of him as his
lips parted. His tongue peeked out, separating my lips to inch inside
just enough to lick my top lip. A strangled gasp left me when he
groaned, and | shoved him away, scrambling backward.

My face was a wildfire and his grin the gasoline as he sat
sprawled out lazily against the wall. “What, what ...?” | sputtered,
blinking and uncertain what to do with my hands, my body, my
tingling lips.

Callum stood. “You taste like peaches, t0o0.”

| couldn’t control my own heartbeat as | stood on untrustworthy
legs. His words had me blinded with rage, my hands slapping at his
chest as | spewed obscenities at him. “You egocentric asshole. How
fucking dare you?”

“What?” He laughed, trying to grab my hands.

“You don’t get to just steal someone’s first kiss. | want it back.”
Another slap to his chest. “Now.”

He stopped laughing, grabbing my wrists as his face gradually
fell. “That was your first kiss?”

| wouldn’t be ashamed, not when | was too upset over what he’d
stolen from me. “Yes,” | said through my teeth, tears smarting.

His hold on my wrists loosened, but he didn’t let go. Humor left
his eyes, his expression changing into something | couldn’t read. ‘I
didn’t know.”

“You wouldn’t,” | bit out. “Because you didn’t ask. You never ask.
You always just assume you know everything.”

“You had to know | was about to kiss you,” he said, brows
furrowed.

| swallowed, taking my hands back. “I didn’t ...” | stopped,
remembering what happened in those moments before. | guess even
if | didn’t know, some part of me did. Hoped for it, even. “Forget it,” |
said, embarrassed.



| went to grab my stuff, but he caught my hand. “I know it might
help if | was, but I'm not sorry.”

| huffed out a laugh, swiping at my nose with the sleeve of my
blazer. | didn’t even realize I'd been crying.

“I've wanted to kiss you since | met you.”

| guffawed. “You’ve hated me since you met me.”

Pulling me to him, he surveyed me carefully as he set his hands
on my hips. | let him, unsure why, unsure of anything at that moment.
‘I didn’t know you,” he said, “but you got under my skin.”

“You still don’t know me,” | whispered, my voice thick.

Grabbing my chin, he lowered his head. “| know enough to know
I've been an idiot, and anything else | find out about you is just a
bonus.”

My walls shrank even more, then it was my turn to make the first
move. | dove on him, wrapping my arms around his neck and
crashing my lips into his.

“Mini Mouse.” He chuckled into my mouth, his hand gliding up my
back and sinking into my hair.

Hating myself as exhilaration coursed through me, | snapped,
“Just kiss me.”



Callum

Corridors, closed closet doors, and lowered car seats.

Our mouths were permanently red thanks to desperate lips and
greedy tongues. We couldn’t seem to eat our fill. | couldn’t, and |
didn’t think I'd ever be able to.

Yet the problematic question arose. What was going on?

“The game’s been postponed,” Mike said on the way to
geography the following Friday afternoon. A week. It'd been a full
week since my mouth had first tasted hers, and | was struggling to
think of anything besides my next fix.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Mike said, incredulous. “Dude, what is going on with
you?”

We took our seats in the back of the classroom, and | lined my
pens up absentmindedly on my desk as | said, “Nothing. The
weather has been crazy, so | knew we wouldn’t be playing.”

Mike didn’t say anything.

Renee walked in, offering a brief, closed-lipped smile my way
before taking a seat next to some blonde in the front row. | frowned
at her luscious red hair as Mr. Denson droned on at the whiteboard.

When the lunch bell rang, | cornered her outside, knowing she
would be one of the last to leave. Renee didn’t shove and hustle.
She waited until the path was clear, then she moved.

“Hi,” she said, tucking her books to her chest.



“Hi.” | matched her slow stride, my eyes flicking to the students
around us at their lockers. “Are you going to sit with me today?”

She didn’t answer me as she stopped at her locker, dumping her
books inside and then shutting the door. “Renee,” | hissed.

“Callum,” she countered, her lips curling.

Letting out a loud breath, | asked what'd been brewing inside me
all week. “Why is it you seem to avoid being with me in public?”

She blinked, long lashes fanning and making the clenching in my

chest ease somewhat. “We ... | don't know. | guess | thought it
wouldn’'t be a good idea to let everyone know what we’'ve been
doing.”

“Making out,” | said. “Touching. Kissing. Say it.”

She backed up against her locker as | pressed into her. Fuck
what she wanted; this wasn’'t some dirty secret. “Callum, you can’t
expect me to just ...” She looked around, swallowed, then stepped
around me. “Look, I'll talk to you after school.”

| watched her walk away, then watched her from where | sat with
the guys in the cafeteria, my jaw barely unlocking enough to eat my
damn food.

“You look like you’re about to punch someone,” Steve
commented, crushing his soda can with a grin.

“He probably just needs to get laid,” Mike said.

Ignoring them, | watched Renee laugh with her friends, my
heartrate ticking higher as each minute rolled by.

Shoving my tray away, | took a swig of water and stood. “Later.”

When | stopped at her table, Renee’s friends looked up at me,
then at her with mirroring looks of confusion.

“Callum,” Renee said in a low whisper.

“Can | have a word, please?”

With a wary glance at her friends, she nodded and followed me
outside.

“Where are you going, Mr. Welsh?” the teacher on duty asked as
we approached the doors.

“The nurse’s office,” | said stiffly, shouldering out the doors as the
teacher continued to protest behind us.

“Callum,” Renee whispered when | grabbed her hand. “What are
you doing?”



| stopped outside an empty classroom, peering into the tiny
window on the door before opening it and dragging Renee inside. |
closed and locked the door, pushing her up against it.

“This is stupid,” | said, watching as her eyes grew. “What’s your
problem?”

Renee let out a short laugh. “My problem? My problem is this.”
She gestured between us. “You'’re so ... so—’

“So what?” | growled.

“‘Bossy! | won'’t be bullied into being your public plaything.”

| stepped back, feeling as though she’d just slapped me.
“Plaything?”

“Yes.” The hard, hissed word fell from such pretty lips. “It's one
thing for you to want to fool around with me, but I'm not about to
make it public knowledge. Because we both know that when you’re
done with me—"

“Done with you?” | asked a little too loudly, unable to believe what
she was saying.

“Yes,” she breathed, her chest heaving, breasts straining against
her white blouse. “Everyone knows since you broke up with Tara that
you've had your fair share of ...” She waved a hand. “Whatever, |
don’t want to get into it. | just don't want to be made public
entertainment for all the gossip mongers in this school. Which, in
case you haven'’t noticed, is practically everyone here.”

Stepping away, | scratched at the stubble on my chin, pacing
back and forth in front of the teacher’s desk as | tried to figure out
what to say to make her understand that her worries were
unfounded.

Renee moved away from the door and deeper into the room as
someone walked by outside.

After a few beats, | followed her. “I've never ...”

Renee’s brow arched as she tilted her head. “Never what?”

| shook my head, laughing softly under my breath. “I've never
even had sex.”

Renee froze, blindly dropping into a chair. “But you've ... Tara,
the girls.”

“Yeah, I've done just about everything else,” | said, making her
frown. “Just not that.”



“Why?” she asked.

“Why haven’t you?”

She nodded, understanding. “Fair enough.”

The clock ticked behind us, Renee’s hand sliding through her hair
as she blew out a breath. “I'm sorry.”

“For what?” | moved over to her.

“For assuming.” A dry laugh left her. “But you have to admit, the
evidence was there.”

‘I know,” | said. “That’s why I’'m not mad. It’s there for a reason.”

| took her hand, her skin soft against my callused palms, then
pulled her to stand. “I don’t want to get hurt,” she said, voice so low it
was a wonder | heard her at all.

“‘Me neither,” | admitted, eyes connecting with hers. “But that
doesn’t stop me from wanting to be with you every damn second |
can.”

Her hand tugged mine, her teeth snapping at my lips playfully as
| removed my hand to grab her face. “You can be sweet,” she said.
“Sometimes.”

My mouth fused with hers, her scent filling my nose and causing
the situation in my pants to become a real problem. Her hand
reached down, brushing over me and causing my knees to buckle.
“Mouse,” | groaned.

Her lips hovered over mine. “We’ll walk out of here together.”

“Fuck yes,” | said, taking her bottom lip into my mouth and
reaching up to palm her tit.

“‘And we’ll stay that way?”

“‘Not even a question,” | bit out, moving my mouth to her neck,
tilting her head back with a fist in her hair. “If | have anything to say
about it, which | most definitely do, we’re going to always stay that

way.

———————————————
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According to most people who'd spoken of it in hushed, excited
voices this past week, the midnight carnival was supposed to be
creepy. Though hosting anything at midnight was bound to up the
spook factor, it was all the same as regular carnivals if you asked
me.

They’d set up down by the small lake, gray and black tents lining
the long stretch of grass that overlapped the sand, only broken up by
the rides and vendors interspersed throughout.

“I'm shaking in my boots,” | whispered into Renee’s ear, making
her giggle and her arm clench around mine.

“Quit.” Her hand shoved my face away as | tried to nuzzle into
her neck. “And | wish you wore boots more.”

“‘Really?” | snorted. “Why?”

Her silence had me glancing down at her. She stared up at me, a
coy smile tilting her peach-glossed lips. “Because seeing those jeans
lowered around your ankles, scrunched on top of them, would make
for some great me time.”

“‘Me time?”

Renee looked over at a group of her friends from school and
waved. A few waved back, the one with black hair, Hilda, smiling
faintly before turning to her friend. My jaw gritted as | watched them
whisper among themselves, and | tightened my hold around Renee’s
arm.

“Girl time. Often had in private beneath bedsheets.”

Even though my cock was rising, there was no way she would
get away with not telling me more about this so-called me time. |
cleared my throat. “And is it always me you picture when you're
having this ... me time?”

Her laughter was husky, reaching all the right places. “Of course.”

Feeling smug, | grinned. Then | noticed the twinkle in her eye.
“Wait a damn minute. You're lying.”

| halted her outside the entrance to the carnival, pulling her to me
and grabbing her face. “Unhand me, asshole.”

“Not a chance. Who else do you think about?” Who did | need to
make sure disappeared without a trace?

“Channing,” she whispered. “Kit, Jason—"

My hands dropped. “The fuck?”



She laughed again, louder this time, her eyes watering as she
stepped away to wipe beneath them. | didn’t know what she thought
was so funny. She’d just outright admitted to touching herself over
some guys ...

“They’re actors. All of them.”

My shoulders loosened. Somewhat. “I'm not exactly feeling
relieved right now.”

“Well,” she said, moving close and running a long yellow nail
down my cheek. “When we get out of here, I'll help you with that.”

My nostrils huffed out a petulant breath.

“Callum,” she said.

“Mmm, let’'s go.” | turned for the ticket booths, the stars twinkling
alongside a weak half-moon.

“I haven’t had to think about them since you first kissed me.”

| stopped. “Really?”

Her arms slithered around my waist from behind. “Really. Now,
are you going to win me a unicorn, or are you going to continue
sulking?”

“Demanding Mouse.” | turned, tilting her chin up to touch her lips
with mine.

“Hey!” Mike’s voice interrupted us, and | stepped back, watching
as he walked over with Pat and some of the other guys in tow.
“Doesn’t look so scary to me.”

“‘Right?” Renee said, peering around them to look at the tents.

Steve shook his head. “Nah. When | was a kid, this place was
scary as fuck.”

Tickets purchased, we meandered through the crowds. Fog crept
over the grass, rolling in smoky tendrils that came from a machine.

Mike ditched us to grab corn dogs with the others, and | felt a
tremor in Renee’s hand. “What's wrong?”

We stopped outside a small black tent, the front opened to the
crowd walking by, but the inside dark and lit with only a few glowing
candles. “Ten dollars to have your fortune told,” a crone-like voice
slithered out.

“‘No,” Renee said, “thank you.”

| tried to move us on when the lady said, “For you, dear, I'll give
you fifty percent off. You don’t want to miss what the mother has in



store for you.”

The mother? | scoffed, then looked at Renee, whose face was
drawn. “Ignore her, let’s go.”

Her limbs were stiff as we walked away.

‘Do you think | should go back?” Renee asked once we’d
reached the magician’s tent.

“Not unless you want to lose ten minutes of your life that’ll only
cause you to stew on stuff that isn’t real.”

“You don’t believe there could be any truth to it?”

Laughing, | took her face in my hands. “She’s probably just some
old woman who lives in her kid’s garage apartment and plays cards
all day while watching Wheel of Fortune.”

“Lovely,” Renee said, quirking her top lip as color returned to her
face. “But | don’t know, | got goose bumps.”

“I's kind of cold.” | eyed her fuzzy knit cardigan. “Maybe we
should go.”

“No. Not without the unicorn you promised me.”

The damn unicorn took me fifty dollars and twelve rounds of
hammer slamming to obtain. During which Mike and Pat had found
us, and Mike had bought Renee some cotton candy.

Asshole.

| watched her smile at him in thanks as the carnie handed me the
gigantic rainbow unicorn. His moustache twitched as he watched me
eye Mike with what | knew was an unhealthy amount of annoyance.
“You know, you coulda just slipped me a fifty, and I'd have given it to
ya,” the carnie said.

| raised a brow, taking it from him none too gently before stalking
over to Renee. His rough chuckle followed me, making me bristle
even more.

“Here,” | said, handing it to her.

She tore her eyes from Mike, her cotton candy dropping to the
ground as she gasped and clutched the unicorn to her, which was
almost half her size. “l love him. Oh, my God.”

Mike smirked at her, picking up her cotton candy and tossing it in
a dumpster nearby.

“Let’s go make out in the car before we go.” My voice traveled as
| meant for it to.



Mike’s smile faltered before he nodded at us. “I'll see you guys on
Monday.”

“‘Bye, Mike,” Renee said absently, patting the unicorn’s fuzzy
mane.

Joining our friends, | watched him walk off into the thinning crowd
with them, then | took Renee around the shoulders and led her back
through the aisle of tents and various vendors.

Just as we were about to reach the parking lot, every single light
over the area blinked out, leaving everyone in pitch black.

A few people screamed while others gasped and laughed
nervously. | fished my phone from my pocket, turning the flashlight
on as a group of clowns started making their way down the aisle.

Renee clutched at my shirt, leaning into me heavily. “What the
fuck?”

What the fuck was right. | barely blinked, my eyes wide on the
misshapen, zombielike masks the clowns were wearing. They
carried weapons, the steel of the maces and daggers glinting in the
moonlight. Some stood on stilts, others without weapons juggling
what looked like balls of fire.

“Are those real weapons?” Renee whispered.

‘I doubt it.” The clowns silently stalked through the throng of
people who’d started to run or stood, much the same as us, off to the
side with their jaws hanging open.

They seemed to float by us, eerily, little more than an apparition
in their long black cloaks and tattered capes. | exhaled a long breath
as they passed.

One turned back, and when he winked through his mask at us,
Renee inhaled sharply. “Can we please go.”

Not a question, but | wasn’t about to argue.

She clung to my arm until we reached the car, where | helped her
inside before rounding it. Once in the seat with the ignition on, |
glanced over at the tents just as the lights flickered back on.

No sign of the clowns.

The clock on the dash told us it was almost two in the morning,
but | wasn't tired at all. “That was a nice party trick.”

“Uh-huh.” Renee clipped her seat belt on, the unicorn on her lap.
“They were freaky as hell.”



| snorted, backing out of the lot and waiting behind another car
before turning out onto the street.

“Just a bunch of dudes with nothing better to do than fool around
in costumes and indulge their inner loser with scare tactics.”

“So scornful.” She tsked. “Where do your parents think you are?”

“At the carnival, then staying out. Wanna sneak me into your
place?”

“Sure,” she said without pause, looking out the window at the
blurring trees and houses we passed.

| parked her Rover in front of the three-door garage, opting not to
open it in fear of waking someone. Upstairs, Renee giggled as |
carefully closed her bedroom door. “Chill. They’re not going to hear
you.”

“We need to stop this sneaking around crap,” | muttered, kicking
off my shoes and flicking the lock on her door. “It’s getting old.”

Switching on her lamp, she hummed in agreement, setting the
unicorn on her bed and heading into her bathroom. | undid my jeans,
shoving them to the floor as | surveyed her bookshelf.

“l still can’t get over the love you harbor for Sailor Moon,” | told
her once she’d returned, her face freshly washed and pulling her
dress off over her head.

She stood before me in her candy pink bra and panties, and |
shrugged off my shirt, stalking over to her to drown myself in the
minty taste that lingered on her lips.

Pushing me back, she moved over to the bed. “Keep your briefs
on, just in case.” | did as | was told, climbing beneath the mountain
of frilly blankets and pillows on her bed, then pulled her to my chest.
“And Sailor Moon is amazing so get over it already.”

“It's a dreadful show about a whiny schoolgirl.”

Her fingers drummed gently over my chest. “Ah, see, the fact
you've gone out of your way to watch that much of it proves that you
enjoyed something about it.”

“l did not.” | scowled up at the waves of material hanging from her
bed.

“It aired in the 90s, you know.” Her sigh warmed my chest, and |
felt my muscles loosen one by one. “We were born a decade too
late.”



“I'm fine with that. Now we can watch stuff on demand.”

A quiet laugh. “True. But come on, a magical brooch? | want one
so bad.”

The moonlight cascaded across the floor to the bed, highlighting
the way her lashes rested over her high cheekbones. | moved a
piece of hair off her face. “You have about twenty brooches that
would be considered magical to many people.”

“Shush. Don’t bring reality raining down on my dreamy parade.”

“You live such a tough life, princess.”

With her eyes still closed, she smiled. “Admit it.”

“‘Admit what?”

She settled deeper into me, her arm tightening around my waist.
“That you liked it. You’ve obviously watched enough of it.”

My fingers drifted from her back to her hair, playing with the soft
strands. “An episode or two.” | didn’t admit that it was after | first
discovered the comics in this very room. “No need to watch any
more to grasp the sheer clumsiness and stupidity of that character.”

Renee gasped, eyes flying open. “She’s not stupid.” | crooked my
neck to raise an eyebrow at her. “Okay,” she conceded. “Sometimes,
she’s totally clumsy. But when it matters, she transforms into this
awesome crime fighting warrior. And the gloves ...” Another fluttery
sigh. “Don’t even get me started on the gloves.” | smirked, and she
poked my cheek. “What?”

“You. Your fangirling gets me hard.”

Her laughter was followed by, “Really?”

“‘Really, so unless we're going to do something about that, hush.”

She reached over, pulling the rainbow unicorn closer to her back
before getting settled again. “Thank you for my unicorn.”

“You're welcome, Mouse.”

Silence filled the room, my eyes closing as | turned into her and
held her to my chest.

“I wonder what future that lady would have laid out for me,” she
whispered, sleep saturating her voice.

| huffed, trying to conjure a memory of the old crone to assist in
deflating my hard-on. “One that was made up and full of shit.”

Renee hummed, her breathing slowing as she gave into sleep.



The weeks rolled on, and the whispers about us and our sudden
relationship eventually stopped, but we didn’t. Renee became a
permanent part of my life, and it was time to let our parents know.

After school, | waited for her to finish rehearsal to catch a ride
home.

“When are your parents buying you a car?”

“In exactly five months and twenty-three days.”

Renee laughed, turning out of the parking lot. “For your
seventeenth?”

“You're so sweet, remembering my birthday.”

She rolled her eyes behind her sunglasses. “Like | could forget.
Not with our yapping mothers and your super awesome sixteenth.”

“Will you bring some knitting needles to my seventeenth?”

A snort. “If you want.”

| reached over, my hand squeezing her thigh and inching higher
as she drove through the quiet suburban streets that separated
Trellara from Gray Springs. “I most fucking definitely want.”

“I'm not so great at knitting.”

“Sure, you aren’t.” | found the lace trim of her panties, and she
jerked the wheel.

“Callum,” she growled.

“‘Pull over.”

“‘No.” She removed my hand, and | sagged back in the leather
seat.

“Fine. What’s the plan, then, Mouse?”

Despite the nickname coming about during the time I'd tormented
her, Renee never seemed to object to it. In fact, | thought she’'d
taken a liking to it. Especially when whispered hotly into her ear.

She scowled. “| thought you’d have one.”

| snickered. “I was just going to kiss you stupid in front of
everyone.”

Her lips puckered, but then she smiled that sly smile of hers. I
don’t hate that idea.”



Renee wasn’t all sweet; she was pretty venom wrapped in a
sugary bow. Deceptive yet honest at the same time. Underneath, her
layers multiplied in ways she didn’t often let show on the outside.

“Let’s do it, then. Maybe they’ll even let us have sleepovers.”

Renee laughed as she turned into the long drive of my house, dirt
kicking up as she sped past the looming trees toward the fountain in
the center, curving the car around it before shifting into park with
brute force.

“‘Hang on a minute,” she said, grabbing my arm as | went to jump
out.

“What?”

Her teeth slipped over her lip as she glanced at the house, then
back at me. “You're not mad that we're giving them what they
wanted?”

“‘Not if it's what | want too,” | replied. It didn’t appease her, and so
| tucked my fingers beneath her chin and whispered, “Mouse, | was
fourteen, full of mistrust and raging new hormones. | want this, you
and me, regardless of what they want.”

Leaning in, she pressed her lips to mine. “Okay.”

| jumped out, jogging around the Rover to help Renee down, and
she gave me a tiny smile. She never refused the help even though
we both knew she was more than capable. She seemed to like
having doors held open for her, her dinner paid for—anything—so
long as it was me doing those things for her.

“Your bow’s crooked.” | pinched her ass before opening the doors
for her to walk in.

She stopped at the mirror in the entry, tilting her head to see
where it sat above her low ponytail, then scowled at me when she
realized it was perfect.

| shrugged, chuckling as she flipped me off.

Our mothers were here, as we’d expected being Tuesday
afternoon. They spent Tuesdays together at the mall, followed by
refreshments at either one of our homes until it was time to head
home for dinner.

“Hi, Mom,” Renee said, stepping out onto the cavernous patio
that overlooked our sprawling pool and the lawn beyond it.



“Darling!” Valery set her martini glass down, all bright smiles as
she engulfed Renee into a hug, air kissing her cheeks before turning
to me to do the same. “What a nice surprise.”

“Sit, you two.” My own mother gestured to the white wicker
lounge chairs opposite theirs. “I'll have Wanda fetch you some iced
tea.”

“I'm fine,” | said at the same time as Renee, who took a seat next
to me, keeping a small gap between our bodies.

| closed it as my mother put the little bell down on the glass table
next to her martini. Her and Valery looked from us to each other,
sharing tight smiles.

“Well, to what do we owe the pleasure of your company this fine
afternoon?” Valery asked, sipping primly on her martini.

My mother reclined back in her round wicker chair, her red
painted nails tapping at the arm.

“‘Um, well,” Renee started.

Like a Band-Aid. | linked my hand with Renee’s shaking one and
clipped out, “We’re together.”

Their laughter made both of us startle, and a flock of birds took
flight from the willow tree behind the pool. Valery smacked her thigh,
my mother swiping a finger beneath her eyes.

Renee was staring at them with the same puzzled expression |
likely wore. “What’s so funny?” she asked them.

“Oh, Lord.” My mother wept, waving a hand in front of her face.

“You owe me a grand,” Valery said between wheezes.

We waited, our palms growing clammy, until they stopped
laughing.

“Care to tell us what is so amusing?” | asked.

‘Hmm?” Valery grinned. “Oh, right. No, we already knew.”

| looked at my mom, who nodded and took a hearty sip of her
martini. “You knew?”

They both bellowed out another laugh. “Excuse us, we've had a
few more than we usually do,” Valery said with a wave toward the
empty martini glasses on the table, almost sending them to the patio.
“‘But yes, we already knew.”

“‘How?” Renee asked, straightening and glaring at the two half-
sloshed women.



“Call it mother’s intuition,” my mother said. “We knew you’'d end
up together eventually.”

Renee snapped, “No. You merely wished we would.”

“Yes, we did. But only because we just knew it'd probably
happen. And oh, my goodness.” Valery smiled, her eyes warming as
she glanced back and forth between the two of us. “Just look at you
two.”

My mother nodded, an exaggerated sigh leaving her. “As perfect
as we imagined.”

When they high-fived each other, | stood, taking Renee with me
to the French doors.

“By the way, leaving your tie in Renee’s car wasn’t the brightest
of ideas.”

We stopped on the threshold, and | shot over my shoulder, “That
could’ve been anyone’s.”

“‘Right,” Valery drawled. “Because my daughter lets just anyone
climb into her car after school. Mouths are made for more than
kissing, my dear.” She smiled, and | saw where Renee got it, that
carefully veiled venom. “They do a lot of talking, too.”

We left them to their tittering, heading upstairs to my room where
| shut the door with a quiet slew of curses.

Renee doubled over by the window, laughter howling out of her in
waves that hit me square in the chest. “God, they’re unbelievable.”

My annoyance fading instantly, | flicked the lock and walked over
to her with laughter of my own. “Now you can understand why | was
SO nervous a few years ago, right?”

She wrapped her arms around my neck. Her lips dragged up my
throat, stopping near my ear. “Do | make you nervous?” My cock
jerked, my hands clenching her hips.

“You make me many things, but nervous is not one of them.” |
kissed the tip of her nose. “Did you know that when you laugh, a real
laugh, anyone who’s around you stops and stares?”

‘Hmm, really?” Her teeth and tongue wrapped around my
earlobe, my eyes almost rolling to the back of my head. “That’s nice,
but | want to know about these things.”

“‘Not here,” | managed to croak as she untucked my school shirt
and grazed her nails over the curve of my back.



“Why not?”

“Fuck it,” | said, all but shoving her toward the bed where |
climbed on top of her.

“‘Callum?” My mom knocked on the door. “If you need ...” She
stopped, her laughter filtering through the wood. My head dropped
with a groan to Renee’s neck. “Anything. Be sure to let us know.”

“Oh, my God,” Renee rasped, smothering her laughter with my
shoulder.

“That’s why,” | grumbled.



Callum

Seventeen years old

“Why do they call them dreams?” Renee asked. “The word seems
so, | don’t know, untouchable. Like the concept is simply daring us to
try to reach for them.”

“I think the better word would be goals.”

“Why?”

Blinking lazily, | watched as tiny globs of fading light swayed on
the ceiling. “Because goals are achievable, if you try hard enough.
And if you fail to achieve them, you get up, and you try again.”

“Is that what football is to you? A goal?”

“Yes. Not just a dream. A goal.”

“A very achievable goal, | might add.” Renee’s smile was evident
in her voice. She fell quiet for a moment, then asked, “What about it
makes you want it so much?”

| smiled, her head lifting from where it rested on my stomach
when | sighed. “It's ... thrilling. Win or lose, every game is an
accomplishment. You’re constantly moving forward, even if you walk
off the field feeling like you’ve failed. You’'ve achieved something.”

Renee looked up at me, her brows puckering. “What have you
achieved if you've failed?”

“You gain more knowledge.”



Her smile was temptation in and of itself, a weapon, her bow-
shaped lips lined in red. “And with knowledge, more power to
achieve next time.”

| stroked my finger over the small bridge of her nose. “Wise little
Mouse.” She fascinated me constantly without ever having to do or
say a thing. Even after all this time, | needed to know her. Every
sacred, hidden part that dwelled inside her. “If you could be one thing
in this world that is unobtainable, what would it be?”

She pondered my question for a minute. “Well, what I'd choose to
be isn’t of this world. Or any other, really.”

“Humor me.”

‘A mermaid,” she said without hesitation, dreamy eyes on the
ceiling.

‘A mermaid?” | couldn’t hide the incredulity in my tone and
remembered when we were fourteen, sitting outside the game room
as we listened to our mothers discuss her mermaid hair.

“A mermaid,” she confirmed.

“Care to explain?”

“Well, if you're going to swim with sharks, better to do it as the
loveliest, most cunning creature of the sea.”

“There’re plenty enough sharks right here in the real world.”

She huffed. “Exactly. You can never really escape them. You
simply need to best them.”

My dick was about to burst through my school slacks and poke
her in the cheek with how hard it was. | tugged her over me, laying
my lips on hers.

Renee met me press for press, her tongue just as eager to join
mine. | flipped her to her back, and then she was pushing me away.
“Wait, you didn’t give me your answer.”

| frowned, my breathing getting heavy. “I wouldn’t be anything
that wouldn’t give me the ability to do this. I'm a simple guy.”

“‘Uh-huh.” She snorted lightly. “A simple guy with expensive taste
and an attitude that can go from sweet to indifferent in half a
heartbeat.”

“Wrong.”

“Oh?”



“You forgot to add the part about my steely determination ... to
get between these luscious thighs.” My head dipped, grazing her
earlobe with my teeth. “An achievable, torturous goal.”

“A fox,” Renee breathed.

Unbuttoning her blouse, my mouth climbed down her chin to her
neck, feeling her pulse thrum against my tongue. “Hmm?”

“You’d be a fox.”

| chuckled. “Never cross the fox.”

Her laughter was music that my mouth stole.

My phone ringing from my backpack interrupted us. | groaned,
realizing | couldn’t ignore it when it didn’t shut up.

“Who is it?” Renee asked, buttoning her blouse and tugging her
knee-high socks back into place as | stared at the screen. “Tell them
they’re rude, then put it on silent.”

“Mike,” | said. “Team meeting in twenty.”

“What?”

“The game schedule has changed, and Coach wants to fill us in
before we play tomorrow night.”

Renee got up from the bed, running her fingers through her blood
red locks as she walked over to the mirror in my walk-in closet.
“Want me to come back later?”

“Nah, you’re coming with me.”

“Boring, no thank you,” she sang. “I'll just watch you in all your
glory tomorrow night.”

Tilting my chin down, she pried my lips apart with hers and sank
her teeth into my bottom lip, tugging it with her as she stepped back.
“I've got a history assignment due. Text me later.”

| watched her go, then adjusted my hard-on, knowing the next
hour would be the most painful of my life if | didn’t rub one out before
| left.

So | did.

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘



| tucked my water bottle away, eyes scanning the dimly lit parking lot
full of students.

They soon found what they sought in the far corner, standing
alone yet looking like she was the most important person here.
Shoulders back, red lipstick on, and wearing a green jersey I'd had
made for her over summer break. She’d put her own stamp on it, of
course, transforming it into a jumper-looking dress with satin edges
and my numbers glittering in gold over her chest. Sheer black thigh-
highs sat below the emerald green jersey, and black heeled boots
finished off the ensemble.

“You’re one lucky bastard, Welsh,” Pat muttered as | walked past
him.

| tossed him a glare that said he’d eat the gravel | was walking on
if he didn’t look away.

He smirked, but thankfully did as | wanted and hollered at one of
the guys behind me.

“‘Mini Mouse,” | said, grabbing the back of her head and kissing
her forehead. “You’re very distracting.” She was all | could see while
| played, even if | wasn’t looking at where she sat in the stands.

“As are you. You didn’t skip showering?” | pulled back, noticing
her pout after she’d inhaled a deep breath. “You know | like you
sweaty.”

A laugh rumbled out of me, and | opened her car, tossing my
gear into the back. “Let's go. We can both get sweaty back at my
place.”

The streets were quiet. | wouldn’t have been surprised if half the
town was back at school watching the game. We’d played one of our
best rivals, barely scraping out on top with two minutes to spare.

“l don’t understand how you can have the same two teams play
each other more than once,” Renee said, her fingers curling around
mine as | turned down my drive. The house was dark, only one light
glowing through a window downstairs and two lanterns on either side
of the doors on the porch.

“Again? We went over this like a month ago.”

She grumbled, getting out of the car before | could help her. “You
know | have a shit memory sometimes.”



We moved inside, the wind gathering speed and sending leaves
scattering around the porch.

“You don’t need to know everything about football,” | told her as
we made our way upstairs to my room. “| don’t give a shit if you hate
it. | don’t like to sew, but | still ...”

“Still what?” Laughter filled her eyes as she dropped her purse,
and | moved her back to the bed.

| fell over her on the mattress. “I'm still very interested in you.”

Her eyes shut briefly, then she looked over at the window where
the branches were tapping relentlessly with every sweep of wind.

“Did you know that when you’re in a mood, you always look for
windows to stare out of?”

She turned those beautiful, large eyes back to me. “I do?”

| nodded, then asked, “What’s wrong?”

‘I don’t want to act,” she admitted.

‘I know.”

“I can’t tell my mom.”

“Why not?” My finger, twirling a strand of her hair around it,
dropped.

“‘Because ... | don’t think she wants me to have the kind of career
where I'm helping the stars rather than being one myself.” She
stared up at me, those long red strands of hair like ribbons on my
pillows.

| brushed some hair away from her lips, leaning over her on my
forearm. “You could be wrong about that.”

“Do you really think so?” She raised a brow.

Mulling over how Valery might take it, | conceded, “Okay, maybe
not. But she’s very su