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#chapterone
 
   In the twenty-four years I’ve been alive, I’ve come to despise stepping more than a foot outside my own home.
 
   I’m not exactly sure how it started, becoming an introvert, that is. On some psychosocial level I blame my general dislike of society as a whole for my state of isolation. People are dumb. People disappoint. People piss me off, and I’m the type of person who’s easily peeved. Crowds weird me out, no matter how great or small. And speaking to strangers? Please. I’d rather shove needles underneath my fingernails.
 
   Which is why I’m breaking out in a cold sweat at the moment, standing just outside the glass doors leading into a local Chinese restaurant. My best friend’s husband set me up on a blind date with an acquaintance of his, some guy my best friend Madi doesn’t even know, which probably isn’t the most ideal situation imaginable. Best friend input is of the utmost importance when potential hook-ups are involved, and I’m standing here with nada. Not one iota of information about this guy.
 
   My normally curly hair I’ve worked so doggedly to straighten begins to frizz. A bead of sweat trickles its way between my shoulder blades and down my back. Must be the nerves because it’s cold outside, or at least cold by Georgia standards.
 
   I pull my phone from my purse for the millionth time in the past hour and check the time. I’m ridiculously early, which blows, because when you go on a blind date you should always arrive a little late. That way you can scope out the guy from a distance, decide if he’s a one or a ten, and duck out before he sees you no matter how high or low he is on the hotness scale, because come on. No one wants anything below a five, and no woman in her right mind wants a ten. Not really. Who wants to fight over their own self-confidence or mirror-time that much?
 
   Opening the glass doors of the lobby, I take a peek at the pretty surroundings: the rock waterfall against one wall, filled with turtles and bug-eyed fish lounging around inside the clear water. Silver and copper-colored coins gleam from the bottom of the pool. I drop my phone inside my purse and dig around the bottom of the bag for some loose change. Tossing a couple quarters in the pond, I pray I didn’t forgo my typical Friday night Netflix movie marathon in vain. An ugly fish stares up at me, challenging me to make a wish.
 
   “Give me a hottie with a body,” I tell the fish. “But not like a super-hot body because I’ll never feel good enough for him. But don’t make him too pudgy or anything because maybe one day I’ll be active. Not today, but one day. Give me a five, lucky fish. Give me a solid five.”
 
   One fish stares at me with its weird eyes and closes its gaping mouth. Sighing, I leave the waterfall behind and approach a wooden podium near the front of the restaurant where a grinning Asian girl patiently waits.
 
   “Smoking or smoking?” she asks, her accent thick.
 
   I’m thrown off kilter for a moment, wondering if this is a trick question. “Um, is non-smoking an option?”
 
   “Yes, I say smoking or smoking.” Her words are a slur of syllables.
 
   I glance around the room looking for a hidden camera. Surely this is some sort of test on my patience. Or sanity.
 
   “I’ll take the non-smoking.”
 
   Grin growing wider, she gives me a curt nod. Her blunt-cut bangs shift on her forehead, and her silky black hair falls easily back into place as she grabs a menu. I half expect her to ask “table or booth,” or maybe “booth or booth,” but apparently neither is an option I get to choose because she turns on her heel and walks away. I’m two beats behind before I recognize she expects me to follow. She leads me to a booth in the corner of the room, and I immediately slide into the seat with my back facing the wall.
 
   In my mind I dub my waitress “Pete” because “Repeat” just sounds dumb. Pete asks if I want sweet tea or sweet tea, and this one is a no-brainer. I’d choose sweet tea over sweet tea every time.
 
   When Pete abandons me to fix my tea and allows me to peruse the menu, I take the opportunity to scan the sparse crowd. My blind date isn’t here, or at least I hope he’s not. The only person other than myself dining alone in the oversized room is an eighty-year-old man with his rolling walker perched beside him. His teeth rest on a napkin situated near his plate. I guess you don’t need your choppers when slurping down lo mein.
 
   I shrug off my peacoat and stare out the nearby window, menu forgotten. The smoking area Pete suggested sits outside, far enough away from the building to comply with the non-smoking city ordinance. There’s only one guy sitting out there at one of the metal tables, not even eating. He drags his fingers through a mop of messy curls and tips his head back toward the stars. Puffs of smoke occasionally leave his mouth, but it’s from the cold, not from any cigarettes as far as I can tell.
 
   Smokers irk me, but I don’t know why. We all have our vices, some more disgusting than others. Lord knows I do. I could blame the nicotine and tar for ruining people’s hearts, lungs, skin, and teeth, but the truth is being an introvert is just as dangerous to one’s health. Avoiding people for the past few years has changed me, made me the sort of person I would have made fun of a few years prior.
 
   I’ve never been a naturally outgoing person, but at least when I was younger I attempted socializing with others, trying new things. I tried out for the cheerleading squad in high school and made alternate, which basically meant if someone fell from the top of a pyramid and broke something, I was in. Fingers, toes, legs, and eyes crossed, I prayed from the bleachers during every Friday night game that someone would fall from that blasted pyramid. Or not catch the ninety-pound girl lunging toward their outstretched arms from a sky-high basket toss. But no one fell. No one broke an ankle. Not even a nail. And so there I sat for an entire football season on the sidelines. Alexa Hannah, the girl with two first names, which also happens to be the most interesting fact about me, sadly enough.
 
   Sometimes I think it’s failures like cheerleading that have made me into the cynical person I am. Or instances like tonight, sitting at a booth well past my date’s arrival time, shooing Pete away each time she offers to refill my tea. Every time the bell rings above the door I tremble. Each time, it isn’t him, the mystery guy. Eventually I inform Pete there’ll be no need for the menu, because I’m hitting the buffet tonight.
 
   Hard.
 
   For the first time in my life, I’ve been stood up, and not surprisingly I feel nothing but relief. First dates are too much like job interviews. Stiff. Uncomfortable. Nerve-racking. Wearing nice clothes when I’d rather be home in bed or on the couch, braless, wearing my favorite stretchy lounge pants. Striving to say all the right things, the things I think the other person wants to hear. A pinprick of truth, not the real me. Not yet, because I lure them in with fantasy me before unleashing that hidden beast of a person. Peppering them with questions and hoping they’re not a psychopath, but also hoping they’re accepting of my amount of weird, because let’s face it, we’re all varying levels of weird.
 
   Between bites of my delicious Asian cuisine, I do what I normally do when something monumental happens in my life: Tweet my favorite actor. Comparing his perfection to the rest of the mediocre males populating the earth has become a daily habit, sadly enough.
 
   I bet @therealAydenVaughn wouldn’t leave a girl hanging. #superfan
 
   While I work on plate number two, the guy from outside enters the building and pauses near my booth. He tosses his jacket into the corner of the seat across from mine. The stranger slides into the booth, the action forcing the working of my jaw to come to a halt. His sleeves are pushed up, exposing lean forearms and fine blond hairs, matching the askew mop of blond curls atop his head. Tiny slivers of healing abrasions line the creases in his knuckles. There’s a small white bandage on one elbow and a scattering of what looks like road rash peeking out from the edges of the adhesive. Embarrassingly enough, the fact that this guy may or may not have been involved in some type of brawl turns me on.
 
   Tired blue eyes stare at me. Light shadows of sleeplessness dust the corners of his eyes. The beginning of a lazy smile lifts one corner of his mouth. Even in his obvious exhaustion, he’s hot, a definite eight.
 
   I drop my fork with a clang and reach for my napkin. Patting my mouth, I swallow the remnants of my shrimp fried rice and pray to God there’s not a pea or something plastered to my front teeth. Not that it matters, because like I said, this guy is an eight. And I don’t mess with eights.
 
   Before I can ask what’s up, he’s opened his mouth.
 
   “One reason,” he says, tossing one arm on the back of the booth. He’s wearing one of those stupid soft shirts that boys sometimes wear. Plain. Cotton. Boring. Clinging to all the right places.
 
   The shirt ripples over his impressive chest, and I swear on all that’s Holy I may or may not audibly whimper.
 
   “One reason?” I manage to say. Hard to concentrate with a definite eight staring back at me. “One reason what?”
 
   Eight leans forward, resting his forearms on the table between us. “One reason why you shouldn’t take me home.”
 
   The seconds tick by. Ten seconds of heart-stopping lust, replaced with a heated anger, because really? Do I look that easy? Just because I’m rolling up in the Chinese restaurant on a Friday night solo doesn’t mean I’m down for whatever. And now I’m laughing. Laughing at his audacity. Laughing at his smirk fading away, his deep blue eyes narrowing at my hysterics.
 
   “You only want one?” Wiping the corners of my eyes with my crumpled napkin, I survey the plate in front of me before tossing the napkin aside. Tucking myself into my cooling food, I disregard my impromptu dinner companion with the flick of my wrist. “Go away. You’re killing my MSG buzz.”
 
   “Not until you give me one reason.”
 
   With a huff, I finish off my shrimp fried rice and push the plate aside. “How about three? Three good reasons I won’t hook up with you.”
 
   Eight gestures for me to continue.
 
   “Reason number one: you’re a solid eight, hence the nickname I’ve so suitably bestowed upon you, Eight.” My words carry a hint of an English accent, although I’m not sure why. I’ve never crossed the Georgia state line.
 
   Eight’s thick brows furrow. “An eight? What’s an eight?”
 
   Cue eye-roll. “On the hotness scale? From one to ten, you’re an eight.”
 
   Forehead smoothing, he gives me an easy smile. “And that’s a bad thing?”
 
   “That’s an intimidating thing, especially for someone like me who’s a simple six.”
 
   “Simple six?”
 
   “Yeah, what are you, a parrot or something? Jesus.” I pluck a new napkin from the dispenser and clean my greasy fingertips. “I’m a six. Just above average. Not too hot, but not a dog. The kind of girl who shoots for a five, someone she can take out on a Friday night and not worry about him catching some girl’s eye or vice versa. He’s a five, so he’s intimidated by any woman higher than a six. He’ll look, but he won’t pounce, because he’s more terrified of rejection than a simple six. He’s a feasible five. Anything over a five will cause me to overanalyze the situation too much, and I’m the queen of over-analysis as it is. No need to put more strain on my poor little mind.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got this down to a science, but I’m confused as to why you call yourself a simple six when you clearly rank much higher.”
 
   Eight smiles at Pete as she arrives to take my plates. She skirts away with red cheeks. Surely her heart is aflutter from his ridiculously charming grin.
 
   “Ugh, don’t do that.” I ball up the napkin and toss it on the newly clutter-free table. “Don’t try charming me with the possibility of higher numbers. You obviously came over and dropped that dumb line because I’m a six and you’re an eight. You think a six is a sure thing. You think because I’m not high on the hotness meter I’ll, what, take you home with me? Which is reason number two why I’d never hook up with someone like you. You’re supposed to invite the woman to your place to hook up, not the other way around. What kind of person does that?”
 
   “The kind of person who has no place to call home anymore.” Eight shrugs.
 
   For a fraction of a second I feel sorry for him. No wonder he looks so haggard. He’s homeless. How do hot guys become homeless? Isn’t there a gaggle of Naughty Nines who’ll take him home for the night?
 
   “Dude, I drop my spare change in the red bucket outside WalMart every Christmas just like the rest of the population. That doesn’t mean I want to take a homeless person home to live with me.”
 
   “Not like literally homeless.” Eight sighs. “I’ve become a semi-permanent fixture in a local hotel after a falling-out with my roommate. We’ve decided to part ways. Our apartment’s been uncomfortable since I decided to move out, so I’m spending as much time away from there as possible.”
 
   “By attempting to hook up with random sixes?”
 
   “You make me sound sort of pathetic.” Eight gives me a sad smile.
 
   “That’s because you sort of are.”
 
   Eight’s face falls and I veer the conversation back to the original topic. “Reason number three: if I took you home you’d inevitably see my bedroom, and my bedroom is dedicated to an untarnished ten. A man so intimidatingly gorgeous, you’d go from rock hard to shriveled prune in two seconds flat.”
 
   “Wait, what? An untarnished ten …”
 
   “Yeah, an untarnished ten.” Pete brings my bill and a couple fortune cookies. I toss one across the table to Eight. He needs all the good fortune he can get. “One good thing about this place, their fortune cookies don't taste like cardboard.”
 
   “Forget the fortune cookies. Explain the ten. I thought you never go for tens.” He has this slightly disturbed expression, like maybe Simple Six is a little loonier than he originally thought. Not cute, quirky looney, but state-committed looney.
 
   Madi warned me not to let my crazy show tonight, but it’s slipping. It’s an easy deterrent for blue-eyed boys with sexy-smug smiles. Besides, that promise was meant for my blind date. Not random stragglers.
 
   Anticipation building in my head, I lean forward on the table. He copies me, scooting forward as well. Our faces are a handful of centimeters apart when I drop the bombshell, laying out my crazy on the table like a deck of cards.
 
   “Of course I don’t go for tens. I fantasize about a ten, but not just any ten. The ten.”
 
   “The ten?”
 
   I nod. “I’m a fangirl, but not just any fangirl. I’m a superfan, the kind of girl who’ll be knocking on thirty’s door in a few years but still has photos of her favorite actor spread out all over her bedroom. And I’m not talking about tacking posters above my bed or taping them to the walls. That’s junior high ish. I’m talking major fangirl framing of photos I’ve printed offline, but not the paparazzi photos, because what an invasion of privacy! I swear, the guy can’t take the trash out to the curb without a photographer jumping out of the bushes.”
 
   Eight blinks and falls back against his seat.
 
   “I Tweet him every day,” I confess. “No man compares to him, because how can anyone compare to perfection personified?”
 
   Eight stares at me like the delusional fangirl I am.
 
   “Bobble heads,” I say. “T-shirts, mugs, pens. I’ve got it all. Merch lines my bookshelves, next to the books from whence his character was first born. I have the backpacks covered with pins with his glossy, handsome image staring back at me. When I climb into bed at night, I snuggle up to my pillow with his face splashed across the pillowcase. My bedroom is a shrine to all things The Hunted and its main character, Carter Hunt, aka Ayden Vaughn.”
 
   Eight’s expression morphs from stunned to pure interest. Grinning, he rummages around inside the pocket of his jacket on the bench beside him. He pulls out a cell and taps the screen a few times. Screen alight, he shoves the phone across the table. The wallpaper is none other than Eight at Comic-Con posing with a handful of the actors from The Hunted, including the actor I’m more than a little obsessed with: Ayden Vaughn.
 
   I stare at the lit screen until it becomes dim and then blinks out entirely. Fingers shaking, I shove the phone across the table, nearly pushing it off the edge.
 
   “Do you like the television series or the books better?” he asks. “The books are better, in my opinion. The television series doesn’t capture the supernatural world of the demon hunter I’ve imagined inside my head, although I doubt anyone could convey the world I’ve fabricated inside my mind.” Eight chuckles, a hint of some unspoken knowledge glinting in his eyes.
 
   “Get out of here,” I say. “Get out of here with your perfect face and your mutual appreciation for The Hunted. Guys like you don’t really exist.” I grab the fortune cookie and rip open the crinkly plastic.
 
   “Does this cancel out reasons one, two, and three as to why you shouldn’t take me home?” Eight pockets his phone and opens his fortune cookie just as I’m breaking mine in half.
 
   “No, this cancels out nothing. This gives me a reason number four.”
 
   “And what’s reason number four?” Eight breaks his cookie apart and removes the partly folded paper from the crescent-shaped sweet. He stares dumbly at the paper, and then dumbly at me. A dull pinkness stains his cheeks. Must be from the coolness of the nearby frosty window.
 
   “Reason number four: when a guy appears too perfect for you, it typically means he’s gay.”
 
   Eight narrows his eyes and frowns. “I’m not gay.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   I shove half the cookie in my mouth. Chewing, I read the red-printed words on the paper and nearly choke on the sage advice I hold between my fingers. I grab my purse, peacoat, the check, and make a run for it.
 
   Eight’s jarred by my movement. He reaches for his jacket as I stand, but I’m already walking away. Heart pounding in my chest, I reach the register around the same time he does. Cursing myself for lack of physical capabilities in any form or fashion, I dig out a twenty and toss it on the counter along with my receipt, unconcerned with the good amount of change I’m owed.
 
   “Keep it,” I holler over one shoulder at the flustered cashier. Pete stands nearby, looking perplexed by my abrupt departure.
 
   “Hey, wait,” Eight yells. “Dammit, I don’t know your name. Six!”
 
   Ignoring him, I step out into the cool January air, buttoning the shiny black buttons of my coat. He’s in much better shape than me, catching up in seconds. His hand is on the bend of my elbow, but I pull myself away, spooked with the weirdness of my fortune cookie. The clunk of his boots against the sidewalk halts the minute I step into the parking lot.
 
   I leave him standing on the curb, white puffs of heat billowing from his mouth as he slips on his jacket. He hollers my new nickname one last time, catching my attention long enough for me to avoid being slammed into by a silver SUV pulling into the lot. I toss him a thankful look and unlock my car.
 
   Waiting for it to warm up is a nightmare. Eight’s perfect form still stands on the sidewalk, watching me have a full-blown panic attack beyond the lightly fogged glass of my windshield. I crank up the heat a little higher, warming my cold hands in front of the vents.
 
   Once the trembling ceases, I remove the fortune from my pocket where I’d hurriedly shoved it while darting from the restaurant. I scan the words once again.
 
   Look up and into the eyes of true love.
 
   I flip the slip of paper over, reading my lucky numbers aloud. Laughing and crying and having a mini mental breakdown in the parking lot of a Chinese restaurant on the outskirts of Atlanta.
 
   Lucky numbers: 8, 28, 38, 48, 88, 108
 
   


  
 

#chaptertwo
 
   For the next few days I hole up in my apartment and avoid Madi’s ceaseless phone calls. Either she wants to know how my date went, or she’s heard through her husband that his friend stood me up Friday night. No matter her reason for calling, I’m not into rehashing the events of the night I met Eight, but I do hang on to that blasted fortune, tucking the scrap of paper in the mirror above my dresser right beside the signed photo of Ayden Vaughn I scored off eBay. I stare at the fortune on a daily basis, wondering what could have been. This is what’s wrong with my life. I’m living in a dream world of coulda, woulda, shoulda in every aspect.
 
   “There’s only enough room for one dream man in my life.” I tap at my phone, pondering my daily Ayden Tweet.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn u know why I luv u? because ur a dream. and dreams never disappoint. #superfan
 
   Curling up on the chair in front of my desk, I flip open my laptop and check my email. Three requests for e-book cover designs await me. I smile as I sink back in the chair, my head a little less cray than a few days ago. Confessing my fangirlish ways to Eight was a bit pathetic, lower than an eight trying to pick up a six. But if not for The Hunted fandom I wouldn’t be where I am today, waking up at noon, eating a bowl of Cap’n Crunch as I open my emails. I’d probably be stuck in some hospital, punching a time clock and wiping the sleep from my eyes. My supervisor would reprimand me daily for wearing wrinkled scrubs because I don’t iron. Like, ever.
 
   Years ago, before The Hunted was even a thought inside its author’s head, a career as a physical therapist had been selected for me.
 
   Physical therapy isn’t a job I would have chosen for myself. The major was picked out by my mother, a woman who pushed me to pursue the dreams she’s yet to obtain. She got pregnant with my brother during her second semester in college and put school on the backburner to raise him and eventually my sister. When I was born, she gave up on her goals entirely and focused on encouraging her children to pursue jobs in the healthcare field. Something steady, reliable. Jobs that’d always be around.
 
   “Factories outsource to China, businesses close,” she’d say, wagging her finger in our faces. “But sick people, sick people will always exist.”
 
   My siblings didn’t disappoint. Wes, my brother, works as a cardiothoracic radiologist in nearby Atlanta. My older sister, Evelyn, lives in Augusta with her husband Russ and works long hours as a nurse anesthetist.
 
   And me?
 
   I make book covers bearing the bulging crotches of oily men for a living.
 
   There’s nothing wrong with being a cover artist, of course, although I’m sure my mother would have rather seen me fulfill her dreams of graduating college with a degree—any degree—instead of dropping out and lazing my days away in my pajamas, munching on fattening snacks, and gazing at the glistening, hairless, rippled chests of the men in my stock photo files. If you ask me, the woman is crazy.
 
   Who wouldn’t want to get paid to stare at man-candy all day long?
 
   Still, I feel like the black sheep of the family. The girl who busted her tail one semester, only to crash on the couch one night and fall in love with a new television series playing on her favorite local channel. That one preview did me in. Waiting a week for a new episode became problematic. I craved more, so I picked up the books and fell into the world of huntsmen, demon hunters who made it their life's mission to rid the world of evil. And like a true addict, once I caught up on the books I craved even more.
 
   That’s when I discovered the world of fan fiction.
 
   A few years ago I would have laughed at the mention of fan fiction. Laughed and teased and rolled my eyes, thinking the lovers of such a thing pathetic.
 
   Until I fell into that world, I knew nothing of its power. The talent of its authors is otherworldly, some even surpassing the talent of the original book’s author.
 
   I tried my hand at writing a time or two but lacked the creative genius that is a The Hunted fan fic author, so I decided to show my dedication in other ways by making story banners. I took the main characters from The Hunted story and rearranged them on the screen to suit the author’s tale. Added in the perfect backdrop and killer fonts, and wa-lah. A story banner was made.
 
   A few of my author friends decided to self-publish their stories and asked if I was willing to make an e-book cover for them. Everything I learned I taught myself, and I didn’t imagine creating an e-book cover would be much more difficult than a banner.
 
   Pretty soon I grew good at what I’d learned. I set up a website. I created a Facebook Page. People followed me on Twitter. First a dozen, then a hundred. Before I knew it, I had a couple thousand followers, and just as many likes on my Facebook Page.
 
   And here I am today. Still in my PJs, sleeping in until noon, not making my mother very proud, but hey, we can’t all be as perfect as my siblings.
 
   A crash from the apartment across the hall tears me from my thoughts. Grumbling, I pad to the door and peek out the peephole. Nothing. No one standing in the hallway. Nothing but silence ringing in my ears. I unlock the apartment door and stick my head out into the hallway, glancing to my right.
 
   There are four apartments on this floor. One belongs to a guy in his fifties who drives an Uber car at odd hours. He’s a quiet neighbor, the kind of guy who’s rarely at home and when he is you’d never know it. An older couple lives in the apartment next to mine, both of them in their sixties and on the road a lot spending their retirement traveling the country.
 
   And directly across the hall from my apartment lives Mrs. Spearman, the wicked witch from hell.
 
   Mrs. Spearman is a ninety-something widow who—much like me—lives a solitary life. Her husband died during World War II, and she still mourns him to this day, lighting candles around an old black and white photograph sitting within view the rare times she’s opened her apartment door.
 
   When I first moved into my apartment she stood in her doorway, her frail body hunched over, beady eyes watching as the moving men lugged in all my furniture and belongings. I tried to strike up a conversation with the old bag, but she huffed and grumbled something about Hispanics taking over the country before slamming her door in my face.
 
   At first I thought her bigoted remark was lowly slung at the moving men, but the more I thought about her twisted grimace and the way her eyes flitted over my face, I knew she was talking about me. Not since childhood had I been made to feel set apart from society based on my skin color or my ethnicity.
 
   As far as I know, there’s not a drop of Hispanic blood running through my veins, but I am biracial.
 
   Two days after moving into my apartment, my parents stopped by for a visit. Mrs. Spearman peeked into the hall past her partly-opened door, her watery blue eyes widening at the sight of my extremely dark-skinned father and my lily white mother. I waved and called out her name. She shakily opened the door a bit, but remained silent as I introduced my parents.
 
   I might as well have been presenting her with Adolf Hilter and Irma Grese from the way she stared at them. She mumbled the words “darkie” and “mulatto” under her breath before slamming the door with her knotty-knuckled hand. She’s dodged me like the Devil since, aside from accusing me of letting the air out of the tires on her old Buick one time and parking too close to the curb.
 
   The hallway remains silent, but that crash was loud and definitely came from across the hall. Sighing, I leave my apartment door open wide in case I need to make a hasty getaway from the racist across the hall. I enter the hallway and knock on her door, calling her name.
 
   “Mrs. Spearman, it’s Alex … from across the hall.” I hate that the old bird intimidates me. She weighs ninety pounds soaking wet and is old enough to be my great-great-grandmother, but still. The woman is evil, and I don’t mess with evil.
 
   The knocking and name calling yields no response. I don’t know Mrs. Spearman well, but I do know that if she knew the “mulatto” across the hall was touching her apartment door, she’d yank that door open and curse me into the bowels of hell.
 
   I knock until my knuckles grow sore. Something’s definitely wrong. The old kook never leaves her apartment until the first of the month, when she gets her check and blows it all at the local bent can store. Other than that, she’s trapped inside the walls of her cat-infested furnace of an apartment. Lord knows old people love cranking the heat on high. I can feel it pouring from the tiny space below the door, lapping at my bare toes. Maybe it’s my imagination, but they feel like they’re on fire.
 
   I rattle the doorknob, knowing, just knowing she’s got the place locked up tight, harder to get into than Tim Tebow’s tighty whities. So when the door cracks ajar, I drop my hand from the knob like I’ve been burned. Long enough to question whether I really want to enter the Cryptkeeper’s crib.
 
   A fat calico noses the door open even farther, darts from the apartment, and winds her way around my ankles. The cat’s obese, and when I say obese I mean obese. Her fat belly is literally touching the carpet below. She wears herself out from toiling around my ankles and saunters across the hall into my apartment.
 
   “Uh, make yourself at home, Cally,” I call, to which she replies, “Mew.” Not a “meow,” like a proper cat would respond, but the half-hearted greeting of an unhealthy cat too breathless to properly purr.
 
   Shaking my head at the feline’s antics, I push open Mrs. Spearman’s door the rest of the way. The air inside smells like putrid cat piss and cheap kitty litter. The foul aroma is heightened by the air unit blasting hot air from the wall to my left. Covering my mouth and nose, I scamper across the apartment and turn off the heat.
 
   Cats lounge around on various pieces of furniture, some long-haired, some short. All with varying hues of fur. They’re not as friendly as Cally. They stare at me much the way their owner sometimes does: with accusatory eyes and rigid postures. I’ve never owned a cat, but I’ve always kind of thought of them as my spirit animal. Aloof. Neurotic. Independent. Selective with their affection.
 
   A few months ago I happened across a news article online that claimed to prove cats would eat their human owner’s remains within a couple days after their demise, whereas dogs would go almost a week before sinking their teeth into their dead master’s flesh. I’m not sure what brings this article to mind. Maybe the hell cats staring at me from their various perches around the room, or the dirty bottoms of Mrs. Spearman’s feet protruding from the bathroom doorway.
 
   Either way, this is what I’m thinking when I find my elderly neighbor dead.
 
   ***
 
   Madi arrives at my doorstep demanding my attention less than an hour later. Sheer determination is set in her deep blue eyes, but it fades easily enough once she notices my spooked expression. The coroner has come and gone. A couple dark-suited men from the local funeral home wheeled Mrs. Spearman away on a rickety stretcher-type thing, her body covered in a black velvet cloth. A horde of emotionless cats watched her as she went. Emotionless until the blue-uniformed men wielding catch poles arrived.
 
   My apartment door is propped open, and I sit on the couch, twisted around, watching animal control dart in and out of the apartment across the hall. Cats run amuck, and more than one individual leaves with claw marks running the length of their arms.
 
   “I still can’t believe she’s dead,” Madi says between bites of tortilla chips and queso dip. Cheese drips from one corner of her mouth, landing on a wave of the soft brown hair tumbling over her shoulders.
 
   Learning of Mrs. Spearman’s death caused her to have a craving for Mexican food.
 
   “Life will be less entertaining without her presence.” I snag a couple chips and head to the door, closing it. “No more lurking in the hallway for the pure joy of tormenting her.”
 
   “No more hate mail slid under your door,” Madi points out.
 
   “No more asking her if she knows where I can buy some meth.” Joking about my neighbor’s death helps me cope, because as much as I hated the old woman, I didn’t want her dead. And finding her dead? Absolutely not.
 
   “All kidding aside, when are you going to tell me how your date went Friday night?” Madi licks dip from her fingertips and tucks her legs under her on the couch. Poor Mrs. Spearman is all but forgotten. There's a reason Madi is here after all. “Logan says BJ isn’t spilling.”
 
   “That’s because BJ never showed up.” I steal the oil-stained bag of takeout chips from her hands. “Ugh, BJ. I can’t believe I let you talk me into going out with a guy named after a sex act.”
 
   “He stood you up?” Madi’s porcelain-smooth face turns red. She reaches for her cell sitting on the coffee table.
 
   I grab her hand, rendering her still. “Don’t call Logan. The situation is embarrassing enough without him teasing me about it.”
 
   Madi’s husband teases me about everything, especially my awkward tendency to avoid human interaction, not to mention my unhealthy obsession with Ayden Vaughn. If he knew his friend stood me up, he’d never let me live it down. That or kick this BJ guy’s ass.
 
   Kicking his ass … Hmmm … Maybe I should reconsider my stance on not letting him find out …
 
   “Fine.” Madi sinks back into the couch, reaching for a chip. “But if I ever meet the guy.” She makes a fist with her small hand and I cringe. No doubt she’d beat the snot out of that guy. Wouldn’t be the first time she’s gone to bat in my defense.
 
   Madi and I were roommates in college. We immediately clicked and have been friends ever since. She’s the exact opposite of me. Outgoing, talkative, not a mean bone in her body. Not once did she tell me I was making a mistake when I decided to drop out of college and pursue my dream of becoming a book cover design artist. She does, however, encourage me to return to college, change my major to something more artistic: illustration, graphic design, photography, or fine art.
 
   Sometimes I think she’s right. I should go back to college, learn the things I haven’t been able to teach myself. But then I look in the mirror at the girl—woman—and I shy away from the idea. Maybe I’m not pushing myself enough, but I’m comfortable with where I’m at in life. Lonely sometimes, but comfortable. And now I have Cally to keep me company.
 
   Problem solved.
 
   ***
 
   @therealAydenVaughn, if ur looking 4 a place to stay while filming in ATL, there’s an apartment across the hall from me. #superfan
 
   @therealAydenVaughn, Hope u don’t mind the lingering smell of cat pee and fabric wallpaper from the 70s. #superfan
 
   @therealAydenVaughn, I’m always around if u need any sugar. And I’m not talking about the granulated kind. #superfan
 
   ***
 
   During the next couple weeks I’m on my best behavior, making sure not to lurk in the hallways too much as potential tenants visit the apartment across the hall. Granted, it’s difficult, especially considering the female version of Samuel Bowers once lived there.
 
   Thankfully, the apartment’s been cleaned. The carpet’s been stripped away, replaced with shiny new flooring. The fabric wallpaper’s gone. The smell of fresh paint still lingers in the hallway. Hopefully Mrs. Spearman’s horde of felines are now living comfortably in climate-controlled homes, with sweet little old ladies feeding them tuna treats.
 
   One morning, while working on a new order, there’s a commotion in the hallway. For a second my heart jumps into my throat. The last time I heard a noise outside my apartment resulted in me finding Mrs. Spearman face-down beside her pastel-pink, out of date toilet. A little shiver of fear creeps across my skin, raising the fine hairs on the back of my arms and neck.
 
   “I swear to God, if someone’s dead …” I pause, looking up at the ceiling. “What is this evil power you’ve bestowed upon me, Lord?” I shake my fist at the ceiling, but as usual, He doesn’t respond. No one ever takes me seriously, so why should He?
 
   Another bang brings me to my feet. I’m smarter this time around, slipping my feet into a pair of fuzzy slippers. Mrs. Spearman hit her head on the toilet during her fall, and when I turned her over to perform CPR, I nearly lost my balance from the gash on her forehead. Memories of my blood-stained toes invade my mind, but I brush the unpleasant recollection aside and peek out the peephole into the hallway.
 
   A group of uniformed men and one plain-clothed blond stand in front of Mrs. Spearman’s old apartment. The weirdness of the aged glass in the peephole distorts their images, leaving me with an unclear picture of my possible new neighbors. Laughing and chatting, they file into the apartment with boxes tucked under their arms, leaving and returning again with a treadmill, elliptical, and an eventual weight bench. I vaguely wonder where my new neighbor will store all these things.
 
   They leave the door ajar and one returns to the hallway. He leaves my range of view and returns later, a larger, bulging box in his arms.
 
   The plain-clothed blond elbows past him and into the hall. I narrow my eyes, studying him. Cally rubs her fat self against my ankles. I yelp in surprise at the sudden rush of fur against my skin. The blond guy’s head snaps in my direction and I stumble backward, cursing my new pet for all she’s worth.
 
   “Cal, what the hell?”
 
   Amber eyes stare up at me, pleading and slightly menacing. “Mew.”
 
   I know this look. This is the “feed me before I eat your face” look.
 
   “Half a cup, Cal. You know the rules.” I wag a finger at her. “Half a cup in the morning, half a cup at night. You’re on a diet, fatass.”
 
   Huffing, I stroll into the kitchen area and find the bag of tuna treats in the top of a cabinet. “One treat, Cal. One.”
 
   I toss her a tuna treat and watch her inhale it in two seconds flat. Someone tentatively knocks on the door, and I nearly piss myself, because people don’t just knock on my door. Not without calling to warn me they’re visiting first.
 
   “I swear to God, if it’s the new neighbor.” I glare at Cally and hustle to the door.
 
   Sure enough, the blond from earlier is standing in the hallway, this time in full view.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me.” I bump my forehead against the wood, not once, not twice, but eight times before twisting the doorknob.
 
   Eight.
 
   


  
 

#chapterthree
 
   Heaving a great sigh, I stare up at the ceiling. “Why, Lord? Why?”
 
   With a smug smile, Eight leans on the doorway. He glances past me at the fat cat sitting on the armrest of the couch licking her paw. Once again, his sleeves are pushed up above his elbows. The bandage is gone, scabs and fading bruises taking its place. The tiny slivers of abrasions on his knuckles have also healed, leaving miniscule silvery scars on his tan hands.
 
   “Of all the gin joints in all the towns, in all the world …”
 
   “Hey, Eight.”
 
   His smile leaves me breathless. “Hey, Six.”
 
   His accent is somewhat thicker than mine. Six sounds like sex when the Southern drawl rolls off his tongue, waking up a feeling inside me normally reserved for Ayden Vaughn or my vibrator. Not to mention he’s quoting Casablanca, which makes him more of a nine than an actual eight. And he smells good, like jasmine and citrus mixed all into one confounding scent that’s doing something funny to my belly.
 
   Damn him for being an eight and totally untouchable by my own personal standards. If not for his ranking, I’d drag him to the couch and bang him six ways to Sunday.
 
   I must have some weird expression on my face. Eight snaps his fingers in front of my eyes, causing me to blink back to reality.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, fine. I’m just … surprised to see you again.”
 
   “Looks like you’ll be seeing me a lot,” he says, jerking his thumb over one shoulder. “I’m your new neighbor.”
 
   Jesus, I’m hyperventilating. Not on the outside where he can see me and possibly freak out, but on the inside. I rack my brain for something, anything that’ll prevent him from moving in across the hall and keep me from quite possibly losing my mind.
 
   “A woman died in that apartment,” I blurt out, satisfied by the widening of his eyes. “Yup, and I'm the one who found her. It was disgusting. A real bloodbath in there.”
 
   And like a twelve-year-old boy, he perks up, eager for more details. “Was she murdered? Did they find her killer?”
 
   Groaning, I palm my face. “No, she wasn’t murdered. Can’t you just be like appalled or something that a woman died in the apartment you rented, pack your bags, and find another place to stay?”
 
   “People die every day, Six. Doesn’t bother me.” Leaning heavily on the door jamb, he shrugs one shoulder. “It’s a natural process of life. Besides, the landlord already explained what happened. What was her name? Spearman?”
 
   “Forget about Mrs. Spearman.” I drag my fingers through my hair. “Look, I know you don’t know me, but can’t you just … do me a solid? I can’t have this”—I wave my hands at him—“distraction in my life.”
 
   “You find me distracting?” If his voice were a candy, it’d be butterscotch: buttery and slightly sweet.
 
   If he’s sugar, I’m salt, irritated by the way he’s inadvertently weaseled his way into my life. He looks entirely too pleased by my admission.
 
   “It wasn’t a compliment,” I grumble. “Why would anyone think being distracting is a compliment?”
 
   He cocks his head to one side. “Are you easily distracted?”
 
   “No, not typically.”
 
   Eight licks his bottom lip, capturing it between his teeth. “Should we work out some sort of schedule?”
 
   “Schedule?”
 
   “Yeah, a schedule of avoidance.”
 
   “You want to know my schedule so you can avoid me?”
 
   “Yes. More for your benefit than mine.” That sexy smile of his widens. “Why would I want to avoid you?”
 
   “Will you stop smiling and licking your lip and come inside?” I grab him by the collar of his shirt and drag him into my apartment. Kicking the door closed, I lead him to the kitchen table.
 
   “Sit,” I say, pointing at a chair. Like a good pet he listens by easing down onto the furniture. “Let me grab a piece of paper and a pen.”
 
   The ceiling fan above my bed rustles the single piece of paper resting on the printer in my bedroom. I snatch the paper from the tray and rummage around my desk drawer for a usable pen.
 
   Why don’t I ever toss pens out when they run out of ink? It’s like an inkless pen cemetery inside my desk.
 
   Finding a new one, I shove the drawer shut and return to the kitchen, skidding to a stop at the abandoned table.
 
   Cally mews nearby. When I turn, I find her lounging on the back of the couch, watching Eight as he surveys a framed portrait of me and my family hanging on the far wall.
 
   “These your folks and your siblings?”
 
   Blowing a loose strand of hair from my forehead, I nod and drop the pen and paper on the kitchen table. I join him in the living room, standing an appropriate distance to his right and making damn sure I don’t stand any closer just in case his intoxicating smell attempts to take over my mind yet again.
 
   “My mom, dad.” I point out each person in the portrait as I speak. “My sister Evelyn. We call her Evie. And my brother Wes.”
 
   “Your dad’s a little intimidating.” Eight crosses his arms over his chest, leaning back on his heels. “Bet he scared the shit out of every guy you dated back in the day.”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   Eight glances at me, eyebrows puckered. “Didn’t what?”
 
   “Date.” I shrug. “Not then and not now. Not really. I had one serious boyfriend, but I never brought him home. You know, I was on a blind date the night we met, but the guy never showed.”
 
   Eight frowns. “Idiot.”
 
   “Who? The guy who stood me up?”
 
   “Yeah, him, and any guy too stupid to not ask you out.” Eight casually leans against the wall near the shelves of pictures. “So … you wanna go out sometime?”
 
   I can practically see the back of my brain when I roll my eyes. “Pffft, please.”
 
   “What? I’m serious.”
 
   “I’ve already told you. Sixes and eights don’t mix. You ready to work on that schedule?”
 
   Eight breaks his holding stare. “No, I want to know more about your family. What’s your dad do for a living?”
 
   Sighing, I say, “Army recruiter.”
 
   Eight touches one corner of the portrait, straightening it on the wall. “You think he’ll kick my ass?”
 
   “Why would he kick your ass?”
 
   “You know, for being the first guy you bring home?” Eight smiles a smile that’s neither flirty nor fun, but sincere and hopeful. “Don’t dads usually want to kick the first guy’s ass?”
 
   He’s too much. He’s persistent and cocky and too much, but the sincerity of his smile and hopefulness of his eyes tug at my heartstrings. I decide to give him an honest, insightful answer to my life.
 
   “He’d probably be thrilled for me to bring a guy home. I think he worries about me.”
 
   I leave him behind to chew on my words, but it doesn’t take him long to join me at the kitchen table. Cally stands on the back of the couch and stretches. She lands on the ground with a thud and saunters over to where we sit. Winding herself between Eight’s legs, she quickly garners his attention. He reaches down, stroking her back. Cally hops onto his lap and settles down in a ball of orange, white, and black fur.
 
   What a damn traitor.
 
   “Why does your dad worry about you?”
 
   I click the end of the pen and label the top of the page “Six’s Sad, Stale Schedule.”
 
   “Because I’m not Wes or Evie. They’re both married, college grads. Wes and his wife have child. A little boy named Noah. Evie’s been married a couple of years now, and she's expecting her first baby soon.”
 
   I tap the pen on the page, my mind drawing a blank on my non-existent schedule. I drop the pen, pushing the paper across the table. “Truth is, I have no schedule. The only time I leave the apartment is when I need groceries or something. I lead a rather boring life.”
 
   “That’s hard to believe.” Eight slides the paper in front of him and scribbles a few words. He cups his hand over the paper to hide it away from my prying eyes. “You were hanging out at a restaurant the first night we met.”
 
   I’m quick to remind him of the unfortunate … nah, fortunate circumstance of that night. “I was being stood up the night we met. There’s a difference.”
 
   Eight grins, sideways and sloppy. “Getting stood up is still more action than I’ve had in … a while.”
 
   Why’s he gotta lie like that?
 
   “That’s doubtful.”
 
   His writing hand pauses, and he shoots me an inquisitive stare. “Whatdaya mean by that?”
 
   “Come on, Eight. You’re, what, twenty-five? Twenty-six?”
 
   “Twenty-six.”
 
   “Okay, you’re twenty-six. Charming.” I smile as his grin returns. “Handsome.”
 
   Eight makes a keep-’em-coming gesture with his free hand. I swat at his shoulder, but he playfully dodges my hand.
 
   “Also a tad annoying. And you obviously don’t mind fishing for compliments.”
 
   “Who’s fishing?” His attention returns to the paper. “This is the first meaningful conversation I’ve had with anyone in two weeks, aside from my previous roommate who kicked me out in the dead of night.”
 
   Sympathy washes away any irritation his charming smile brings. “Why’d he kick you out?”
 
   Eight frowns, finishing his scribbling with a flourish. “More like she, and she says I’ve changed, but not in the way she’d hoped.”
 
   My heart beats a little faster. On the night I met Eight he confessed he had no home. Had she kicked him out that night? Had he left one girl’s bed only to bump into me and try to weasel his way into mine? Is this guy a freeloader?
 
   I shake my head, abolishing the thought. He’s got his own apartment, and from the sight of the expensive workout equipment, not to mention the huge television the moving guys carted in, this guy’s no freeloader. He’s not broke, not mooching off anyone. He’s a guy having a hard time, and if anyone knows about hard times it’s me.
 
   “What she failed to see,” he says, shoving the paper across the table to rest in front of me, “is she’s the one who changed. Everything around us changed, including her, but I stayed the same. And that’s what upsets her the most. She thought I’d change along with our circumstances, but I didn’t. I remained true to myself. You know what I mean?”
 
   I absolutely don’t know what he means, but I nod anyway and take a stab at understanding. “And you were hurt because if she doesn’t love you for the you that you are now, did she ever really love you to begin with?”
 
   Eight’s eyes widen. He leans back heavily against the chair. Weariness lines his eyes. He brushes his blond hair from his forehead, his fingers tracing the worry above his brow.
 
   “You get it, don’t you, Six?”
 
   I thought I didn’t, but maybe I do, because as much as Madi’s begged me to get out more, as much as my mother’s pleaded with me to go back to school, and as much as I know I should get over my crazy obsession with Ayden and The Hunted, I’m comfortable with my lot in life. I’m comfortable being myself.
 
   Not meeting his eyes, I say, “You feel like you disappointed her? For not being the person she wants you to be? But you’re too damn stubborn to bend under anyone’s will?”
 
   The chair makes a scraping sound against the floor as Eight scoots forward. Cally jumps from his lap and trots back to the couch. “Too damn stubborn, too damn proud, or too damn intelligent? Because only a fool changes for someone else, unless the change is for the good.”
 
   He’s totally lost me there. “She wanted you to change in what way? A negative way?”
 
   Eight purses his lip and taps the paper. “Read the list.”
 
   Taken aback by the abrupt change in conversation, I touch the paper, turning it to face me. The list is sparse, as scanty as mine would be if I’d actually made one. Included in his list are things such as “grocery shopping” and “laundry day.” Roundabout times are doodled near the edges of the paper. His handwriting is neat and thoughtful in the beginning, but turns slanted and frantic near the end, reminding me of my own handwriting the time I’d taken a stab at writing fan fiction. Thoughts and ideas had spilled out of me, tumbling from the pen and onto the page as fast as I could write. As vibrant as my story began, the writing eventually dried up like a leaf in the fall.
 
   “What about work?” There’s nothing on the paper hinting at a job, and my non-freeloader thoughts sway. “Do you have a job?”
 
   “Do you?” he asks, giving me that grin again.
 
   Shifting in my seat, I nod. “Yeah, I work from home.”
 
   Interest flickers in his irises. “What sort of work do you do from home?”
 
   “I asked you first.”
 
   Eight drums his fingers on the table. “Work for hire stuff. Nothing too interesting. I’d bore you with the details.”
 
   I study him more carefully: the healed wounds on his knuckles, the tiredness of his eyes, the expensive aroma of his cologne, the designer brand of clothes he wears. They may be casual—a hoodie, plain tee, and worn jeans—but they’re expensive.
 
   “What I’m thinking is that you’re a drug dealer.”
 
   Eight stares at me a beat too long before bursting into laughter. “Where’d you come up with that idea?”
 
   “Laugh all you want, but one thing I’ve learned in life is that drug dealers rarely look like drug dealers. You’ve got the whole charming personality down to an art. You could sell a barrel of water to the ocean. You’re wearing high-dollar attire, but nothing too flashy. And you’re always tired and banged up. Oh, and the fact that you refuse to tell me what you do for a living. That’s pretty shady.”
 
   The amused smile never leaves his face. “How do you know so much about drug dealers?”
 
   Shrugging, I push my chair back and stand. I grab a couple sodas and offer him one before sitting back down. “My first real boyfriend was a drug dealer.”
 
   Eight pops open the soda and takes a sip. “A drug dealer, huh? No wonder you never brought anyone home to meet the parents. Tell me more.”
 
   “There’s not much to tell.” I stare at the peephole on my door, my mind traveling back to a different time. “We met in the quad at college. He was a lot like you.” My voice wanders off, and I say nothing more because I wasn’t exaggerating. There’s really not much to tell. The guy was cute. Charming. And stayed in and out of trouble. I got tired of bailing him out of jail. We called it quits, and that was that.
 
   Thankfully, Eight doesn’t push.
 
   “College girl, huh? Where’d you graduate?”
 
   I toy with the tab on the can. “I didn’t. Dropped out and disappointed my parents forever.” I give him a wry smile. “Been a long time now. I think they’re getting used to the idea that their daughter is a loser.”
 
   Half expecting him to console me, to assure me I’m not a loser like Madi or anyone else I tell my story to does, I jerk a little when he says, “Same.”
 
   “You dropped out of college too?”
 
   “Nah.” He smiles over the soda. “But I know all about disappointing the family.”
 
   Neither of us speak for a moment, the two of us lost in our own thoughts. I want to ask him how he’s disappointed his family, but it’s like an invisible wall has gone up between us. Taking a deep breath, I think back to the guy I thought Eight was the first time I saw him. The way he hit on me from the moment he sat down at my table, and now, sitting across from me, his heart resting on his sleeve.
 
   There’s still so much you don’t know about him. He won’t even tell you what he does for a living, for heaven’s sake. Don’t do this to yourself, Alex. Your life is a lake: smooth and motionless. Don’t let this stranger flop into your life like a fish out of water.
 
   We both jump when someone knocks on my door. My hand jerks, knocking over the full can of soda. The brown liquid sloshes on the table, soaking Eight’s list. He lets out a low curse, the dirty word sending tendrils of surprise curling in the depths of my belly.
 
   “Grab a kitchen towel from that drawer over there, will ya?” I gesture to a drawer parallel to the dishwasher and he nods.
 
   Logan’s standing on the other side of the door when I open it, an irritated expression on his face. He holds out his phone. The entire screen is a spiderwebbed mess of broken glass.
 
   “You care if I use your phone to call Madi?”
 
   “What happened to yours?”
 
   “Dropped it in the parking lot of the cell phone place. Can you believe that?” Logan lets himself in, shrugs off his coat, and tosses it over the back of my couch. “No shit. I went in for an upgrade, walked out of the store, and blam. Dropped the son of a bitch in the parking lot before I could even slide the new phone case on. No insurance. Madi’s gonna kill—”
 
   Logan’s voice comes to a brusque halt once he spots Eight mopping up my mess of a soda from the table. Logan’s mouth parts and his face goes slack before lighting up. He places the phone on my bar and takes a step forward, grinning at Eight. Before he can utter a single word, Eight eases around the table, leaving the wet towel behind. He wipes his hand off on his jeans before offering it to Logan. Logan’s smile fades as Eight takes his hand, pumping away.
 
   “You must be one of Alex’s friends. I’m Eight. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Eight? What the f—”
 
   “I know it’s a weird name,” I interrupt, “but he’s kind of a weird guy, and we met in a weird situation.”
 
   “Is that so?” He drops Eight’s hand, narrowing his eyes. “Logan Prescott. Nice to meet you. How’d y’all meet?”
 
   “Remember that blind date you tried setting me up with? Well, the guy never showed, but Eight did. Eight saw me sitting alone and tried talking me into taking him home with me.” Snorting at the memory, I shake my head.
 
   “The guy never showed, huh?” Logan crosses his arms over his chest, studying my newfound friend with his steely gray eyes. “And this guy happened to be there alone too.”
 
   I shoot Eight a playful glare. “I think he was hanging out looking for unsuspecting single girls to hit on.”
 
   Eight gives me a halfhearted smile. “Guess I better head back across the hall and finish unpacking.” He gives Logan a nod. “Nice meeting you, man.”
 
   “Yeah, feeling’s mutual.” Logan’s gruff voice and firm jaw tell a different story.
 
   Once he’s gone, I finish sopping up the mess on the table. “How do you know Eight?”
 
   “What?” Logan’s eyes flutter.
 
   “Oh, come on. I’m not an idiot.” I toss the dirty towel in the sink and plop down at the table. “I could tell by your face that you recognized him.”
 
   Logan stares at me with a look of controlled panic. Understanding washes over me in an excited, jittery wave.
 
   “Oh my God. I know how you guys know each other.”
 
   “You do?” Logan reaches for the chair to join me. His fingers graze the back, missing. He’s uncharacteristically nervous for someone usually so calm.
 
   I lower my voice and lean forward. “Yup, you’re his buyer.”
 
   “Buyer?”
 
   “Yes, buyer. Customer. Whatever the kids are calling it these days.” Slamming my fist on the table, I grow irritated with the charade. “He’s your drug dealer.”
 
   Logan nearly misses the chair when he goes to sit down. He stares at me for a long moment before exploding with laughter. “Drug dealer? You think that guy is my drug dealer? Wha—did he tell you he’s a dealer?”
 
   “No, he didn’t tell me. I used the fine art of detection to come to that conclusion. He says he works from home, works for hire, but won’t elaborate on any other detail. He wears nice clothes, owns expensive things, and said his ex wants him to change, but he wants to stay the same person he’s always been. Hell, he’s a dealer, and you’re still smoking the ganja like you did in college. Don’t try to deny it.”
 
   Chuckling, Logan gives me an entertained smile. “You’re crazy, Alex. You know that? Grade A certified loon.”
 
   “Oh, come on. I’m just kidding around, but seriously, what does this guy do for a living? He’s secretive, evasive, covered in cuts and bruises. If not a drug dealer, then what?”
 
   Logan frowns and shrugs.
 
   “Whatever.” I whip out my phone, newly bored with the convo. I tap away at the screen.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn possible stalker/drug dlr scooped up aprtmnt. Use this pic if I come up missing. #superfan
 
   I attach a pretty decent photo of myself. No kissy face. Only a fair amount of cleavage exposed. Because I hate those missing persons’ photographs, the old ones, the fuzzy ones, the ones with water spots and bad lighting. No, when I come up missing I don’t want Madi posting a drunken photo of me with squinty eyes and a margarita in one hand, or my parents posting a photo of me before I gained the freshman fifteen. The pre-bloating photo is more flattering, but let’s be realistic. I look like a whole different person. That freshman fifteen has turned into the Taco Tuesday twenty.
 
   


  
 

#chapterfour
 
   The entire The Hunted fandom explodes the following Tuesday.
 
   The day starts out pretty normal. After waking up around eleven thirtyish, I eat a delicious bowl of cereal and log into my email account. There’re a couple new book cover requests, and I feel the familiar tingling of excited anticipation creep inside my chest as I open each email. One in particular grabs my interest the most: a request to design the cover of a children’s book. I remember the first time I designed something out of my element, how excited I was back then, and excited I am now. I take my time responding to the authors, proud to have a career that continues to encourage my artistry.
 
   Once my cereal bowl and spoon are thoroughly washed and drying in the dish rack, I work on a book cover that’s been plaguing me for a week straight. I’m putting on the finishing touches when Twitter explodes. Each ding of my cell causes my nose to twitch in irritation.
 
   Finally, I finish the book cover and pick up my phone. Opening the Twitter app, I nearly drop the cell at the sight of Kendra Warren, Ayden Vaughn’s love interest on The Hunted and real life girlfriend, wrapped in the arms of someone who definitely isn’t Ayden Vaughn.
 
   “OhmyGod, ohmyGod, ohmyGod.”
 
   Fingers shaking, I log into every social media account known to man and spend the next four hours scrolling through photo after grainy photo of Ayden’s cheating girlfriend locking lips with a co-star in the series, but not just any co-star—the girl who plays Ayden’s demon-hunting sister.
 
   Everyone in the fandom is freaking out, and equally split down the middle. People take up for Kendra, claiming the photos are cleverly Photoshopped by jealous fans. The other half of the fandom are tying her to the stake and setting her poor body ablaze.
 
   And me? All I feel is pity for Ayden, especially when I notice a new photograph of him being passed around on Facebook. In the photo he’s ducking into his car. Pure sadness and humiliation color his features. Real tears spring to my eyes. I close the laptop with a click and draw in a shaky breath.
 
   Why am I doing this to myself? Why do I concern myself with the affairs of a man I’ve never even met?
 
   The real reason haunts me, teasing me in the recesses of my mind. Ayden is safe because he isn’t real. Not in the sense that I can ever have him. I can fantasize about him, make GIFs of his smoldering smile, create works of art using his angelic face on a million different banners, and he’ll never hurt me. I’ll never disappoint him. Because he can never be mine.
 
   You’re making it difficult for someone else to live up to your expectations. Someone like Eight.
 
   Scoffing at the thought, I pick up my phone and contemplate my daily Ayden Tweet before tapping the screen and hitting the blue button.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn a broken heart is like a battle wound. sometimes it leaves a scar. But luv is worth the fight. #superfan
 
   Feeling like a hypocrite for giving love advice, I drop the phone on my lap and sigh. When it dings again, I pick it up, emotionally exhausted for a moment until I read the alert on the lit screen.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn is now following you on Twitter!
 
   The phone falls from my hand in slow motion, thankfully landing on my lap instead of the hard floor. Scrambling to pick it up, I nearly drop it again when it dings with another alert.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn liked one of your Tweets!
 
   Ayden Vaughn. The Ayden Vaughn, star of The Hunted and frequent participator in my dirtiest of dreams, is not only following me, but he liked my melodramatic Tweet. This has to be a mistake. With a quivering finger, I search through his photos, my heart palpitating over the ones of Ayden grinning for the camera, glaring at the ones with Kendra seductively priming for the photographer.
 
   No one involved in the creative process of The Hunted has ever followed me. I’m lucky to get a Retweet from an extra on the series. I take a screenshot of the Ayden follow and think about sharing it with my fandom friends for about thirty seconds before deciding against it. This feels special, like something sacred. The main character in the world in which I wish I lived is following me. Me, Alexa Hannah, a nobody in his life.
 
   A knock on the door draws me from my thoughts. My pulse quickens, thoughts of Eight dancing inside my head. I haven’t seen him at all the past few days, and not because I’m avoiding him like I’d originally planned. Sure, that soda-stained piece of paper is taped to my apartment door, reminding me of his existence every time I step into the room, but I’ve done nothing to keep him out of my life. In fact, I’ve found myself going out of my way to bump into my new neighbor. I’m taking the trash out more often, buying more groceries than normal. I’ve even taken to walking Cally in the evenings. Yes, walking a cat. With a leash. It’s as difficult as one can imagine.
 
   Having Eight living across the hall is messing with my head.
 
   I glance through the peephole and yup, it’s him. He’s standing in the hallway, eyes wild, clothes rumpled, hair in disarray. I open the door just a crack because I’m still wearing my pajamas, which aren’t pajamas at all—just a threadbare white tee and a silky pair of sleep pants that were too large for Madi so she handed them down to me. Eight saw me in my sleepwear before, on the day he came over and made his list, but the ladies weren’t on full display that day, and today they’re poking out ready to play.
 
   “Hey.” He leans forward, sort of forcing me to open the door a bit wider. His eyes scorch a trail of fire down the length of my body.
 
   Feeling like a porny freak, I cover my boobs with one arm, my bottom lip neatly tucked between my teeth and my cheeks pinker than a baby’s behind.
 
   “You need something?” There’s a bite to my voice, but damn. I don’t like the way I feel when my defenses are down. Seems like that’s the only way I feel when I’m around him.
 
   Eight pries his eyes from my chest. “Yeah, I hate asking, but do you mind keeping an eye on the place for a couple of days?” Eight jerks his head in the direction of his apartment. “Water my plants? Make sure no creepy hot girls with The Hunted obsessions are lurking around my door?”
 
   “Hey, don’t poke fun of the girl whose help you need.” I bite the inside corner of my mouth, wanting to ask him where he’s going for the next couple days but knowing it’s none of my business. “Give me your key and I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   “Thanks.” Eight digs around in his pocket and pulls out a keychain. He removes one single key from the loop and drops it on the palm of my hand. “I shouldn’t be gone more than a few days.”
 
   “Maybe you should give me your number. Just in case.”
 
   Just in case what, I don’t know. In case I forget to water his plants, they wither away, and die? Whatever the reason, I’ve got a good excuse to have his number in my phone. He pulls out his cell, punching in my number as I recite it. My phone dings with a text in the other room.
 
   “Text me whenever you need me, about the apartment or anything else,” Eight says.
 
   He looks like he wants to say something else but changes his mind. Hands deep in his pockets, he heads down the hallway. Once he reaches the stairwell, he turns and gives me that half-smile, then hustles down the stairs and out of my sight. And then I do what any other girl would do in my situation.
 
   I call my best friend over to help me rifle through Eight’s apartment.
 
   ***
 
   Madi arrives half an hour later, bringing in the winter cool with her. She blows in her cupped hands, warming her face and fingers. Shuddering, she stands beside me as I fumble with the key in one shaky hand, tapping at my phone with the other.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks.
 
   “Tweeting Ayden Vaughn. Harassing hot celebrities always helps calm my nerves.”
 
   Hey, @therealAydenVaughn, since ur living/filming in GA, u hppn 2 know much about GA law? B&E in particular? Asking 4 a friend. #superfan
 
   “Why are you so nervous?” she asks.
 
   “Because what if he comes back while we’re still in the apartment?” The key misses once. Twice.
 
   Madi takes the key from my hand and inserts it into the lock. “You’re supposed to water his plants, right? So you’re watering his plants. And you just so happen to have company. No big deal.”
 
   The door opens and Madi takes a confident step inside. My head goes in first, and I peek around the room. Looking for what? I’m not sure. Something to jump out and scream “boo” I guess, or maybe pots of marijuana growing around the room. Does marijuana grow in pots? Pot in pots. I snort at the idea.
 
   Madi looks at me over one shoulder, raising a questioning eyebrow. I shrug and follow her into the room. Landing with my back against the door, I twist the lock and scope out the scene. Aside from his workout equipment and a few unopened boxes, there’s not really too much else that stands out.
 
   “Guy’s got money, huh?” Madi runs a manicured nail along the back of Eight’s sofa. “This isn’t any ordinary sofa. This is Italian leather. Look at this tufting.” She presses the palm of her hand against the sofa and gasps. “Down feathers inside.”
 
   “You can tell all that just by touching the sofa? Looks like an ugly-ass sofa to me. Something you’d get at Good Samaritan or something.”
 
   Madi shoots me a pointed look. “Goodwill. It’s Goodwill, for heaven’s sake. And don’t question me. I didn’t slave away in design school all those years for naught.”
 
   “You sure it’s Goodwill and not Good Samaritan?” I tap my chin in thought. “Sorry, I underestimated your ability to tell Italian leather from pleather.”
 
   “Honey, I can smell it.” Madi touches her nose like we’re playing charades. “Know what else I smell?”
 
   “Weed?” I guess. “You know my theory about him being a drug dealer.”
 
   “No, not weed, dumbass.” Madi huffs. “Rosemary, sweet basil.” She sniffs the air, wafting her hands about. “And a pepperminty-orange smell.”
 
   “Jesus, my sinuses must be clogged. You smell all that?”
 
   Madi stares me down for a second before tinkering around the room. She picks up a glass object from the coffee table and brings it to her nose. After taking in a deep breath, she smiles. Face lighting up, she gestures me to join her.
 
   “Is that a one hitter? A crack pipe? Told you he sells drugs.”
 
   “It's an oil diffuser.” She rolls her eyes.
 
   I tentatively take a whiff. “Rosemary and oranges. Is there some sort of hidden meaning to this scent? I feel like I’m missing something here.”
 
   Sighing, Madi returns the oil diffuser to the table. “Rosemary, oranges, sweet basil. They all help inspire the creative process. Whatever Eight does for a living must require thought and creative inspiration.”
 
   Not sure where she’s going with this. “Doesn’t every career require thought and creative inspiration?”
 
   Madi glares. “Does flipping half-frozen burgers at Atlanta Burger require much thought?”
 
   I throw up my hands. “Jeez, calm your tits. Okay, so he’s a daydreamer and a nighttime thinker who also happens to have an affinity for fine Italian leather. Anything else, Nancy Drew?”
 
   “This apartment is exceptionally clean.” Madi runs her finger over the sill of a nearby window. The tip of her finger is spotless. “Almost OCD clean even.”
 
   “Now you’re not only a detective, you’re a mental health professional?”
 
   “Hey, I took a psych class my first year of college.”
 
   I wear down my thumbnail between my teeth. “So did I, and look at me now. I’m a certified nutjob. Snooping around inside people’s apartments and shit because I’m too dumb to just ask him outright why he’s so secretive.”
 
   Madi crosses the room and opens the super-large silver fridge. “Oh my God.”
 
   Pulse quickening, I skip across the room and into the kitchen to peer over her shoulder. “What?”
 
   Madi slams the door before I can sneak a glance. “He’s a freaking vegetarian. Ugh, red flag. Abort mission, abort mission.”
 
   My best friend skirts around me with her nose curled up and heads toward the door. I grab her hand before she can turn the lock, swinging her around to face me.
 
   “You’re okay with the fact that he’s possibly an OCD drug dealer, but you look down your nose at his heart-healthy lifestyle?”
 
   “Girl, please. I can’t fool with a guy who doesn't eat meat.” Madi wrenches her hand from mine. “No tailgating parties during the Super Bowl? No Friday night BYOBs while the steaks are sizzling on the grill? That’s not a life partner I’d choose for myself, and if you’re smart, you’d do the same.”
 
   “Unbelievable.” I palm my face. “You’re kidding, right? I don’t care about tailgating or grilling steaks. Hell, I barely leave my apartment.”
 
   “And you know what? I let that shit slide.” Madi gnaws her bottom lip, and experience says she’s contemplating her next words. “What happened to you, Alex?”
 
   “Huh?” I drop her hand and cross my arms over my chest. “What do you mean?”
 
   “We had so much fun back in the day.” Sighing, she leans against the closed door. “Beer pong and keg parties on Friday and Saturday nights, cramming for tests in between. We went to art galleries, went bowling. You were as comfortable eating a hot dog from a street vendor as you were ordering from an expensive restaurant. You were flirty and fun. You hit on guys. Guys hit on you. You lived in the moment. What changed?”
 
   I suck in a breath, unsure how to respond. None of what she says surprises me. Everyone knows I’ve changed over the years, none more than me.
 
   “I don’t know, Madi. I just gave up.” I slump on the arm of Eight’s sofa. “When I dropped out of college I didn’t have time for a social life, aside from our designated Taco Tuesdays.”
 
   Madi grins and nods. “Don’t forget about the sporadic Margarita Mondays.”
 
   “And the occasional Whiskey Wednesday.”
 
   “Gotta get over that hump day somehow.” Madi’s smile softens. “Sometimes you seem depressed, and I don’t even think you realize you are. And it concerns me, ‘cause what kind of girl gets depressed on Taco Tuesday?”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Here comes mental health expert Madi Prescott again.”
 
   She elbows me. “I’m serious. You seem so sad sometimes. That’s why Logan suggested the blind date with that guy. Dumb guy. Logan should have known better than to set you up with some beefcake.”
 
   “The guy? What was his name … BJ?” I laugh at the name. “BJ the beefcake. How’d Logan meet this guy again?”
 
   “At the gym, I think.” Madi scrunches her face in thought. “He’s obviously a loser. I shoulda hooked you up with one of the guys I met at Logan’s mom’s benefit a few weeks ago.”
 
   Logan’s parents are hot-shot real estate investors who are always throwing benefits, whether it be for cancer research or for local arts. They’re a couple of soft-bellied yuppies, the complete opposite of Logan who’s a certified personal trainer and part-time body builder.
 
   “No, but hell no. Not dating those artsy-fartsy types I’ve met at any of your mother-in-law’s benefits either.” I think about the BJ guy, chuckling over his name again. “Guess I dodged a bullet with the beefcake. We both know I’m no health nut. There’s no converting me.”
 
   Madi absently nods and surveys the room. “You know what I find odd? I mean, other than the obvious?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “There’re no photos of his family. No mementos from the past.” Madi gestures around the room. “The place is practically void of anything that’d give me more insight into who he is as a person. You know where I keep my most personal of possessions? Where I store everything that could tell a person exactly who I am?”
 
   A shiver of anticipation slices through my chest. She’s my best friend. I know what she’s going to say before she even says it.
 
   Madi nods, silently affirming what I haven’t said aloud. “We need to see his room, ASAP.”
 
   “I don’t know.” I wring my hands as she stands and makes her way to the room situated mirror-image to mine. “He didn’t specify if there were or weren’t plants to water inside his room.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you not to go into his bedroom either,” Madi points out. “Which means you’re technically allowed inside his bedroom.” Madi sighs in exasperation. “Don’t give me that look, Alex. We’ve already invaded his privacy by coming into his apartment with ulterior motives. What’s to stop us from going into his room?”
 
   Madi rattles the doorknob and frowns. “What’s to stop us besides a locked door?”
 
   “He locked his bedroom door? That’s super weird.” I join her where she stands, giving the knob a test rattle myself. “Why would he lock his bedroom door?”
 
   Madi gives me a sad smile. “Why do people locks things, Alex? To keep other people out.”
 
   


  
 

#chapterfive
 
   Ayden Vaughn smiles at me from where he leans against a tree in a moonlit forest. He lifts his hand, removing a silver-tipped arrow from the quiver slung over his left shoulder. He loads the bow and nods to my right.
 
   Glowing red eyes stare at me from the river bed. The shadowy figure emerges from the waters and hulks toward me. I glance at Ayden in fright, my entire body trembling at the stench of death surrounding me.
 
   Ayden sets his jaw, bringing the bow and arrow up in one swift movement. The dark figure lumbers into the bath of the moonlight, and I fall to my knees in relief.
 
   The monster isn’t a monster at all. Eight’s eyes fade from bright red to a hazel hue. He smiles at me, extending one arm to help me to my feet. The sound of feather, wood, and steel whips through the air. Eight’s face morphs from happiness to sheer horror as an arrow sinks into his chest.
 
   Screaming, I scramble to my feet as he crumbles to the ground. He whimpers, touching the arrow protruding from his body. Blood gushes from the wound, and I shed my jacket, pressing it against him in an attempt to slow the bleeding. He catches my hand, smearing crimson liquid on my skin. Eight opens his mouth, and I strain my ears to make out what he says, but nothing comes out except a pink froth of spittle and blood.
 
   Someone touches my shoulder and I gasp. Ayden stands over me, withdrawing a galvanized knife from the sheath on his waist. He towers over us, wielding the object high above his head. Moonlight glints off the silver blade.
 
   I scream for him to stop, but he doesn’t listen. With a battle cry he comes down, stabbing the knife into Eight’s chest again and again until the only sounds in the forest are the whimpers exploding from my throat and Eight’s last, dying breath.
 
   Ding!
 
   Glancing around the forest, I look for the source of the familiar, yet confounding sound. There are no cell phones in this world, the world of the huntsmen, but the ping of a text resounds again and again.
 
   The woods around me fade into darkness, yet I struggle to maintain its presence. I reach for Eight, but he’s no longer dead on the forest floor. He’s drifting, morphing into the man standing behind me, morphing into Ayden. Eight is Ayden and Ayden is Eight. They’re the same person, both of them bearing a resemblance to one another before fading away altogether. I’m surrounded by nothing but an empty vastness. And before long I’m drifting. Restless and drifting.
 
   Ding!
 
   Groaning, I pry open my blurry eyes and gaze all around me. Books are scattered on my coffee table. Cally stares at me from her newly purchased pet bed near the entertainment center, placed there specifically because of her fondness for sleeping near the satellite receiver.
 
   Sitting up on the couch, I moan at the stiffness of my neck. I fell asleep on the couch with my head cocked at an odd angle on a decorative pillow. Damn, just a dream. I haven't dreamt in ages, not counting my constant state of daydreaming.
 
   My cell pings again, reminding me why I’m awake in the first place. I kick the throw off my legs and flounder around the couch, searching for my lost device and finding it wedged between the cushions.
 
   The first two texts are from Madi, her nosey ass asking if I’ve heard from Eight, and the second one inviting me out to some club I’d never be caught dead entering these days. And the third text … the third text is from him.
 
   It’s his first communication in the two days since he left me in charge of watching over his apartment. I almost dread opening the text and reading the message. Dread it almost as much as I crave it.
 
   back home. thanks for keeping my plants alive. i’ll pick up my spare key tomorrow. thanks again.
 
   That’s it? Thanks for keeping my plants alive? Not even a courtesy knock on the door to say what’s up?
 
   Sighing, I click on a little blue app and type on the screen, too disappointed to respond to Eight’s text but too pissed to let it slide.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn u killed my love interest in my latest dream. then u turned into him. should i psychoanalyze or nah? #superfan
 
   Chuckling at the thought of a response, which will never happen, I toss my phone on the coffee table and drift back to sleep. My dreams are nothing. Nothing but empty shadows and thoughts of him. Eight. Ayden. One in the same.
 
   ***
 
   The next day I spend my time working on book covers and waiting on Eight to knock on my door.
 
   I’m pissed when he doesn’t.
 
   “What kind of guy asks a girl to keep his prized petunias watered and doesn’t stop by to say hi?”
 
   Cally stares at me like I’m batshit crazy, either because I’m trying to converse with a cat or because she knows there are no petunias inside Eight’s home.
 
   I throw up my hands in defense. “How am I supposed to know the names of his plants? They’re green. Some have flowers, some don’t. I’m not a horticulturalist, Cal. Stop judging me.”
 
   Cal mews and licks her paw, giving me her version of the bird. My cell dings on the desk beside me and I nearly wet my yoga pants at the sound. Grabbing the phone, I chew my bottom lip when I see it’s my mother texting instead of Eight.
 
   “’Hey, Alex,’” I read aloud. “’Haven’t heard from you in a while. Daddy’s wanting you to come over for dinner soon. Demanding it actually. We missed you at Christmas …’”
 
   Guilt seeps in. I caved and visited on Thanksgiving but skipped on Christmas. If not for my dad’s persistent questioning of my dating life, or lack thereof, and my mom’s constant nagging about when I planned on going back to college, I’d have been fine. I wanted to shake them both and yell, “You don’t have to go to college or get married to be successful and happy. Wake up!” Instead, I pushed my green bean casserole around on the plate and placated them with shoulder shrugs and “someday, maybe.”
 
   I type ten different excuses into the text box and delete each one. Nothing I say or do will satisfy either of my parents except for a simple okay, so that’s how I cave and reply. Mom’s response is immediate.
 
   Great! See you this Sunday for lunch!
 
   Grumbling below my breath, I put my phone away. I can’t even muster a grain of excitement when Eight’s tell-tale eight-tap knock rattles my door. Between his evasiveness and the countdown until D-day—dinner day—with the ‘rents, I’m kinda bummed. Bone tired, I snap my laptop shut and make a weary trek to the door.
 
   Sure enough, Eight stands on the other side of the door, looking as haggard as he did the first night we met. He glances over one shoulder at his apartment, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He attempts a smile, but it’s forced and so un-Eight-like.
 
   I lean on the open doorway, arms folded over my chest, one eyebrow raised in annoyance. “You knocked?”
 
   “Yeah, can I come in?”
 
   Sighing, I push myself off the doorway and make a sweeping motion inside. Eight skirts past me, his warmth chilling my winter-worn bones. I close the door behind me and muster my best bitch-face, but it’s difficult. Truth is, he looks like shit and I’m more worried about him than I am frustrated.
 
   “You, uh, you did a good job with the plants.”
 
   “A sprinkling of water. It’s not rocket science.” I curl up on the couch and stare at the flickering screen. “Key’s on the bar.”
 
   I can’t see him, but I do hear the scrape of metal against the granite countertop. I hear the shift of his shoes on the wooden floors. Eventually he joins me, settling down on the overstuffed chair beside my couch.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Eight relaxes in the chair, knees parted, one boot kicked out farther than the other.
 
   “Nothing, why?” I toy with a loose thread on the hem of my shirt.
 
   “You seem kind of down.”
 
   Giving him a half-hearted shrug, I’m careful to avoid his eyes. “Family stuff.”
 
   “Need a friendly ear?”
 
   I look at him for the first time since I sat on the couch. “Mom texted earlier and asked if I’d join them for dinner this Sunday.”
 
   “And that’s a bad thing?”
 
   I sigh. “Remember when I told you they like to nag? About my lack of a boyfriend and my failed attempt at a college education? Yeah, that’s sort of an ongoing topic of conversation every time I go home for a visit. I just … dread seeing them because of that, and it sucks because I love my family …”
 
   Eight rubs his chin, staring at me thoughtfully. “So bring home a date?”
 
   About two seconds pass before I snort. “Great idea. Maybe I’ll join Tinder. Or Match.com. No, wait, I’ll get Madi to set me up on another blind date, since that worked out so well the last time.”
 
   His eyes darken before lighting up again. “You could always bring me.”
 
   Eight’s face lacks any signs of humor. Is he freaking kidding me right now? Wrinkling my brow, I shake my head, unable to contain my dry chuckle.
 
   “You want to meet my parents under the false pretense that you’re my love interest?”
 
   Eight’s signature, slow smirk returns. “Is it really a false pretense?”
 
   Face heating, I avert my eyes. “You’re not as cute as you think you are.”
 
   “Yes I am. I’m a solid eight.”
 
   I make a face, but can’t hide my smile. Laughing, he stands and joins me on the couch. He slings one arm over the back, his fingers playing with the curly ends of my hair. He studies my face, his own tilted to one side and his eyes full of wonder.
 
   “You’re really beautiful, you know that?” Before I have a chance to argue, he says, “Take the compliment. And take me home to meet your parents.”
 
   Parents? My heart goes into overdrive at the sound of the word. I wouldn’t know personally, but I imagine the meeting of one’s parents is a big step.
 
   I think about the locked bedroom door inside his apartment. “As a friend, because that’s it. There’s nothing between us, not until you can trust me enough to let me in.”
 
   Eight’s fingers still in my hair before creeping to my neck. He massages my tense muscles, melting away the embedded anxiety. “All I think about is letting you in.”
 
   I lean into his touch and close my eyes, allowing his fingers further exploration of my shoulder, my collarbone, and the bare skin below my neck. Each swirl of his fingertips revives a carefully caged flutter of hope inside my chest.
 
   “They'll ask questions,” I say. “Requiring answers you haven’t even given me. I’m not taking you home to lie to my folks. They’re good people. They don’t deserve that.”
 
   Eight’s fingers still. He’s quiet for a long time before he speaks.
 
   “You deserve the truth too. Tell you what, if they ask me a question I’ll answer. And it’ll be the truth, okay?”
 
   I look him dead in the eyes, searching for any hint of uncertainty, but all I see is a familiar sense of hope.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   ***
 
   What little sprig of optimism Eight leaves me with when he walks out of my apartment gradually fizzles as each day leading to Sunday passes by. He’s been super evasive: quick to close his door when we happen to bump into each other in the hallway, leading me away from his apartment with casual conversation the few times we met in the shared corridor. Only stopping by to make small talk. Never out of his apartment for an extended amount of time. When I take the trash out at night, I hear chatter coming from his television. Sometimes I hear a quiet laugh, but the laugh isn’t his own. And when it is his, it isn’t alone.
 
   He’s hiding someone in his apartment. Someone he doesn’t want me to see. Someone he brought home after those two days away. A girl? Maybe. Who knows?
 
   I forge a vision of this imaginary girl. She’s a stereotypical kind of pretty. A blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty. Someone who’d match a guy like Eight. I wonder if he tells her she’s beautiful. I wonder if he tells her the things he doesn’t tell me.
 
   I royally screw up by letting Madi in on my assumption. She shows up on her lunch break one day wearing a long, loose shirt and a pair of leggings, sans jacket although the temperature has dipped into the thirties.
 
   “You need a coat and some jeans. Why are you wearing those thin leggings?”
 
   She stands in the hallway between Eight’s apartment and mine. She does a couple squats then stretches with both arms over her head.
 
   “Because I need something stretchy. I need full range of motion to kick his ass.”
 
   I grab her hand and drag her into my apartment, slamming the door behind me. “You don’t even know the guy. Besides, you know how I am. I’ve made all this up in my head. I’m probably wrong. There’s no one over there besides him.”
 
   I’m babbling away, flapping my gums at a girl who’s hearing none of it. She says, “Uh uh,” and puts her hand in my face.
 
   “This shit ends today.” Madi points at the floor. “Right here and right now. I’m going over there, banging on his door, and demanding some answers. Here, hold my earrings.”
 
   She pulls an impressive pair of hoops from her lobes, but I wave them away. “I wish I’d never called you. You’re gonna make a scene.”
 
   “Damn right I’m making a scene.” She rolls up her sleeves and heads for the door. “And you ain’t holding me back.”
 
   I’m not sure what possesses my skinny, petite friend to turn into the ghettofabulous beast, and if I weren’t so wound up over the prospect of her embarrassing the hell out of me and herself, I’d find her humorous. She’s wearing some designer boots and has a three hundred-dollar haircut. Hell, she designs the insides of homes for the Atlanta elite, but she’s currently asking me for a tub of Vaseline to grease up her skin.
 
   I shake my head. “What—”
 
   “If the bastard tries to hit me, his fist will slide right off.” Madi nods, and I’m not sure who my friend is for a moment. Certainly not the same girl I’ve known for the past several years. “If he tries to hold me down, I’ll slither out of his arms.”
 
   “Eight wouldn’t hit you or hold you down, and you’re not giving him any reason to do either one of those things.” I block the door before she can dart outside. “Let’s just investigate. Like we did before.” I’m grappling at air, at any idea that’ll calm her ass down.
 
   Madi raises her eyebrows, her interest piqued. “Keep talking.”
 
   “I’ll distract him and you take a quick peek inside the apartment.”
 
   Madi’s eyes widen. “How will I do that without him seeing me? What if someone really is in there and they freak out over some random chick lurking in the doorway?”
 
   “He won’t see you because I’ll lure him inside my apartment. And if someone is in there, they won’t know who you are. Hell, you’ve never even met Eight.”
 
   “You’re right.” Madi’s face lights up like Christmas time in the city. “I'll hide behind that ficus tree in the hallway, next to the window overlooking the lot. You make a big commotion in here. Something that’ll draw him out of the apartment. He’ll be in such a hurry he won’t think about locking his door. I’ll come out of my hiding spot and peep inside. And if no one sees me, I’ll knock on your door like I’m just showing up for a visit.”
 
   “And if someone does see you?”
 
   Madi snorts and places her earrings back in her ears. “I’m running like my ass is on fire and getting the hell out of this building. I’ll blow the horn once I’m inside my car to let you know I made it out okay.”
 
   Blowing out a deep breath, I give her a determined nod. “Let’s do this. Get in your position!”
 
   Clapping once and bouncing on her heels, she takes off. She opens the door just a crack and glances first right, then left before slinking out into the hallway.
 
   “What to do, what to do.” I gaze around the kitchen and living room, wiping my damp palms on the butt of my jeans. Cally gapes at me from her spot beside the sink. She likes it when I turn on the faucet and let her bat the water with her paw. On the other side of the sink sits the drying rack, stock full of pots and pans from the meal I attempted to cook last night.
 
   “Maybe I can shove all the pans to the floor,” I tell Cally. “Let them clatter and clash and make a racket. Would that be enough to draw him out of the apartment?”
 
   I pick up one of the pans, cringing at the dark residue I missed scrubbing away in one corner. I’d found a recipe online but had burnt the food to the point where it was inedible. Wait a second … burnt food.
 
   Eyes widening, I scan the apartment for the smoke detectors. One hangs on a wall in the kitchen, the other in my living room. I put the pan away and rummage around inside a junk drawer near the sink until I find a working lighter. I press the button and flick the little wheel, grinning when a flicker of a flame wavers from the metal top. I grab a chair from the kitchen table and drag it to the wall underneath the alarm. When I stand on top and flick the lighter again, the response is almost immediate.
 
   An ear-splitting screech bounces off the walls of the tiny apartment. I hop off the chair and toss the lighter inside the junk drawer. If Eight’s at home, he’ll be here in ten seconds flat.
 
   Sure enough, seconds later there’s a frantic bang at the door. Eventually, he lets himself inside.
 
   “You okay?” he hollers above the shrillness of the alarm.
 
   Nodding, I climb on the chair like I just moved it and wave my hands in front of the alarm. Removing my palms from my ears proves painful, and I’ll be lucky if I don’t suffer a massive headache later tonight.
 
   Waving my hands does nothing to stop the screech. I pull the alarm off the wall and pop open the back cover. After removing the batteries, I sigh at the silence that ensues.
 
   “No more ringing. Well, except the residual inside my head.” I step off the chair and drop the alarm and batteries on the bar.
 
   “What happened? You burn something?” Eight looks around the apartment, sniffing the air. A dark figure wearing highly expensive boots darts by the open doorway behind him and into his apartment. My heart plummets to the depths of my belly before rising to my throat. I jog across the room and shut the door, giving him a nervous smile.
 
   “That hallway’s drafty.” Pushing myself off the door, I survey the room. “I wasn’t cooking. Not sure why the alarm went off, but I guess we should look around? Make sure there’s not something burning?”
 
   Eight grunts in agreement and canvases the living room. I pretend to peek into my bedroom and bathroom before rejoining him in the kitchen.
 
   “Weird,” I say, laughing. “Stupid alarm. Maybe that’s how it acts when the batteries are dying.”
 
   “Maybe.” Eight looks unconvinced. He rubs the back of his neck. “Pretty sure it just beeps when the battery dies. Well, if you don’t need anything else …”
 
   Eight backs towards the door, and I go into full panic mode. Madi hasn’t knocked, which means she’s still in the apartment. And she hasn’t blown the horn, which means she’s not yet made it to her car. The thought of Eight returning to his apartment and finding Madi lurking around causes me to panic. I grab the hem of his sleep-rumbled shirt and drag him forward.
 
   We bump chests, both wide-eyed, both with hearts pounding. I know because I see the throb of his pulse in his neck below the scruff of a dusting of hair he has yet to shave off, which makes no sense. He’s always in a disarray of unkempt hair and tired eyes, but always clean-shaven.
 
   Feeling somewhat bold, I reach up and rest my palm on his face, marveling at the scuff of rough bristle against my sensitive skin. He’s stark still, aside from his tongue, which sweeps out to moisten his lips. I think about kissing him, and not for the sake of distracting him away from Madi and his apartment. I think about kissing him for the sake of kissing him. I think about kissing him because he’s Eight, my lucky number, the guy the stars align with mine. And I think he wants to kiss me too.
 
   He licks his bottom lip once more and leans down, cupping my face in his hands. My eyes automatically close. His breath is on my skin. His hands are in my hair. The strum of my heart rushes in my ears so loud, I’m sure he hears the frantic pulse. A featherlight caress of his nose brushes my cheek, and I tilt my head to one side, ready. Ready for our first kiss.
 
   Someone knocks on the door. A short little tap, tap, tap.
 
   “Ignore them,” he says.
 
   His mouth touches the edge of mine, and I part my lips. One hand travels from my jaw to the back of my neck; the other settles on my waist. His thumb presses below my hip bone, in that delicate place inches from where I secretly wish he’d touch.
 
   Lust almost makes me cave.
 
   Tap, tap, tap.
 
   Madi’s stranded in the hallway, possibly filled with the knowledge of who Eight’s hiding in his apartment across the hall, and I don’t care. I tease the corner of his mouth with my tongue before traveling lower. I nip the angle of his scruffy jaw, the column of his neck. His head lolls back, his moan filling the heated air. My hands touch his waist, one dipping low enough to cup his ass and squeeze.
 
   God, he’s got a nice ass.
 
   Tap, tap, tap.
 
   Madi’s not leaving, and neither is he. He pushes me against the bar. The granite digs painfully into my lower back, but I ignore it. He brushes loose curls from my forehead and searches my face, looking for what, I don’t know. But he’s looking and looking deep. And he’s hard against my soft belly. Hard and thick and needy.
 
   Tap, tap, tap.
 
   “Jesus Christ.” Eight presses his forehead against mine, his eyes never wavering. “I want to kiss you.”
 
   Screw his secrets, his evasiveness, his weird mood swings. “So kiss me.”
 
   “Not like this.” He groans and takes a step back, his fingers intertwining with mine. “Not with someone knocking on your door nonstop.”
 
   He lets me go altogether, and for the first time, as melodramatic and cliché as it sounds, I feel completely alone. Never have I considered myself the needy type, the kind of girl unable to function without a special someone in my life. It’s a cold, pathetic sensation. I wrap my arms around my torso, warming away the odd feeling.
 
   “Hey, you okay?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   I divert my eyes from his probing gaze. No way am I looking at him. He’ll see the weakness there, and he’ll feed off it. This is how it starts, becoming one of the giddy, moon-eyed girls I remember in high school and college. I always sort of mocked them, in my mind at least. They’d get swept away by one guy, and then dumped in a matter of days, weeks. Sometimes even a year or two later. Falling that much in love only to have it snatched away is a terrifying feeling for someone like me, a person who doesn’t share her true self with anyone, even her family.
 
   “Six.”
 
   Tap, tap, tap.
 
   Eight releases a string of curses and stalks to the door. Madi’s standing in the hallway, her fist poised in the air ready to knock again. She looks up and blinks at Eight, her lips parted in surprise. I don’t even have to wonder why. He’s hot, all bedskewn and ridiculously frumpled. A major woody strains against the fly of his jeans. Heat rushes to my face and chest the moment I notice it. The same moment Madi notices it.
 
   “You must be Eight,” she says. She stares at his crotch and lowers her voice. “At least an eighter. Maybe a niner.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   Madi blinks and glances up. “Uh, I mean Eight. You’re Eight, right?”
 
   Eight nods and the two of them do that weird thing where one is trying to elbow their way into the apartment while the other is attempting to elbow their way out. Once he’s standing in the hallway, Eight shoots me a look of disappointment, and I know how he feels. I break his gaze, not wanting him to know how deep I’m in.
 
   Eight offers his hand to Madi. “Nice to meet you …”
 
   “Madi Prescott.” All traces of her embarrassment at being caught ogling his crotch and guessing his dick size dissipate with her bright smile. “Detective Madi Prescott.”
 
   Jesus, fix it.
 
   “You’re a detective?” He pauses outside the door, one hand on the back of his neck, the other tugging his tee down.
 
   Oh, honey. It’s too late. We’ve both seen that boner.
 
   “That’s correct.” Madi whips out a business card from her purse that she dropped beside the door when she’d first arrived at the apartment.
 
   If Eight wonders why her purse is inside my apartment while she wasn’t, he doesn’t show it. He takes the card from her, wrinkling his brow. “Says Madi Prescott, Interior Designer.”
 
   “Right. That’s a front for who I really am.” Madi gestures at herself. “You woulda never thought, huh?”
 
   Eight gives her an incredulous stare.
 
   “Okay, Madi, that’s enough.” I practically drag her away from the door.
 
   “Fine, fine, jeez.” Madi bats my hands away and smoothes the wrinkles from her clothes. “Hey, Eight, you wanna go out with us tonight?” Madi shoots me the side-eye. “We’re going to Club Champagne. Me, my husband Logan, and Alex. Feel free to join us.”
 
   Relief tornados inside my head. Madi’s inviting him out with us. She’d never do that if she’d found a girl inside Eight’s apartment.
 
   “Club Champagne?” Eight gives me a suspicious glance. “Didn’t know Six was much of a clubber.”
 
   “I’m not. Madi’s inviting you out so she can investigate you some more.” I wink at him, like a full-on wink. People don’t wink anymore, except the pervy old man who checks me out at the local Save-a-Dime. Literally and figuratively. He’s one hell of a pervy cashier.
 
   “Yeah, I’m not much of a club guy myself.” Eight takes one, two steps back, giving Madi a half-hearted head nod. “Nice to meet you. And you …” He gazes my way, his tolerable smile for Madi turning heated for me. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   


  
 

#chaptersix
 
   Madi takes both my hands and leads me to the couch. She falls back onto the cushions, one arm slung over her forehead. Heaving a dramatic sigh, she stares up at the ceiling. A whimsical, lovelorn smile winds its way onto her face. She sits up and pats the cushion beside her, taking my hands again when I plop down.
 
   “There’s a man in Eight’s apartment,” she says. “And … and he’s beautiful. Well, what I saw of him was beautiful.”
 
   A man, not a woman.
 
   I blow out a sigh of relief. “What man? And what did you see?”
 
   Giggling, Madi tucks her legs underneath her, bouncing a little on the cushion. “He was asleep on Eight’s expensive-ass couch. Shirtless and wearing a pair of sleep pants that had worked their way down over the waistband of his underwear.” Madi sighs, staring at the blank screen of the television. “You should’ve seen him: the muscles on his defined back rippling with each breath he took, the roundness of his firm ass.”
 
   I snort. “And what about his face?”
 
   Madi’s forehead scrunches in thought. “I wouldn’t know. He was lying face down with his head buried in a pillow, but I’m sure he has the face of an angel.”
 
   “Why would Eight hide a gorgeous man inside his apartment?” Fear creeps up my throat. “Dear God. You don’t think …”
 
   “He swings both ways?” Madi rubs her chin. “Maybe, but I doubt it. The guy obviously needed a place to crash while recuperating from a pretty bad breakup.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “There was an empty bottle of booze sitting on the floor beside him and half-eaten food in takeout boxes scattered around the coffee table. Clearly signs of numbing his pain.” She clutches her chest in despair. “Also, the missed text I read on his phone.”
 
   My mouth drops open. “Madi! You went through his phone?”
 
   “Of course I didn’t,” she scoffs. “Well, not entirely. But only because it was locked. A partial missed text showed up on the screen. Some girl begging for his forgiveness. That’s all I saw, I swear.” Madi crosses her heart with one manicured finger.
 
   “Then why is Eight being so secretive? Why’s he trying to hide his friend?”
 
   “I don’t know. You think he’s got one of those crazy ex-girlfriends and Eight’s trying to stash him away so she won’t find him? One of those key your car, blast you out on social media type of girlfriends?” Madi grins. “I know one way to help him get over his ex.” She wags her eyebrows.
 
   “Need I remind you that you’re married? To Logan?” I frown at her lovestruck theatrics.
 
   “Need I remind you of my ten year plan?”
 
   For the past year or so, Madi’s joked about leaving Logan once they reach their ten year anniversary.
 
   “Need I remind you that you’re nowhere close to your ten year anniversary? And you’re kidding when you say all that anyway.”
 
   “No I’m not.” Madi gives me a sad smile. “You think I’m kidding, but I’m not. You and everyone else think I’m happy. I’ve got a good, hardworking man, a fantastic job, an adorable child.”
 
   “Sounds like a miserable existence.” Rolling my eyes, I lay back on the couch, propping my feet on my silly friend’s lap. “Really, I don’t know how you wake up and face the world everyday.”
 
   Madi touches my feet. I half expect her to push them from her lap. It’s not her hands that make me recoil, both physically and mentally, but her words.
 
   “Just because my hurt seems insignificant to you doesn’t mean it’s insignificant to me.”
 
   I sit up, bringing my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around them. Facing Madi forces me to see her for who she is in the moment. Her face pinches at whatever thought flits through her mind. The edges of her eyes are rimmed in redness, holding back tears. She wipes them away, invisible before they become real. But still they spill over her bottom lashes, peppering the loose shirt and leggings.
 
   “What’s going on? Jesus, Madi, I didn’t know.” I scoot closer to her, bringing her in for a hug. She relaxes against me, her head on my shoulder. “I thought it was just a joke. All fun and games.”
 
   “There’s no fun and absolutely no games.” She wipes her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. “Since Logan opened the new gym he’s busier than ever. He works long hours, and still works as a personal trainer on the side. One guy he’s been training put in a pretty good word for him, and this company, this production company of all things, contacted him wanting to know if he’ll train some of their actors.”
 
   “A production company? That’s great.”
 
   Madi lifts her head from my shoulder, giving me a wry smile. “Great? Yeah, it’s great. We barely see each other, and when we do see each other all we do is argue about how much time we don’t spend together. But I’m the one doing all the arguing. He doesn’t understand the problem. And I tell him, ‘Your one-year-old is growing up without a dad. You leave when it’s dark, you come home when it’s dark. You haven’t made love to me in weeks.’ What kind of marriage is that? So excuse me if I get a little excited over the sight of a shirtless man’s well-defined ass, okay?”
 
   She laughs at the end, wiping away traces of runny mascara with the sleeve of her dark shirt. I laugh along with her, but the knot in the back of my throat ends my chuckling. I’ve been so caught up with my own problems I haven't noticed Madi’s. My best friend. My ride or die. How could I have been this blind?
 
   “That’s why I suggested we go to Club Champagne tonight.” Madi shrugs. “Hopefully it’ll help rekindle those old feelings. It’s where Logan and I first met. Remember?”
 
   “How could I forget?” I roll my eyes. “You had one too many glasses of what was absolutely not champagne. Tasted more like motor oil. You were so drunk I practically carried you to the restroom. Logan walked out of the men’s room at the same time we were passing to go into the ladies’ room and you threw up all over his new shoes.”
 
   Madi smiles at the memory. “And he said, ‘Damn, girl. Did you eat tacos before you came here?’”
 
   I almost gag at the memory. “And that was the line that drew you in. I’ll never understand.”
 
   “Nah, it had nothing to do with what he said.” Madi’s smile fades. She looks down at her hands folded in her lap. “It was because he cared. He called us a cab to make sure we made it safely back to the dorms. He asked for my number and made sure we’d made it home in one piece. Then he called the next day to check on me.”
 
   “He was very sweet,” I admit. “Especially considering he was soaked in a stranger’s vomit.”
 
   Madi smiles but doesn’t respond. The look of sheer sadness on her face compels me to do something I haven't done in years.
 
   “God, I can’t believe I’m saying this.” I draw in a deep breath and meet her curious gaze. “If you want me to go to Club Champagne, I’ll go, okay? Even though I told myself long ago I’d never go clubbing again. I’ll be your wingman, your bumper, your shoulder to cry on. I’ll remind Logan of the good old days. Not the night he was covered in your vomit, but those nights soon thereafter.”
 
   Sniffling, Madi pulls me in for a bone-crushing hug. “Thanks, Alex. But if this doesn’t work, I’m going for the guy next door.”
 
   ***
 
   Later that day, Madi returns to my apartment, her arms loaded with everything from makeup to clothes.
 
   “You’re two sizes smaller than me.” I hold up a red dress. An utterly tiny red dress. Good thing there’s a jacket to go along with it.
 
   “Exactly.” She dumps a bag of makeup and a new pair of heels on my bed. “There’re other guys out there looking for a hot, successful, sassy girl to spend their time with. What better way to make a guy like Eight want you than to make every other guy want you?”
 
   “I don’t know …” I drop trou and shimmy into the red dress. Well, I say shimmy. More like yank on the stretchy material until all my lady parts are at least partly covered.
 
   I tug the dress down, and it rides back up. “Who’s keeping the baby tonight while you’re getting your club on?”
 
   “The in-laws, girl. He’ll be spoiled rotten by the time he makes it home tomorrow.”
 
   After a long look in the mirror situated above my dresser, I turn to my friend. “There’s no way I’m leaving the apartment looking like this.”
 
   Madi looks up from the tube of lipstick she’s taken out of the bag. Her eyes brighten and a wide smile stretches across her face. “There’s no way you’re not leaving this apartment looking like that. Do me a favor. If Eight doesn’t stop by or call by the time you’re ready to go out, make a lot of noise when you leave. Let Eight get a glimpse of you.”
 
   “No way. I’m too nervous letting strangers see me this way, let alone the guy I’m …”
 
   “The guy you’re …” She makes a “tell me more” gesture with her hand. “The guy you’re in love with?”
 
   “The guy I’m in like with,” I concede.
 
   Madi snickers. “Yeah, fine. Whatever. Keep telling yourself that lie. Meanwhile, I’ve gotta head home and get ready. See ya in a few hours, ‘kay?” And with that, she grabs her keys and breezes out the door with a skip in her step.
 
   Ultimately I spend more time getting ready for the club than the actual amount of time I plan to spend inside the club. If anything, tonight’s a good excuse to experiment on my makeup. All those hours of watching drag queen YouTube makeup tutorials have not been watched in vain.
 
   Eight’s apartment is quiet, quieter than it’s been all day. I press my diamond-studded ear against his door and, sure enough, hear the low hum of muffled voices on the other side. Madi might have invited him out with us, but he’s shown no interest in joining our group.
 
   Disappointment floods my senses, but the emotion is short-lived. Tilting my chin up, I force myself forward. There’s no way I’m garnering his attention like Madi suggested. I look like a two-bit hooker on discount night.
 
   The banister is my saving grace on my descent to the lobby. How Madi talked me into wearing heels is beyond me. They’re normally reserved for life-altering formal events, like funerals and weddings, which are both pretty much one in the same in my opinion.
 
   There are no pockets on the skimpy, short jacket, and certainly none on this sleeve of a dress I’m wearing. So I toss my cell in the console of my car and shut the little door with a light thud.
 
   I’m about two blocks from the club when some punk kid on a skateboard jumps the sidewalk and into traffic a few seconds after the light turns green. The car in front of me attempts to dodge him, jumps a curb, and nearly takes out a group of guys on the sidewalk. The guys leap back, their curse words swirling into the cold winter air in wisps of steam-tinged smoke. The SUV clips a streetlight, and I slam on my brakes as the light pole titters and tilts. Someone plows into me from behind, forcing me off the road and into the ass end of the SUV on the sidewalk. The last thing I remember is my head slamming against the steering wheel.
 
   ***
 
   When I wake up, I’m blinded by a white light.
 
   “Jesus, is that you?” I say, or at least I think that’s me talking. My voice is thick and garbled. My tongue is swollen. A metallic taste sours my mouth. Blood. I sit up, spitting. Red spots splatter the gray sidewalk my butt is sitting on.
 
   My car sits in front of me, smoke curling from the crumpled front end. The front of another car is lodged into the back bumper of mine. A young guy stands next to the car on his cell phone, his worried eyes darting from me to the car.
 
   “Hey, gal, don’t move.” A man in his late fifties hovers over me, blinding me with the light on his cell phone as he stares into my eyes. “You’ll hurt yourself.”
 
   “Too late.” A dull, throbbing pain splinters its way across my forehead. “Who pulled me out of my car? You’re not supposed to move someone with a head injury.” Fuzzy minded, I’m grappling at what little information I know about injured people. All I’ve learned is self-taught from watching Grey’s Anatomy and reruns of House, so who knows how true any of that really is.
 
   “You didn’t give me much of a choice.” The man pockets his phone and pulls my probing fingers away from a split on my forehead. He sheds his coat and drops it on the ground, easing me back to rest on the denim material. “Either I pull you from the car and take the chance of hurting you worse, or I leave you in the car and hope you don’t burn to death.”
 
   I blink at the thought of burning to death. “Good decision.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought so.” The guy smiles. He’s missing most of his front teeth and he smells like cheap booze, but I’m not judging. The toothless, drunk bastard saved me.
 
   I reach up and pull him in for a hug. Losing his footing, he lands on the ground beside me with an oomph. His face spins on his shoulders in a swirl of dark skin and yellowing teeth.
 
   “My hero.” Giddiness swirls inside me. An odd sense of euphoria infiltrates my system. I can only imagine this is the sensation one gets after a near death experience. Any and all traces of terror ebb away, replaced with utmost happiness.
 
   Toothless scrambles out of my arms, but I’m having none of that. I’m taking this homeless guy home to live with me. Hell, I might even marry him. Damn society’s standards.
 
   “Hon, I ain’t homeless. Just trying to get home from the club.”
 
   I didn’t realize I was speaking aloud, and don’t even have the decency to blush. “Club? Club Champagne?”
 
   Toothless grins, cocking his head to the side. “Do I look like I hang out at Club Champagne?”
 
   “You do now. Grab your coat and let’s go. Drinks are on me.” I attempt to stand. Dizziness grows tenfold.
 
   Toothless touches my shoulders, directing me back on his wrinkled, stained coat. “I tells you what. You sit right here and wait on that ambulance. Get checked out at the hospital, and when you get better you can take me for drinks at Club Champagne, you hear? You ain’t acting right.” Worry lines his forehead.
 
   This stranger, this complete stranger, is worrying about me. The up I felt earlier now drags me crashing to the ground. Tears swallow my eyes, and as the first sound of a siren breaks the chatter of pedestrians on the sidewalk, I begin to cry.
 
   “You don’t understand.” I rub my nose with the back of my arm, potentially ruining Madi’s jacket. “This is how I always act. That’s what’s wrong with me. I’m a mess. And I nearly died, and if I had … I’d never …”
 
   Be able to tell Eight I’m falling in like with him.
 
   The thought hits me harder than the kid who rear-ended my car. For the second time tonight, I want to bounce off the ground and scamper away, but I’m frozen to the cold cement.
 
   The police are the first to pull up, then the paramedics. They ask me questions, they poke and prod. Someone cleans the wound on my forehead and places a bandage over the laceration.
 
   “She’s actin’ funny,” Toothless tells one of the paramedics. “But she says she always acts funny.”
 
   His words snap me from my trancelike state. I bark in laughter, those tears returning again. The paramedics exchange a “she’s loo-loo” glance that sends me into more forceful fits of giggles.
 
   “We’re gonna help you onto the stretcher, ma’am.” A blue-gloved hand touches my shoulder gently.
 
   “What about my car?”
 
   “The police will take care of it,” the paramedic assures me. “You can call the police department when you’re feeling better and they’ll tell ya where to pick it up.”
 
   “Where’s my phone? My purse?” Some sense of normalcy worms its way inside my head. Madi’s probably flipping out right about now, wondering where I am.
 
   Toothless clambers around inside my car until he finds my cell, keys, and purse. I try passing him what little cash I have inside, but he’s having none of that. He waves me away with his fingerless, holey gloves.
 
   “You go on to the hospital.”
 
   “Ride with me.” I fist his worn shirt, pleading.
 
   “Gotta get home to the little lady.” Toothless points at the stretcher. “You go on and get on that stretcher for these nice folks. Don’t forget: when you get better, drinks are on you.”
 
   I give him a nod and wave as he disappears into the growing crowd on the sidewalk. The paramedics assist my dizzy ass onto the stretcher. I close my eyes during the ride to the hospital, only opening them when instructed to do so by the paramedic. One hand clutches my phone, the other my purse. I should probably call Madi and tell her what’s happened, but the throbbing of my head worsens with the thought of staring at the bright screen of my phone.
 
   I snap back into consciousness when I’m wheeled into the ER and placed inside a room. Still, I don’t open my eyes. Not until the molasses-thick voice of the doctor says my name. My eyes flutter open and meet those of Dr. Norris, or so his white lab coat claims. Dr. Norris wheels a short stool close to my bed and takes a seat.
 
   “Ms. Hannah, I’m Dr. Norris, one of the attending physicians.” He briefly glances at my wardrobe and back to the clipboard in his hand.
 
   I look down at my slinky dress, cringing at the sight of a long rip just below where my prized possession hides underneath a pair of silky drawers. My legs are dirty and scraped from the sidewalk. Dried blood cakes my forehead, making my skin tight and itchy. Resting on Toothless’ coat has left me smelling like cheap beer and off-brand cigarettes. Madi’s heels are dirty and scuffed up the sides, aging the new leather. I not-so-discreetly sniff my jacket. Toothless’ dollar store cologne swarms around me. And I’ve been crying, so I know my thick, smokey eye makeup has melted down my cheeks, giving me a sorrowful raccoon appearance.
 
   Great, I look and smell like a ho.
 
   “I’m not a prostitute, I swear.”
 
   Dr. Norris blinks. “I didn’t—I wasn’t assuming—”
 
   “Just do your tests, okay? And let me go home.” My voice grows quiet, and those dumb tears threaten to make an appearance again. Nearly dying has turned me into an emotional basketcase, laughing one minute, crying the next.
 
   Dr. Norris pulls out a pen light and blinds me with it, his deep voice directing me on where to look. Once he’s satisfied with whatever he finds or doesn’t find, he drops the pen light into the front pocket of his jacket and asks me the strangest questions. What is today’s date? What time of the day is it? What is my full name? Do I know where I am? Do I know who I am? After he’s satisfied with my answers, he sends me off to have a battery of tests.
 
   A little while after getting my noggin scanned, Dr. Norris re-enters the room. He flips through a stack of stapled papers, a big grin on his face. He has nice teeth. White and straight. Someone paid good money for those teeth because no one has real teeth that pretty.
 
   “Great news,” he says, sitting on his stool.
 
   “I have a brain and it’s somewhat functional?”
 
   Dr. Norris chuckles, his gaze remaining on my face a beat too long. Some poor nurse came in a few minutes prior and helped clean the ruined makeup from my face and the dirt from the superficial wounds on my legs. I probably don’t look much better, but compared to earlier I feel like a new Alex.
 
   “There are no signs of any internal damage, but considering you have that head injury,” he says, nodding at my bandage, “I’ll need someone to look after you tonight. If you have any nausea, vomiting, loss of consciousness, an unresolved headache, you’ll need to return to the emergency room immediately.”
 
   “But I thought my CT scan came back clear.” I shake my head. “Or negative. Whatever y’all call it.”
 
   Dr. Norris nods. “It did, but I’ve seen a brain bleed not show up on a CT scan for hours, and sometimes it can even take days to show up. There’s always a chance when a head injury is involved. Although I believe you’ll be fine, we shouldn’t take that risk. Do you have a significant other at home? Someone who can be around in case you need to return to the hospital?”
 
   His voice is softer on the end. Shy. It’s kind of cute, or would be if I didn’t feel as though I’d been shot in the head.
 
   “Nope, no roommate, no boyfriend, no husband.” I fiddle with the hospital band around my wrist.
 
   “Parents? Siblings?”
 
   Guilt consumes me. “Yes to both, but they all live hours away.”
 
   Dr. Norris nods. “Normally I don’t admit a patient I feel is ready for discharge, but under the circumstances …” His voice drifts away.
 
   Under the circumstances. What circumstances? That I’m a total loser because I have no man and no family around to help me out?
 
   “I have a friend. Madi. I was supposed to meet her tonight at Club Champagne. That’s where I was heading when …” I gesture at my general disposition. “You know.”
 
   He smiles, relief soothing the anxiety from his face. “Call your friend. While you’re doing that, I’ll check on my patient in the next room and be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Once he ducks out of the tiny room, I pick up my phone and scroll through the dozen or so missed messages. Each one is from Madi, and each accuses me of vamping out on her and our night of debauchery. Her accusations kind of piss me off. She knows I hate—no, despise—going out, especially clubbing, but I’m not the type of person to just not show up as planned.
 
   My calls go directly to her voicemail. I send her a text. Then another. According to my phone, it’s two o’clock in the morning. I was supposed to meet Madi at ten. Either she’s still on the dance floor at Club Champagne or she’s snoozing in her king-sized bed beside Logan. Either way, she’s not answering, not even when I leave a message explaining I’ve been involved in an automobile accident and I’m at the hospital. There’s no response from their landline either, which leads me to believe they’re still out partying. Logan’s phone is broken. There’s no way I can get in touch with him.
 
   “Any luck?” Dr. Norris leans on the doorway, arms crossed over his chest.
 
   I press the cold screen of the phone against my forehead. “My friend isn’t answering.” A boulder of dread and excitement burrows its way inside my belly. “There’s only one other person I can think of to call.”
 
   “Another friend?”
 
   “No.” I sigh, pulling up Eight’s number. “My neighbor.”
 
   ***
 
   A bubble of anticipation builds inside my chest with each minute I sit waiting for him to arrive. Dr. Norris hated banishing me from the examination room and into the lobby, but he had no choice. After all, it’s Atlanta, a city of never-ending chaos and crime. People need my room. People with life-threatening injuries. Nothing like mine.
 
   Only fifteen minutes pass before Eight pounces into the lobby. He must have sped the entire way here, because it’s a good thirty minute drive from our apartment complex in our small town on the outskirts of the ATL to this hospital in the city. His frantic eyes search the crowd of patients and families until they land on mine. He slinks across the room. Lithe, like a cobra.
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” He shrugs off his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders.
 
   It’s soft and warm and smells like him. All jasmine and citrus. I sniff the collar, way past caring what he or anyone else thinks at this point.
 
   “There was this kid on a skateboard, and this SUV jumped the curb …” I’m on the verge of crying again, but I’m all cried out. No tears left inside my head. I lick my parched lips and stand. “Can we go?”
 
   “Yeah, of course.”
 
   His hand is on my elbow, leading me out of the ER. Once we step outside, his arm makes its way around my waist. I lean into him. The stiffness of his shoulders gives way, wavering against the heat of our joined bodies. We climb a short flight of stairs leading to an upper level of the parking garage, foregoing the elevators.
 
   I’ve never seen his vehicle, so I’m lost as to where we’re going until the headlights blink on a sleek black car. The car isn’t him, although I’m not sure I can even begin to picture the type of vehicle Eight would drive. The sweetness of his thick, country accent contradicts the yuppiness of the modern car. I don’t realize I’m standing still as a statue in front of the car until he puts pressure on the small of my back, guiding me to the passenger door. I climb inside, praying my dirty dress doesn't ruin his interior.
 
   “Something wrong?”
 
   “This isn’t you,” I say. “This car, this isn’t you.”
 
   Eight chuckles and leans on the open door, staring down at me. “You’re right, it’s not. My ex picked it out. Said my bike was too impractical.”
 
   “Bike,” I say, but any further words are cut off by the gentle click of the door.
 
   Within seconds he joins me. The small space inside the car heats with our two bodies, dizzying me more than any head injury ever could. My finger touches the button to lower the window, but I make no move to press it. There’s something enticing about the heat, and it has nothing to do with the chill of winter outside. Warmth tickles my belly, the sensation climbing over my skin. Nerve endings stand on edge, wishing he’d touch my skin again. And he does. He cranks the car with the touch of a button, places one hand on the steering wheel, and shifts into gear before dropping his hand on top of mine.
 
   “Funny how you know me better than she ever did.” His voice is a whisper. Quiet and sad.
 
   “Who?” My mind’s gone fuzzy again, but it has nothing to do with the cut on my forehead and everything to do with this man beside me.
 
   “No one.”
 
   Closing my eyes, I lean back against the seat, allowing the tips of his fingers to stroke the naked flesh on the back of my hand. Each caress leaves me wanting more, praying his fingers will further their exploration away from my hand, up my arm. To dance along my collarbone and dip into the front of my dress.
 
   Surely the bump to my head brought about this staggering yearning. I’ve thought about him before. Thought about kissing him. Thought about falling for him. Thought about loving him. But nothing like this, nothing so heated and raw and pure.
 
   Nearly dying puts things in perspective, remember?
 
   His fingers graze the inside of my wrist and pause. I know what he feels. He feels the intensity of my pulse, the hammering strum of a burning desire coursing through my veins. My thoughts are beginning to sound like one of the battered romance novels resting on the bookshelf inside my room. I don’t even care. I’m in that deep.
 
   “Alex.”
 
   The sound of my name leaving his lips jolts me, not only because he’s never said my real name, but because of the grittiness of his voice.
 
   “We should talk about what happened between us.” He glances at me in the darkness. “When we were interrupted by your friend.”
 
   I shake my head, forcing him silent. Not now. Not while we’re in this car, trapped in this heat where I can’t think straight. And if he doesn’t stop driving like my grandmother and get me back to my apartment where I can properly think, I’ll kill him. Kill him dead.
 
   ***
 
   The desire doesn’t waver. Not when I step out of his car in the lot at our apartment complex. Not once he follows me inside my apartment. And not when he watches me chug a glass of ice water.
 
   A droplet drifts over the edge of the glass and down my chin, leaving an icy chill in its wake as it glides down the front of my dress. He watches the movement from the other side of the bar. I wipe my mouth off with the back of my hand and shed Eight’s jacket. It puddles around my heels, which I kick off within moments.
 
   Eight finally averts his eyes from the tightness of my dress. His jaw tightens and he swallows.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   Eight scrubs his face and shakes his head. "Were you going to that club?”
 
   The question throws me off guard. Of the millions of things he could ask me, why that?
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” I gesture to myself then turn and refill my glass with water, my own jaw flexing. Why should I answer him? He gives me nothing to work with, and he lives a secret life behind that apartment door. “You were invited. Remember?”
 
   “Of course I remember. I just … I’ve never seen you looking like this.”
 
   “Is there something wrong with the way I’m dressed?”
 
   Eight regards me for a long moment before answering. “Doesn’t suit you.”
 
   “Really, it’s none of your business.”
 
   He nods. “You’re right; it’s not.”
 
   For some reason, this pisses me off. I swallow the water to drown the words threatening to spew. One thing I’ve learned in life, you can’t take back an insult once it’s been flung. That little statement of condemnation lives forever in the universe, chiseling away at a person’s soul. I finish off the glass and dump it in the sink. My face feels flat. My soul feels flat. I lean against the counter, suddenly exhausted.
 
   “You don’t have to stay.”
 
   Eight’s brow furrows. “When you called me you said the doc—”
 
   “I don’t care what the doctor said.” Hysteria grips my throat, strangling me and my words. “I want you out.”
 
   Eight shakes his head. “No.”
 
   “Get out of here.” I round the bar and push him, surprising both of us with the action. I’m not a physical person. I’ve never pushed or hit another person in my entire life, but tonight I can’t handle him. I can’t handle what happened earlier, can’t handle wanting a man who’ll never let me inside.
 
   “I’m not leaving.” Eight shrugs off my hands and picks up the stack of stapled papers from the bar. “But you will if you don’t stop pushing me.” He points at the paper. “Abnormal behavior is on this list. Maybe I should call 911.”
 
   “Maybe you should kiss my ass.”
 
   I skulk away into the bathroom, slam the door behind me, and sink down to the tiled floor. The headache from earlier has made a full return, and there’s not a thing I can do about it. Not when my ibuprofen is in the other room.
 
   Instead of crying about my problems like I’ve done the majority of the night, I take a long, hot shower. Careful to avoid the bandage on my forehead, I scrub my hair with my best-smelling shampoo. Part of me wishes him gone when I step out of the steamy bathroom with nothing but a towel between us. The other part of me is happy he stayed.
 
   He gazes at me from his perch on a bar stool, his eyes widened at the sight of my bare shoulders and wet hair curled around them. I don’t even care that I’m a blotchy-skinned mess, because he’s not looking at me like I’m a mess. He’s looking at me like I’m everything.
 
   “If you want to stay and monitor my health, that’s fine.” I attempt to roll my eyes, but it’s like they’re glued straight ahead. “But you’ll have to do it in my bedroom. If I don’t lie down—”
 
   I wobble on my feet, punctuating the exact way I feel. Rushing forward, he wraps one arm around me and guides me into my bedroom.
 
   Eight’s warm breath on my naked shoulder raises my flesh. “Let me take care of you, Alex.”
 
   The way he says my name keeps me from caring that he’s entered a room no other guy has entered, or that he sees me for what a The Hunted fanatic I really am.
 
   He pauses in the doorway of my bedroom and looks around for a second before helping me to my bed. If he’s alarmed by the bobble heads and framed photographs or my Ayden Vaughn pillowcase, he doesn’t show it.
 
   “Too much,” he says, flipping over the pillow before laying me down on the bed.
 
   Okay, maybe I was wrong.
 
   “He’s pretty, isn’t he?” I grin, and he frowns in response. “Does it chip away at your self-confidence? It shouldn’t, Eight. You’re much prettier.”
 
   Eight stands stock still while I stretch out on the bed. A rush of coolness flitters along my chest and belly. He lets out a low curse. His hands grasp at my towel, now loose over my body.
 
   “What’s wrong, Eight? Never seen boobs before?”
 
   Eight swallows, grappling with the towel. “Yeah, but not yours. You look … better than I imagined. And believe me, I’ve imagined. Night after night.”
 
   That stuttering heart of mine surges faster with the brush of his fingers against my breasts as he tries and fails to cover me with the damp towel.
 
   He’s thought of me intimately. He imagined me naked.
 
   Someone else lives inside me. Someone who isn’t nerdy and socially awkward. Someone beautiful. I’m still blaming the near-death experience, or maybe the pain medication the nurse gave me before I left the hospital. Either way, she’s here. She’s not the angry girl who wanted him gone less than an hour ago, and she’s not me, but she pretends to be me. She turns over in the bed, further exposing herself to the guy next door, and I’ll be damned if he doesn’t buckle at the knees.
 
   One hand finds its way into his messy hair. He turns away and turns back, gazing from my face to my naked flesh and back again. An internal war rages inside his head. I know, because one rages inside mine.
 
   Cover yourself.
 
   No, pull him into bed.
 
   The second voice belongs to the stranger within. She wins the war by reaching for his hand. His palm is sweaty, but he’s complacent, allowing me to place his open palm over my right breast.
 
   “Alex.”
 
   His voice is a struggle, but his fingers don’t fight against his willpower. They give in to his desires. I reach for the waistband of his jeans, dipping one finger inside and bringing him closer to the bed. The headache is still there, throbbing away, but I feel no pain.
 
   Nothing hurts anymore.
 
   


  
 

#chapterseven
 
   I’ve never been quick to want someone before, but nearly dying without a chance to show Eight exactly how I feel about him makes me desperate. Makes me wanna do some things …
 
   “Alex.” His voice is a broken, desperate plea.
 
   My fingers are on his belt buckle, and his fingers are on my hand. He pushes it away and joins me on the bed. The mattress shifts under his weight, and the movement sends my head spinning.
 
   “As much as I want whatever you’ll give me, I know you’re not thinking clearly.” He’s successful in covering me this time, pulling the duvet up to my chin. “I don’t want to be one of your regrets.”
 
   Reaching up, I touch his face. The scruff has grown more since the last time I saw him. “You could never be one of my regrets.”
 
   Smiling, he draws in a deep breath and releases it through his nose. Shoulders relaxing, he kicks off his boots and lies down beside me. We rest side by side, face to face, neither of us talking for a moment. His legs are on top of the covers, his knees brushing mine. He takes my hand and brings it to his mouth, kissing my palm.
 
   “Maybe it’s the drugs, but I think I’m in like with you.”
 
   Chuckling, Eight intertwines his fingers with mine. “I don’t think it’s the drugs, because I’m clean and sober and I feel the exact same way.”
 
   Doubtful. “You were in a long term relationship not too long ago.”
 
   Eight’s smile softens. His eyelashes are so long. “Yeah, but I never felt like this.”
 
   My mind is growing heavy. Foggy and dense. The weight of my eyelids might as well be the weight of the world. They droop, droop, droop. He nudges me awake and I groan.
 
   “No dozing off,” he reminds me.
 
   “The doctor didn’t say I couldn’t sleep,” I say. “I’m tired, and you look tired. Let’s take a nap.”
 
   “I am tired,” he admits. “You woke me from a dead sleep.”
 
   Guilt consumes me. “I’m sorry. You were the only person I could think of when Madi wouldn’t answer. I shoulda let the doc admit me for observation.”
 
   “Don’t ever apologize for needing me. There’s nowhere I’d rather be tonight than here in this bed, wrapped up in you.”
 
   Palm to palm, he leans forward on the pillow. Leans forward until our noses touch. His breath is familiar to me now, warm and smooth with a hint of mint. Our lips brush, not for the first time, but this time is different.
 
   Head swimming, I press my lips more firmly against his. He pulls his mouth away, only to return again. His tongue wets my bottom lip. I take it into my mouth, touching his tongue with my own. I’m dizzy everywhere. Dizzy in my head, in my heart. Drowning alive by the way he kisses me.
 
   “My favorite food is ice cream,” he mumbles against my lips, smiling at my surprised expression. “Don’t look at me like that. You want in or not?”
 
   In. Definitely in. “What flavor?”
 
   “Chocolate. What else is there?”
 
   “There’s strawberry.” I kiss his lips. “Caramel praline. Birthday cake. Vanilla.”
 
   “Chocolate chip, chocolate chip mint, fudge marble, chocolate chip cookie dough.” He kisses me with each breath, with each spoken word.
 
   “Lavender honey. Rose.”
 
   Eight wrinkles his nose. “Now you’re getting all weird on me.”
 
   I laugh, but it’s short lived. Eight’s stare turns serious. I know whatever he’s about to say won’t be said lightly.
 
   “I grew up on a farm.”
 
   “Really?” I study his face, trying to imagine Eight as a farmhand.
 
   “It wasn’t just a farm, it was several farms.” Eight releases my hand and rolls onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “Large families of farmers living in a self-sustaining community.”
 
   No photos on his walls or shelves. “Oh my God. You were Amish, weren’t you?”
 
   Eight snorts. “No, not Amish, but close. We had electricity, indoor plumbing. Hell, even the internet. But it was monitored, only used for research purposes. Our electricity, our food, everything came from us. We used solar panels. We farmed by hand. No fossil fuels. Not if we could help it.”
 
   “So, more like a hippie commune?”
 
   Eight grins. “You know, I can see where you’d think that, except I had a strict religious upbringing. No free love. No free to be you and me kind of atmosphere at all.”
 
   “Is your family still there?”
 
   “I suppose.” His voice is soft. “But I wouldn’t know. I haven’t seen them in years. Since I was a teenager.”
 
   Years. I feel guilty if I don’t force myself to see my folks more than every couple months. “Do you miss them?”
 
   “Every second of every day.”
 
   “Why don’t you go back?”
 
   Eight’s gaze leaves the ceiling and finds my eyes. “It’s complicated. I’d love to see my family, but they wouldn’t exactly welcome me with open arms. I’ve been shunned.”
 
   “Shunned?” The Scarlet Letter pops into my mind. “What’d you do, sleep with a married woman?”
 
   I laugh, but he doesn’t join in. Swallowing my giggles, I grow silent, my cheeks heated. An emptiness hangs in the air as I wait for a response.
 
   “No, not a married woman, but you’re not far off the mark.” Eight bites the corner of his lip, his eyes fixated on nothing. “You have to imagine what it was like for us. Studying during the day, working on the farm until dark. Most days we were all so tired we’d fall asleep after supper. But some nights we were restless. It was a stifling existence. We were looking for something new, something different.
 
   “Her father caught us.” Eight purses his lips. “Caught us together in the barn. We thought our lives were over.” He laughs. “And in some ways they were. The life I always knew had ended, but on the other hand, I didn't truly start to live until after I left. Until they made me leave.”
 
   “They banished you? For having sex? Did ya bang the preacher’s kid or something?”
 
   Eight snorts. “Nah, nothing like that. She was another restless kid like me.” He meets my eyes, head tilted slightly to one side. “In their world they believed sex and love came hand in hand.”
 
   “It's a romantic concept.”
 
   Eight arches his eyebrows. “Is that what you believe? You should love the person you sleep with?”
 
   His body is warm, and the sex talk makes all my little nerve endings hum, but the tingles die down with an unexpected bubble of sadness pressing against my chest from the inside out. The emotion is so enormous, so overpowering, I wonder if he can feel it.
 
   “I wouldn't know.”
 
   His eyes widen. “You’ve never had sex?”
 
   I giggle at the astonishment on his face. “No, I mean, yes. I’ve had sex. What I meant to say is I’ve never been in love.”
 
   Eight’s features yield relief. “You’ve only had sex with guys you’re in like with, huh?”
 
   I shift on the bed, cocooning myself in the duvet. “Nope. Not even that. I’ve only had sex with guys I’ve found tolerable.”
 
   That signature cocky smile of his teases the corners of his lips. “So that means I’ve still got a chance?”
 
   Scowling, I turn onto my back and move over a couple inches, away from his warmth. Hiding my smile behind the frown grows more difficult the longer he grins at me. The dizziness in my head has simmered away, along with the dull headache. My mind races with the past he’s shared with me.
 
   “Finish the story.”
 
   Sighing, Eight sits up, propping a pillow between his back and the headboard. “Where was I?”
 
   One corner of my mouth curls up. “Banging some chick in the barn?”
 
   “Thanks,” he grumbles, clearing his throat. “Like I said, her father caught us in the barn. He sent her home, and dragged me back to my house by my ear. It was late, well past midnight. The house was dark. My brothers and sisters were all asleep—”
 
   I glance at him. “How many? Brothers and sisters?”
 
   Eight wets his bottom lip. “Two of each. Probably sounds like a lot of kids, but we were one of the smallest families in the community. I’m the oldest of my siblings.”
 
   I nod for him to continue.
 
   “He banged on the door. Woke everyone up inside. My father was the first one to the door, and my mother soon followed.” Eight’s eyes drift into a faraway land of thought. “You know, looking back, I can’t remember my father’s face as Mr. Morgan explained what happened. But I can remember the paleness of my mother’s skin, the disappointment in her eyes as Mr. Morgan voiced concern over his daughter’s loss of virtue. Virtue.” Eight laughs, thumping his head against the headboard. “Damn virtue means everything to those people.”
 
   “He made you look like a monster?”
 
   “He made me look like a monster,” Eight confirms. “There was no persuasion on my part. Hell, none on hers. We were just two bored kids enjoying a hot summer night, but the consequences of that summer night …”
 
   Pulse racing, I ask the one question pricking the forefront of my mind. “You got her pregnant? You got her pregnant and they kicked you out of the community?”
 
   Eight blinks, shaking his head. “No, but I might as well have. The man demanded I marry his daughter. He thought word would get around and no one would want her. Family is important to the members of the community. If a girl has a bad reputation, she’s less likely to find someone willing to marry her.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Eight shrugs. “I said no. And so here I am years later, banished from my family home. Banished from the community. You know what’s weird about the situation?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Eight’s heartbreak is written all over his face. “When I was a kid all I dreamt about was leaving home. Now that I’m an adult all I dream about is going back.”
 
   Eight draws in a deep breath and releases it in one drawn-out sigh. I sit up in bed, paying extra attention to keeping my boobs covered. Shimmying up next to him, I lay my head on his shoulder. He works his arm around me, his fingers grazing my bare back. With one hand on my naked hip, he pulls me closer.
 
   “I think you should go back,” I say close to his ear. “And take me with you.”
 
   He turns, his nose bumping into mine. We stare wide-eyed at one another until he makes a bold move forward, his open mouth touching mine.
 
   I give him my all in the kiss. Lips, tongue, teeth, heart, and soul. He doesn’t know it, but he’s got it all. When we part we’re breathless and overheated … and tired.
 
   I fall asleep against him, duvet forgotten, his arms around my naked body, our legs tangled together in a fit of sheets. And when I wake up, I’m alone, no sign he was ever here.
 
   For the duration of one long Saturday, I’ll wonder if he ever really was.
 
   ***
 
   Eight doesn’t check on me Saturday at all. In fact, his apartment is super quiet. No closing doors. No shuffling of feet. I know this because I take my garbage out—twice—and kind of linger in the hallway pretending to tie a loose shoelace—twice—waiting on him to poke his head out of his apartment. But there’s nothing. And I wonder if he’s gone, if his buddy or whomever is gone. I wonder if he still plans on having Sunday lunch with me and my family. But most of all I wonder why he left me cold in my bed.
 
   Alone in my apartment, I fall into old habits, Tweeting an unresponsive Ayden about my woes in life.
 
   @therealAydenVaughn, what kinda guy takes care of a girl then doesn’t check in? #superfan
 
   All the wondering leaves my temples pounding. Eight and the added stress of tracking down my car, calling the insurance company, and struggling to remember if what looked like a minor—jarring, yet minor—fender bender left some majorish damage.
 
   Madi calls around noon, kicking up a fuss and wanting to come over. I explain I’m not feeling up to par and it’s the truth. Thankfully the night at the club seems to have helped with the lull in her and Logan’s relationship, if her naughty giggles and his muffled innuendos in the background are any indication. I let her go before I throw up what little breakfast I ate.
 
   I wake up early, but not so bright, on Sunday morning. Three missed texts light up my screen when I hit the home button. Anticipation sends me into overdrive, especially when I see Eight’s name on each missed text, questioning what time I should expect him this morning. Jittery from him, and from thoughts of him meeting my parents, I shoot him a quick reply, instructing him to be at my apartment no later than ten.
 
   He shows up at my door at quarter ‘til ten, sporting fresh cuts and bruises on his knuckles and hands. At my alarmed stare, he shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans.
 
   “Been hitting the weight bag.” He shrugs, as if it’s nothing, and squeezes between me and the door into the apartment.
 
   “I’d hate to see how the bag looks.” I shut the door and lean against it. “Don’t you wrap your hands or something when you do that?”
 
   I’m the first to admit I’m clueless about working out. The most exercise I get is on my arms, and that’s from moving one potato chip from the crinkly bag into my mouth. Oh, and my jaw. Chewing mouthfuls of chips definitely works out my mandible.
 
   “Yeah, usually I wrap my hands.” He reaches for my face, moving a few loose curls aside and giving me a better view of his swollen knuckles. “How’s your head?”
 
   “Better, not that you’d care.” I skirt around him to the bar and grab my purse.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   I shoulder the knock-off bag and swing back around. “You didn’t check on me yesterday, not once.” The words come out bitter and somewhat childish. I have to make myself not pout.
 
   Lord, help me. Don’t let me turn into one of those silly, clingy girls I can’t stand.
 
   “You think I didn’t check on you.” A secretive smile plays on his face. “I watched you all night until you started to wake up. That’s when I decided to head home and crash. When I woke up I started to head over, but I heard your door shut and caught a glimpse of you heading downstairs.”
 
   “You were watching me from the peephole?” The thought kind of thrills me.
 
   “Like you don’t do the same?” He raises one eyebrow, smirking.
 
   Frowning, I reach inside my purse and dig out my house keys. Sighing, I cross the distance between us, pausing once I’m standing beside him.
 
   The idea sort of strikes me all at once. “You snuck out and stayed low-key so you could sneak your friend out of your apartment without getting caught.”
 
   I say this without looking him in the eye. It all comes out the side of my mouth without much thought. Eight gapes at me, but says nothing, and I can only hope our trip to my parents’ house isn’t a trip filled with a bunch of unspoken nothings.
 
   He follows me into the hallway and watches me lock the door. “Alex, I know there’re still some things I haven’t told you.”
 
   “That’s an understatement.”
 
   Eight steals my hand and gives it a squeeze. His eyes beg for understanding. “Some stories aren’t mine to tell, but I promise it’ll come in time. Baby steps, okay?”
 
   Don’t be so pushy. Give the guy some space.
 
   “Yeah, baby steps.”
 
   We trudge downstairs and into the lobby. Bright sunlight batters my eyes as I push open the lobby doors. Tears stream down my face from the intensity of the rays. I brush them away and slide my sunglasses from the top of my head down to the bridge of my nose. The shades are my favorite, thick black frames shaped like Cally’s eyes with a gold bridge and temples.
 
   Today’s the first day I’ve worn them in weeks. The sky has been a perpetual smudge of tin-roof gray since before winter. Only today does the sky brighten, with Eight by my side.
 
   I hop off the curb and into the parking lot with Eight on my heels. The headlights on his car blink and the horn beeps with the tap of the unlock button on the clicker in his hand. The car’s dirtier than I remember. Dusty on top, muddy on the undercarriage. He’s traveled off the beaten path since picking me up at the emergency room.
 
   He opens the door for me and I’m thrown off kilter by the gesture. It’s such a forgotten one.
 
   “Your buddy is tall, huh?” I say once we’re both inside. I search for the button to adjust the seat from where it’s practically lodged into the back.
 
   “Not everyone likes their knees in the dash.” Eight starts the car with a push of a button. “Speaking of cars, how’s yours?”
 
   “Driveable, or so says the guy at the tow place.” The screen situated on the dash between us lights up. I tap at the navigation buttons and enter my parents’ address.
 
   Eight’s eyebrows pucker. “You have trouble finding your way back home?”
 
   I give him a wry smile. “Literally and figuratively. Even after all these years of driving back and forth, I still sometimes take a wrong turn if I don’t use the navigation.”
 
   Eight backs out of the parking space and drives through the lot. I pop open his glove box and ramble around inside. Owner’s manual, a couple protein bars. Nothing that tells me anything about anything.
 
   He pulls onto the street, watching me from the corner of his eye. “Looking for anything specific?”
 
   I close the glove box and shove my shades back on top of my head. Eight side-eyes me between turns, one side of his mouth curled in a distasteful manner.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Didn’t your mama teach you not to be so nosey?”
 
   The air inside the car is stifling. I adjust the vent. “We made out. You’ve groped my boob. I think that gives me free rein over your glove box.”
 
   Eight gums his lips. “One more boob grope.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “One more boob grope gives you free rein over my car.”
 
   “Really? Only one?”
 
   Eight slows to a stop at a red light and flips on his blinker. “Absolutely.”
 
   Shrugging, I say, “Okay.” I grab his hand from the steering wheel and place it over my right boob.
 
   The friction of his palm against my breast puckers my nipple underneath the sheer material of my bra. Eight lets out a low curse, his left hand gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles turn white. Someone blows their horn behind us, sending us both jerking in surprise. Eight takes a righthand turn, one hand still on my breast.
 
   “Jesus, Alexa. You trying to get us both killed?” But he doesn’t take his hand off my boob. If anything, he gives it a little squeeze.
 
   We’re two blocks away from our apartment building and I already want to turn around and go back. “Pull over.”
 
   “What? Why?” He moves his hand and I immediately put it back.
 
   “Because I think we should go back to my apartment and have sex.”
 
   Eight snorts and places his hand back on the steering wheel. “You’re looking for an excuse to avoid your family.”
 
   If my lady bits could protest, they would. “Nope, has nothing to do with my parents. Actually, can we not discuss my parents and sex in the same conversation? It weirds me out.”
 
   The image alone makes me gag and shudder. My lady boner shrinks away in despair. Back in junior high and high school, kids would talk about walking in on their parents having sex or overhearing them in the throes of passion at night. Never had I been so happy my parents slept downstairs, an entire floor away from us kids. I was blessed for having never gone through something so traumatic.
 
   “You know, when I found out about sex you couldn’t convince me that’s something my parents ever did.” Eight smirks, shaking his head. “They were so uptight and stiff.”
 
   I cackle. “Uptight and stiff. That’s what she said.”
 
   Eight grins at my ridiculousness. “I figured if Jesus was birthed by a virgin, why couldn’t I have been?”
 
   “You’ve got like fifty brothers and forty sisters. Your parents were both freaks in the sheets.”
 
   Eight pretends to gag and I laugh. The urge to jump him dwindles in my belly, bouncing around with my jittering nerves. He’s right, of course. He’s always right. I’m nervous about seeing my folks. More so now that I’m bringing him along with me.
 
   My gaze settles on those bruised knuckles of his. “Don’t be surprised if my dad asks about your hands. He’s hella nosey, and a little overprotective of me, but who could blame him?” I bat my eyes and straighten the skirt of my dress. Yeah, I’m wearing a dumb dress. My scraped-up legs are currently mourning the loss of my sweats.
 
   Eight’s eyes follow the movement of my hands along my legs. “You look nice. Did I tell you that already? And the cut on your forehead is barely noticeable.”
 
   My hand reaches for the offensive wound. The nagging headache I acquired the night of the accident has yet to return. The only reminder of the incident is a weird, tightening sensation around the abrasion.
 
   “It took me forever to cover the bruising with makeup.” I flip open his visor and check out my forehead in the mirror. A few curls dance in front of the cut, partly hiding it from view. “Dad’ll see it. Hell, I could wrap a bandana on my head or pull a cap down over my eyes and he’d still know it’s there. He’s perceptive like that.”
 
   Eight nods, chewing one corner of his bottom lip.
 
   We fall into a comfortable silence, only interrupted by the occasional instructions from the feminine robotic voice navigating us to my hometown.
 
   “I’ve never met a girl’s folks before,” he says. “You’re my first.”
 
   Eight’s confession startles me, considering he was in a long-term relationship before we met. I file this information away for later use and decide to blow it off for now.
 
   “Oh, garsh.” I giggle, batting my eyes and twirling my curls around one finger. “They say you always remember your first.”
 
   Eight laughs, and it feels good to be silly, to work away both of our worries with laughter.
 
   Once the laughter fades away, Eight’s face turns serious. “I thought about your offer.”
 
   “Offer?” I tap my chin. “The only thing I’ve offered is my body, but you turned me down flatter than a pancake.”
 
   Eight doesn’t even smile. “Your offer to go home with me.”
 
   The softness of his voice, so vulnerable, sends my heart sputtering. “And?”
 
   “And, yeah. I’d like that.”
 
   “I think I’d like that, too.”
 
   Eight slows to a stop at a red light and flashes a brief smile. The man with bruised knuckles and a locked life of secrets also wears his heart on his sleeve. I rest my arm on the console between us, palm up. He takes my hand without hesitation. The moment his skin touches mine I know everything has changed between us.
 
   


  
 

#chaptereight
 
   The town hasn’t changed much since last time I visited.
 
   The overbearing, metallic Welcome to Red Cedar, Georgia! sign flashes in the insistent midday sunlight. We cross a bridge into town, the same bridge I stood under at the age of twelve and received my first kiss from Samuel Jackson. Not the actor, but the biggest dweeb in my sixth grade class.
 
   “Samuel Jackson?”
 
   Sighing, I let the back of my head hit the headrest behind me. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”
 
   Eight chuckles, the car slowing to a crawl as the speed limit dips. “Tell me more about Samuel Jackson.”
 
   A vision of the county-famous high school chess champion flashes through my mind. “Tall, dark, and not so handsome. Big Coke-bottle glasses and a retainer. Think Steve Urkel with an overbite.”
 
   “There’s no way. No way you gave away your first kiss to a guy named Samuel Jackson-not-the-actor, with tortoise shell glasses and a retainer.”
 
   “There weren’t exactly a lot of options in this town, okay?” I gesture at McDuff’s General Store, an old building with two ancient gas pumps sitting outside. “See that clapboard building? You know how many generations of McDuff’s have run that business? Like five. This place never changes. The people never change. It doesn’t grow. It doesn’t diminish. It just is.”
 
   “Is that why you left? To meet new people? To experience life in a new town?”
 
   The inside of the car has transformed from stifling to an inferno. The temp on the dash reads fifty-five, but that can’t be correct. I crack a window and suck in the rush of cool air.
 
   “Eight, I rarely leave my apartment. My socialization skills are lackluster at best. Do you really think I moved away from home to meet new people?”
 
   “If not for that reason, why?”
 
   “Breathing room. Away from my family.” I suck in another breath for emphasis. “Two more right turns and you’ll see what I’m talking about.”
 
   “You’re making me nervous, Six.”
 
   I scan the lawns until I spy the pink, purple, white, and red of my mother’s snapdragons, poppies, and pansies springing up from the spotty grass. The flowers line the drive and pop from the flowerbeds where Mom’s perennials lie in wait for better days.
 
   The yellow two-story Victorian was built before my birth, but appears just as new as it did over twenty years ago. A fresh coat of paint beams bright in the warming sun. Dad and Wes sit on wicker rockers on the cream-colored porch, jars of sweet tea resting on the wicker table between them. Their easy grins and laughing eyes bring a smile to my face, but I gulp it down quickly enough when the monotone voice of our navigator tells us we’ve arrived at our destination.
 
   Eight follows the direction of my gaze, slows, and turns into the drive. From the front porch, Dad and Wes both glance our way, their faces scrunched in curiosity. Their rockers slow to a standstill.
 
   “I kinda didn’t tell them you were coming.”
 
   Eight cuts the engine and stares at me. The silence around us rings in my ears. I sigh just to make some noise.
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” I say.
 
   Eight quirks an eyebrow.
 
   I wring my fingers. “Okay, it’s kind of a big deal.”
 
   “Yeah, a little warning woulda been nice. On all of our behalf, I’m sure.” Eight’s expression is solemn, but his voice wields no anger or frustration.
 
   “Sorry. I’ve been kinda busy recuperating from a head injury and all.” I’m using the accident as an excuse, and possibly for a little sympathy to keep him from being pissed at me.
 
   Apparently it works.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay.” Eight squeezes my hand and nods toward the porch. “You ready?”
 
   “No, sweet Jesus. What was I thinking?” The car seems to shrink around me. Air becomes difficult to obtain.
 
   “You were thinking about getting your parents off your back by bringing the perfect boyfriend.” Eight smiles, his thumb stroking the back of my hand and soothing my nerves.
 
   “You’re here as a friend, remember?”
 
   Eight gives me the same look my grandmother gave me whenever she found me dimwitted. “Alex, do you really think we’re just friends? We’re in like with each other, remember?”
 
   “Eight—”
 
   He doesn’t give me time to say anything else. Eight leans across the console and captures my lips in a kiss.
 
   “Brantley Carlock,” he says. The tip of his nose touches mine. “My name is Brantley Carlock, but I prefer Eight.”
 
   “Brantley Carlock,” I say, testing out his name. “Nice to meet you, Brantley Carlock. I’m Alexa Hannah, the girl with two first names.”
 
   “And I’m the guy with two last names.” He laces his fingers between mine. “We’re a perfect fit.”
 
   Eight kisses me again, and I can’t help but wonder if Dad and Wes are able to see us through the tinted glass. They show no indication of shock or anger from their seats on the porch, only curiosity.
 
   I give him one last kiss on the corner of his mouth, the one he toys with whenever he’s worried or anxious. “Let’s get this over with so we can go home and make out some more.”
 
   Eight’s shoulders shake with laughter. We part, each of us climbing out of the car. Eight sort of frowns when I open the door without waiting on him, and I smirk. We meet at the front of the car.
 
   “How tall is your dad?”
 
   I tilt my head to one side, wondering what he’s getting at. “I don’t know. Six one?”
 
   Eight hums. “How much do you think your dad weighs? Two thirty, two forty?”
 
   Dad rises from the wicker chair, and Wes quickly joins him. Dad’s face is stern, his dark eyes dissecting each step Eight takes. Those eyes of his narrow into slits when Eight reaches for my hand and I relent. Wes stares at us, his big dumb mouth open in shock.
 
   “Two twenty-eight, last I heard.”
 
   I give his hand a supportive squeeze as we climb the first step onto the porch. Dad’s harsh expression remains neutral as he welcomes me with his arms open. I feel his stare over my shoulder even as I embrace him.
 
   “Who’s this fool?” Dad whispers in my ear.
 
   “Daddy, be nice.” I scramble out of his arms and stand by his side, clearing my throat. “This is my father, Percy Hannah, and my brother, Wes. Dad, Wes, this is Ei—”
 
   “Brantley Carlock, sir.” Eight juts out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you. Both of you.”
 
   Dad stares at his hand like it’s an IED waiting to explode. I nudge him in the ribs, but he’s unbothered by my touch. Even in his late fifties the guy’s a standing mass of muscle. As a child I’d imagined him made of nothing but brass and steel, and as an adult that image of him is left unchanged.
 
   Eight eventually drops his sweaty hand, wiping it on the back of his jeans. If he’s embarrassed he doesn’t show it. His easy, forgiving smile at my father pricks something in my heart.
 
   Wes smirks at the scene from behind his glass of sweet tea. “You brought a guy home, Alex? And all this time we thought you were a lesbian.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I leave my father’s side and stand next to Eight, allowing him to wrap one arm around my waist. “Mom and Evie inside? Maybe they won’t be so rude.”
 
   Calling out Dad’s rudeness seems to do the trick. He gives a slight shake of his head, seeming to clear his mind of whatever takes up residence inside there. He offers a hand and Eight accepts it.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive my surprise. Alexa caught me off guard by bringing a friend.” Dad’s deep voice vibrates around us. The two men pump hands a few beats too long.
 
   “We’re not just friends. We’re in like with each other,” I explain.
 
   Wes gives Eight a friendly slap on the back. “Alex finally found someone who tolerates her weirdness. I never thought it’d happen.”
 
   “Can it, Wes,” I grumble.
 
   “Does Mom know you brought a date for lunch? She doesn’t, does she?” Wes sips his tea, his eyes sparkling wickedly. “Damn, this day keeps getting better and better.”
 
   “Who do I hear out on my porch?” a voice calls.
 
   I spot her past the screen door, her face breaking into a huge grin. But when she pushes open the door and notices Eight standing beside me, one arm wrapped protectively around my waist, she falters. The screen door swings back as she drops her hand, and smacks her in her stunned face.
 
   Dad rushes forward and opens the door. His hands flail around her face. “Caroline, are you all right?”
 
   “Alexa brought a date,” she murmurs in wonder, sending Wes cackling.
 
   “She’s okay,” Wes says. “As long as she’s talking about Alex’s love life, she’s okay.”
 
   “Get inside, wise guy,” Dad says, jerking his head at the house.
 
   He guides Mom into the living room with a chuckling Wes following them. Eight and I lag behind the group, entering the house as someone lets out an ear-splitting squeal. My nephew Noah toddles out of the kitchen, his robust belly hanging over the edge of his diaper. He spots me standing in the foyer and opens his arms. I grin at the sight of him and squat down, opening my arms for a wiggly-wet embrace. Noah wraps his chubby arms and legs around me as much as he can, and I pick him up, spinning him around.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” a voice says. Tasha, Wes’ wife, walks out of the kitchen with her arms crossed. She leans against the wall, giving Eight a brief, friendly smile. “He just ate twice his weight in mashed potatoes. You remember what happened last time you spun him around after he ate?”
 
   Cringing, I stop spinning and prop him on my hip. He stares up at me in wonder, as toddlers sometimes do. “No more spinning, Mr. Pukey Pants. Hey, can you say hi to my friend Eight? Eight, this is Noah.”
 
   “Hey, Noah.” Eight offers Noah a finger to shake. Noah stares at it in wonder. “Leaving me hanging like your grandpa did, huh?”
 
   I snort, but it’s the only sound in the room. Everyone gapes at Dad, waiting for a reaction. Dad squares his shoulders, a distasteful frown creeping across his face. Mom seems to come to her senses, slapping him in the chest.
 
   “You left him hanging? What kind of way is that to greet Alex’s guest?” Mom crosses the room, taking Eight’s hand in hers. “Caroline Hannah, it’s a pleasure to meet you …”
 
   “Brantley Carlock, but Alex calls me Eight.” We exchange knowing smirks.
 
   “Sounds like there’s a story behind that,” Tasha says, pushing herself off the wall and retrieving her child. “You’ll have to tell us about it over lunch. After I wrestle this kid into some clothes.”
 
   “He’s a streaker,” I tell Eight. “Runs through the house ripping off his clothes.”
 
   “He’s a cutie. Seems to really love you.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?” I elbow Eight.
 
   “Exactly,” he says in that sexy voice. “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   Mom beams, cupping her hands over her mouth. “Oh my God. My prayers have been answered. She’s not a lesbian after all.”
 
   The flirtatious vibe snaps and fades away. “Mom, please don’t embarrass me.”
 
   “I’ve prayed and prayed for Alex to find someone, and the Lord has heard my pleas.”
 
   “Dear God.” I palm my forehead.
 
   “Alexa, stop saying the Lord’s name in vain,” my father grumbles.
 
   Tasha snickers and totes Noah upstairs, retrieving a shirt here, a sock there along the way.
 
   “How about you help me set the table, huh?” Mom tells me, patting and releasing Eight’s hand. “We’ll let the men talk while we finish fixing lunch.”
 
   Leaving Eight behind with my burly father and my dumb brother makes me hella nervous, but I’m not given a choice. Eight leaves us with a smile and follows the men into the den. They all sit on various pieces of furniture and Dad flips on the television. Their low, muffled voices are indistinguishable as I head into the kitchen behind my mother.
 
   “Where’s Evie?” I ask.
 
   Mom waves away my question, closing the kitchen door behind us. “She’s running late and will be here later. Now spill. Where’d you meet him? How long have you been dating? What’s he do for a living? Have you met his parents? Are they nice—”
 
   “Mom, stop.” I skirt past her to the stove and flip off the low-set burners. “One question at a time.”
 
   I reach for one of the serving bowls stacked up on the counter near the stove, but Mom swipes them away and shoves them into the cabinet. “Are you crazy? We have company. Let’s use the good china.”
 
   “We never use Grandma’s china.”
 
   “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Mom says. “This could be your only chance at snagging a good man. He is a good man, isn’t he?”
 
   A good man? How does one define a good man? Is he a good kisser? Yes. A good knight in shining armor? Most definitely. But beyond that I have no idea. I don’t know if he has a stable job or steady income. Judging from his fancy furniture and expensive gym equipment, there’s money coming in from somewhere.
 
   Drug dealer.
 
   “He’s not a drug dealer,” is my brilliant response. “Remember when I dated that guy and he turned out to be a drug dealer?”
 
   “You never brought the drug dealer home for a proper meal,” Mom points out. “Maybe you picked up on his sketchiness from the beginning.”
 
   Sketchiness. Eight is the epitome of sketchy.
 
   While I scrape a pot of mashed potatoes into a dish, Mom checks out her reflection using a shiny silver serving spoon. “He sure is a handsome fellow, isn’t he?” She puffs the ends of her springy blonde bob, cheesing at the spoon.
 
   “Where’d you think I came up with his nickname? On a scale from zero to ten …”
 
   “Honey, that boy is a ten.” Mom stops preening long enough to help me fill the rest of the serving bowls. “Is he good to you?”
 
   Her question doesn’t leave me breathless, but my response does. “Yes, I suppose he is.”
 
   In a perfect world my mother would embrace me and whisper, “That’s all that matters.” She would kiss my cheek and we would share a weepy smile before serving my family and new boyfriend lunch.
 
   But this isn’t a perfect world.
 
   “Is he college educated?” Mom picks up a bowl of butterbeans and heads for the dining room door, expecting me to follow.
 
   And dammit, I do.
 
   “As a matter of fact he is.” Don’t ask me his major, don’t ask me his major. “Are you sure there’s enough room for all this food?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure there is.” Mom scans the table. “Put the fried chicken right in the center there. Lord, if I’d known you were bringing company I would have made a cake.”
 
   “He loves chocolate,” I say. “You know, just an FYI for next time.”
 
   “Next time.” Mom smiles. “So there’ll be a next time?”
 
   “Maybe? Who knows. Things are still new between us.”
 
   The set of her neck tells me she’s disappointed with my vague response. She follows me into the kitchen where we gather the rest of the dishes and deliver them to the table. Mom pops her head into the den, calling for the family to join us.
 
   Eight sits in the chair to my right, ignoring the pestering way I stare at him. I can’t help it. I’m searching for something: an irritated grimace, a disgusted frown. Anything hinting at how he was treated while I helped my mother bring the dishes to the table, but he’s as still and silent as a mountain.
 
   Dad says grace and the rotation of bowls and trays begins.
 
   Tasha tells us a story of Noah shedding his clothes at Target. The vibration of my father’s laughter flows through his body to his arms resting on the table, sending the table quivering. I stare at him and Tasha, remembering how accepting he was when Wes brought her home for the first time. A little ball of meanness builds in the pit of my belly. I glare at Tasha over the rim of my glass.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Eight’s hand is warm on my thigh. I jerk at the touch, at the prickles of sensation creeping up my legs. Tea sloshes over the edge of my glass.
 
   “Alex,” Mom scolds, pointing at my cloth napkin. “Sop up that mess before it pours over the side and ruins your pretty dress.”
 
   Pretty dress, college education, these are the things she worries about.
 
   I soak up the mess with my napkin while Mom fetches me a new one. Once the table is clean, we tuck ourselves into our food.
 
   There’s no dignified way to eat fried chicken, which is probably one reason people don’t take their first dates to eat fried chicken. I realize this after catching Eight watch me mop grease from my chin.
 
   He leans to the side, whispering in my ear, “Damn, you look sexy.”
 
   I’m not a blusher. Don’t get embarrassed too easily. But something about Eight touching my leg underneath the table and whispering my sexiness while my family gapes at us unnerves me, making me blush like a schoolgirl.
 
   Dad clears his throat, and my smile falls away. I hope he doesn’t ask Eight why he’s not eating meat. Not sure how the whole “vegetarian” thing would go over in my family. Probably worse than my mom previously believing I was a lesbian.
 
   Dad scoops up the last of his creamed corn and pushes his plate away. “So, Bradley, tell us about yourself.”
 
   Oh God. Here we go.
 
   “Brantley,” I correct. Hell, I learned his name the same time my father did, but at least I can still remember it. “His name is Brantley.”
 
   “Brantley, right.” Dad smiles over the cup of coffee Mom serves him. She takes his plate away and hurries to the kitchen and back. “Are you a college educated man, Brantley?”
 
   “Yes, sir, I am. Graduated top of my class.” Eight relaxes in his chair. The only sign of his anxiety is the tap of his fingers on my thigh.
 
   Dad blots his mouth with his napkin. “And what college did you attend?”
 
   “The American Academy of Dramatic Arts.”
 
   My fork makes a loud clanging sound as I drop it in shock. I pick it up and avoid the curious stares, pretending to be hella interested in my mashed potatoes.
 
   “You’re an actor?” Tasha asks, and thank God she does. Because I almost asked the question myself, which would surely key my family in to the fact I know next to nothing about the man running his hand up my thigh.
 
   “I played a few small roles when I first graduated.” Eight tucks into his food again, moaning around the prongs of his fork. “This is delicious Mrs. Hannah.”
 
   “Caroline,” she corrects. “Please, call me Caroline.”
 
   “And how long ago did you graduate?” Dad takes a long pull from his mug.
 
   “A few years ago. I’m currently on a … hiatus, so to speak.”
 
   Dad leans on the table, his bulky frame shaking the wood under his weight. “In other words, you’re jobless?”
 
   “Percy,” Mom scolds. “That’s none of our business.” But even she appears dejected. She has the whole “why did Alexa bring this bum to lunch with her” kind of look on her face.
 
   “Do you travel to Hollywood a lot?” Tasha bounces a whiney Noah on her knee, her eyes sparkling dreamily, as though she imagines a life filled with movie stars and red carpets, no streaking, noisy toddlers in sight.
 
   “Not a lot.” Eight spears a few peas onto his fork. “I lead a rather boring life. It’s not as glamorous as you’d think.”
 
   Tasha sinks back in her chair, a dejected expression on her face. Noah wiggles his way out of her lap and patters around the table until he’s standing next to me.
 
   I scoop him up and finger feed him the rest of my butterbeans. I side-eye Eight, trying to imagine him as a small-role actor or an extra, but I can’t conjure the image. He’s too outgoing, too friendly, too gorgeous to stand in the back of any room. Noah regains my attention with a wave of his hand in my face, pushing my hair aside. His stubby fingers bump against the bruise at my hairline, and I cringe from the sting.
 
   Dad polishes off his coffee and sets it aside. His lips are drawn in a long, harsh line. “My daughter has a cut on her forehead, and you have injuries on your hands.”
 
   All eyes hone in on my cut and Eight’s knuckles. Wes and Dad exchange a dark glance. Mom’s face pales.
 
   “Alex, I think we need to step outside and have a little chat,” Wes says.
 
   “What? Why?” Realization smacks me harder than Noah’s hand batting at the table wanting more beans. “Oh, Lord. You don’t think—”
 
   Dad’s stare at Eight is paralyzing. “You been hitting my daughter?”
 
   Eight drops his fork, his eyes bulging. “Sir?”
 
   “Surely you don’t think he hit me,” I say.
 
   “And why wouldn’t I assume that, Alexa? You’ve never made the best decisions in your life. Why should dating be any different?”
 
   If steam could blow out my ears it would. “Bad decisions meaning dropping out of school? Is that what you mean?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I mean. You’re twenty-four years old. You’ve still got time to finish college and find a decent young man with a job.”
 
   “Did you see his car, Percy?” Tasha says, flipping her long hair over one shoulder. “The boy ain’t hurtin’ for money.”
 
   Eight’s undeterred by the conversation around him. His grasp on my thigh grows tighter. “I’d never hurt your daughter, sir. I care about Alexa.”
 
   A dumb smile worms its way across my face. Dad scowls, throws his napkin on the table, and leans back in his chair.
 
   “How long have the two of you been dating?” Mom asks.
 
   “Actually, this is our first official date.” Noah climbs off my lap and toddles away. “Thanks for ruining it for us.”
 
   The room is silent aside from Noah babbling at his mother. Tasha picks him up and wipes the slobber from his mouth. The longer the silence the angrier I get. Eight professed how much he cares about me and I can’t even enjoy it. Not under Percy Hannah’s relentless stare. I open my mouth to give him a piece of my mind, but Eight interrupts me.
 
   “Mr. Hannah, have you ever heard of Jamil Warrent?”
 
   Dad furrows his brow. “No.”
 
   “How about KayCee Clemmons? Sage Sweeney?”
 
   Dad shakes his head. “No, doesn’t ring a bell.”
 
   “They’re authors. Brilliant authors. Their books are on display in bookstores all over the world. And your daughter designs their covers, but they’re not just covers, Mr. Hannah. They’re beautiful works of art. Your daughter is an artist. An incredibly talented artist. You should be proud of your daughter, sir. I know I am.”
 
   How does he know all this? Has he been looking up my work?
 
   Warmth spreads over my body. The fact that this guy’s taken the time to research my work does funny things to my belly.
 
   For a moment, Dad appears stunned. But then his fingers ball into fists on the table, and that weird, wiggly vein on his temple bulges and throbs. “Who are you to tell me how to feel about my daughter?”
 
   Eight shakes his head. “I’m nobody important, sir. Just a guy who cares about your daughter.”
 
   I place my hand on Eight’s, curling my fingers around his. “Let’s go.”
 
   Mom wrings her hands. “Go? So soon? We haven’t seen you since Thanksgiving. We haven’t even had dessert.”
 
   “I’ve lost my appetite.”
 
   Mom’s hand reaches for me as I pass by, a befuddled Eight not far behind. “Alex, sweetie. Come back. Your daddy’s just overprotective of you. You know this.”
 
   I pause near the head of the table, looking down at my father who stares straight ahead. “The cut is from a wreck I was involved in Friday night.” Someone gasps behind me, but I don’t look to see who. “Eight picked me up, brought me home, and took care of me. This bum made sure I didn’t slip into a coma after I slammed my head against the steering wheel.”
 
   Okay, I’m being a little dramatic with the coma comment, but Dad’s really pissed me off. The sternness of my father’s face wavers, and the longer I stare at him the older he appears. Older and weary. I touch his shoulder, give it a little squeeze, and walk out of the dining room.
 
   We bump into a very pregnant Evie outside.
 
   Evie is short like me, but with a wide backside like our mother. The added baby weight makes her waddle like a duck up the walkway.
 
   “Great, I missed lunch again, didn’t I?” Evie groans, one hand on her belly and one hand on her lower back. “This acid reflux is killing me, Al. Word to the wise, don’t get pregnant. Like, ever. Never ever. Unless you don’t mind living nine months without the use of your esophagus, and periods of stress incontinence—oh, who’s this?” Evie blinks and offers her hand to Eight. “Evie Hannah-Ryan. Please excuse my rambling. I’ve got a bad case of the baby brain.”
 
   “She’s like this all the time. Don’t let the baby brain excuse fool you,” I tease.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Evie. I’m Brantley.”
 
   Evie looks smitten under his dazzling smile. “You’re leaving? So soon?”
 
   “Dad’s been playing the part of protective papa bear,” I explain. “Hey, where’s Russ?”
 
   “Work.” Evie shifts from one foot to the other. “Well, it was nice to meet you. I’d love to stay and chat, but don’t wanna mess up your first impression of me by peeing on myself.”
 
   Evie waves and waddles away. “I’ll get Daddy straightened out. See you in a few weeks. For dinner. Definitely dinner.” She mutters something about pork roast and beans as she climbs the porch steps and enters the house.
 
   “So, that was my little sister.”
 
   Eight pulls out his keys and unlocks the car. “I see the family resemblance.”
 
   “Really? I know we’re both short, but otherwise—”
 
   Eight laughs. “I meant your quirky personality. It’s refreshing.”
 
   We climb into the car. “You think our personalities are refreshing?”
 
   “Yeah, I felt like shit walking out of your parents’ house. Then she shows up and lightens the mood.”
 
   He cranks the car and shifts into reverse, but doesn’t move. Dad walks out on the porch, staring us down. Mom joins him, her gums flapping nonstop.
 
   “I’m sorry for the way he reacted to meeting you. I knew he’d be tough, but never thought he’d be outright rude.”
 
   “You’re his daughter. He has a right to be concerned.” Eight nods at my father and backs out of the drive. I stare at my kinda-boyfriend, baffled.
 
   “You’re taking up for him.”
 
   Eight’s quiet for a moment. Contemplative. “Yeah, I guess I am. I’m trying to imagine how I’ll feel when I have a kid and she brings home a guy for the first time.”
 
   “When you have a kid? Not if?”
 
   Eight’s gaze briefly leaves the road to meet mine. “Unless you’re opposed to us having kids. I guess that’s a subject we’ll need to discuss.”
 
   Eight snickers at my astonished gaze. I bat at his hand, but he takes mine anyway.
 
   “Quit being flirty.”
 
   “It’s cute the way you think I’m being flirty when I’m being outright serious.”
 
   A cool chill from the window I cracked earlier fills the car, but the warmth I feel inside wards it off.
 
   “An actor, huh? An actor living in Georgia.”
 
   “Funny how that happened.” Eight lets go of my hand long enough to tap a button and raise the window. “I was dead set on never leaving LA. There’s so much life there, so much action. Nothing like the farm where I always felt so sheltered.”
 
   “But you came back to Georgia.”
 
   “Yeah.” His face holds a familiar weariness, one not so different from my father’s. “There was an open audition in Georgia for a small part in a series. I didn’t get the part, but I did find some not so glamorous work on the set.” He shrugs. “I’m no actor. Not bringing in the big bucks by any means, but I’m not working three jobs paying my way through acting school anymore.”
 
   “Being an actor is overrated anyway. You see the crap people like Ayden Vaughn go through?”
 
   Eight frowns. “Yeah, that’s the downside to acting. All your personal business is always splashed in the tabloids. People pick apart the details of these people’s lives on social media. There’s no way I could read about myself. I’d avoid phones, tablets, computers. Turn into a hermit like you.” He grins.
 
   


  
 

#chapternine
 
   Despite Eight’s understanding attitude after our lunch date with my family, I spend the majority of the next few days worrying my folks have scared him away. But I have no reason to worry. He stops by occasionally to check on my head wound, hang out, and chat. He even takes me to the tow place to procure my car. Still, I’m a worrywart by nature, and I stress over the possibility of losing this person who’s brought something so unexpected into my life.
 
   Concern. Care. He cares about me.
 
   I wake up one Wednesday feeling more alive than I have in the past several years. I throw back the covers and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror above my dresser. My skin is glowing and my hair is askew. The dark bluish eyes I inherited from my mother shine in the morning sun flowing past the parted curtains. I tug at a curl.
 
   “I want something different,” I tell the girl in the mirror.
 
   I touch the fortune still tucked into the corner of the mirror, get dressed, and head out. Six hours later and several hundred dollars poorer, I return to my apartment with a new hairstyle, a bag of makeup, and several bags of new clothes. It takes two trips to my rental car to unload all my purchases.
 
   After throwing on one of my new outfits and playing around with my makeup, I munch on a few veggies—no greasy chips—while I peruse the pantry. New Years was only a couple months ago, but I made no health or weight loss resolutions this year. Mainly because I never keep them. But March is around the corner and what the hell? There’s no pressure to make huge changes, as one does at the beginning of the year. It’s a random late February day. And I’m tossing out my chips, cookies, and crackers. I pop the tops on the two sodas left in the fridge and pour them down the sink. My heart races with possibilities and with fright, because I don’t even know myself anymore.
 
   The rap of someone knocking on my door eight times startles me from my carb unloading. I cram all the cookie packages and Coke cans into the trash. Cally darts back and forth in front of the door, as fast as her chubby little legs can carry her. She’s grown an affinity for Eight, not that I can blame her. I’m sort of partial to him myself.
 
   Eight’s mouth parts in awe once I open the door. Cally purrs and winds herself around his ankles again and again, demanding his attention. I shoo her away and knock a few orange hairs from his jeans. I straighten up and shift from one foot to the other, growing self-conscious under his unnerving, astonished stare.
 
   “Say something.”
 
   Eight swallows. “Something.”
 
   “Really? That’s all you’ve got?”
 
   He steps forward, cupping one hand behind my neck and bringing my face to his. I gasp in surprise at the sudden movement, frozen when his lips press against mine. The kiss is deep. Frantic. Waking me from the semi-trance I initially found myself in. I lay my arms over his shoulders, lacing my fingers together behind his neck and returning his kiss.
 
   One of us should pull away. We always do. But instead, he kicks the door shut behind him and kisses me all the way into the living room. I trip over the throw rug, and we fall onto the couch, laughing and kissing. Kissing and laughing.
 
   “You look beautiful. That’s what I should have said. But damn, the sight of you left me speechless.”
 
   Eight settles between my parted legs. His thumb travels the curve of my jaw and his fingers comb my hair. He tugs the long, silky strands in thought, dropping them and picking them back up again. He brushes them aside and presses his thumb against my painted lips. I kiss the pad of his finger and he groans, his forehead resting against mine.
 
   “Why the new look? Not that I’m complaining.” He gives me a salacious grin and brushes a kiss against my lips.
 
   “Wanted something different.”
 
   “It’s different all right.” He kisses me again, our chests flush. Our hearts pound in a dizzy, sputtering rhythm. “Makes me almost forget why I stopped by.”
 
   His fingers splay over my thigh, below the hem of my dress. I bend my knee and the dress skirts down, along with his exploring hand. Butterflies flutter in my belly, rising to my chest.
 
   “There’s a reason you stopped by? Other than to maul me?” I play with the soft curls near the nape of his neck, twisting the strands in loops around my index finger.
 
   His hand stills and leaves my leg completely. Sighing, he raises himself from between my legs and sits back on the couch. I rise up as well, on my elbows, waiting for him to explain his sudden mood change.
 
   “Was it something I said?” I ask, sounding lame. Laughing uncomfortably, I sit up and cross my legs underneath me, fanning my dress to cover my skin.
 
   “No,” he says, then laughs as well. But his laugh is gruff. Tired. “Well, yeah. Now I remember why I stopped by.” Eight rubs the space between his eyebrows and gazes at me with a tender, fragile expression. “I wondered if you’d go somewhere with me.”
 
   “Yeah, of course. Where do you want to go?”
 
   Eight bites the corner of his lip. “Back to the farm. To see my brothers and sisters. And my parents.”
 
   “Your parents?” Not gonna lie; the thought terrifies me. “After the disaster with my family, you think it’s a good idea to introduce me to yours? You do realize the two of us don’t have a good track record with parents.”
 
   “I’m not even sure they’ll see me.” Eight shrugs. “All I’m sure about is wanting you by my side if they do.”
 
   Eight reaches for my hand and threads his large fingers through my smaller ones. Gone is the cocky guy I first met. The only time I find him vulnerable is when he speaks about his family, or those few stolen moments when we kiss.
 
   “So what do you say?” he asks, squeezing my hand. He stares at me like I’ll say no. Like there’s any chance I’d shoot him down during his most powerless moment.
 
   “Let me grab my purse.”
 
   ***
 
   The vegetable stands are the first hint of the community after traveling through miles and miles of dense woods and old country roads. The stands line the road on both sides in front of field after field. Clapboard houses rise in the distance, each one stark white and blinding even under the overcast sky. Red barns and silvery silos fill the spaces between houses. Smoke dwindles from the tall chimneys of each house.
 
   I read aloud from a large sign propped against one of the rough-cut wood stands. “Brussels sprouts, cabbage, winter greens. Beets, potatoes, winter squash. No peas or corn?”
 
   Eight arches an eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Hell no. I never kid about food.” My belly rumbles in agreement.
 
   “Peas and corn are out of season, Six.” Eight’s condescending smirk makes a fabulous return. I’m not sure when the urge to smack it off his face went away and kissing it off began, but it’s there. It’s so there, the attraction I feel for him blossoming. Growing and growing as each layer of his secrecy is peeled back.
 
   “How am I supposed to know what’s in season? You can buy corn all year long at the grocery store.”
 
   “You shouldn't eat food out of season.” Eight shudders. “It’s not normal to grow corn in February. Probably some genetically-engineered crap.”
 
   “Conspiracy theorist much? Maybe they grow it in a greenhouse or something.” We pass the sheet-covered veggie stands. “They just leave the vegetables out for anyone to get?”
 
   “You think there’s a leek thief lurking around somewhere?” Eight’s face brightens. “Maybe he’s a beet thief. We’ll call him the beet burgler.”
 
   This time I do hit him. “Asshat.”
 
   Eight snickers, and the nervous edge of his face wanes but makes an ultimate return. The car slows to a lazy crawl. He flips on the blinker to signal a right turn.
 
   “This is it,” he mutters.
 
   A long dirt drive looms ahead leading to one of the two-story white homes. Large solar panels rest on black poles, their dark surface tilted toward the sun. More panels shine from the rooftop of the house.
 
   The closer we grow to the house, the larger the bundle of nerves builds inside my belly.
 
   The lawn around the house, although frail in the winter weather, is immaculate. No spotty patches of dirt screaming from underneath ruined grass. A red barn rests to the left of the house. A couple curious horses stand behind a white, wooden fence behind the barn, their elongated faces watching as we pull to a stop in front of the house.
 
   Eight cuts the engine. Deafening silence greets us. He looks at me, grimacing. “Too late to back out?”
 
   “Too late to back out.” I even open the door and step out first, slamming the door behind me.
 
   Eight joins me near the front of the car. He shoves his shaking hands deep in the pockets of his jeans. “This was a bad idea.”
 
   “It was your idea,” I remind him. “Let’s go.”
 
   Nodding, he relaxes his shoulders and takes my hand. Wrapped in the eerie silence of the farm, we walk to the porch steps. There are no children playing outside. No hard-working men trudging from the vegetable gardens. There are no hardened women hanging sheets on the clothesline, clutching their crucifix necklaces in repentance whenever they think to complain about the mundane task.
 
   Eight knocks on the door and takes a step back. “Weird, I never imagined having to knock on the front door of the house where I grew up.”
 
   “After today, maybe you won’t.”
 
   Eight placates me with a smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.
 
   We stand for what feels like forever. Eight knocks again. Nothing. Not a clicking of heels rushing to the door. Not a rustle of lace curtain beyond the glass in the window. The only sound is the rising wind as night approaches.
 
   “Where would they be?” he mumbles, more to himself than to me.
 
   Wooden windchimes chatter from the eave of the porch, sending a shiver creeping across my flesh. The sound of windchimes has always creeped me out.
 
   “Do they travel outside the community?”
 
   Eight shakes his head. “Not if they can help it. Only if they’re called for jury duty, or if someone is really sick and needs hospital care. But they’d have to be near death. There’s more than one naturopath in the community.”
 
   Eight scratches his head and trots down the porch steps onto the lawn. I lean against one of the columns on the porch, watching the inquisitive line of his brow as he glances to the neighboring farms.
 
   “There aren’t any lights on anywhere.” I join him on the lawn. “You think they’ve all left?”
 
   “No one leaves willingly. The only way out is banishment, or death.” Eight chuckles, but his laughter dies away with the wind. Even as nightfall approaches, I see the life flush from his cheeks.
 
   “You think someone died?”
 
   “That would explain why no one is home.”
 
   That bundle of nerves in my belly turns into a ball of dread. “Where do they bury the dead?”
 
   “There’s a cemetery five miles up the road.” Eight drags his fingers through his hair. His hand is trembling again. “You think?”
 
   “Seems like the only explanation,” I tell him quietly.
 
   Eight nods, his face tight. A sense of understanding drifts between us when his eyes connect with mine. As broad as the countryside community is, it’s still small-town in comparison to most places. Everyone knows everyone. The people are close. Tight-knit. Someone Eight knows has possibly died. Someone he potentially knows well.
 
   A sudden desperation runs through him. I see it in the way he rushes to his car, in the way his entire body seems to jitter with nerves. I snap out of my hazy dread and climb in the car beside him, cringing when he shifts into reverse and nearly takes out the wooden fence.
 
   We pull into the cemetery minutes later. Eight’s headlights sweep over the stoic figures of men, women, and children trudging away from the graveyard. They don’t look as I expected. They wear plain, outdated clothes, and the women wear strange little hats. They all stare at us with cautious surprise, especially the wide-eyed children holding their mothers’ hands.
 
   Eight cuts the engine. The headlights fade and people shuffle past. Eight looks straight ahead, his white-knuckled hands gripping the steering wheel.
 
   “Are we getting out?” I whisper. Why I’m whispering, I’m not sure. It’s not like the people outside can hear me. And the dead certainly aren’t worried by me.
 
   “I’m waiting.” His voice is hollow, his emotions scooped out like the termite-eaten guts of an old log.
 
   “Waiting for what?”
 
   Eight bites his bottom lip. “Waiting to see if my family passes by.”
 
   And if they don’t? If they don’t pass by … if they linger by the graveside alone, the entire big lot of them, possibly one person shy from their family …
 
   “Do you see them?”
 
   “Yeah.” Eight releases the poor steering wheel and shrinks against his seat.
 
   The last of the stragglers pass by. A group of people, some tall, some petite, stand in the distance. Their silhouettes cradle the curve of a bloated belly of upturned dirt. A simple wooden cross juts from the earth past the grave.
 
   “Yeah,” he repeats, his voice soft. Mournful. “I see them, but not all of them.”
 
   Fear springs to life in front of my eyes. Eight opens the door and climbs out. I follow suit. The group of mourners don’t turn. Not until we’re standing a handful of feet away.
 
   The eldest of the bunch looks up from the grave. His shoulders are hunched, and they don’t straighten even when he sees his son. It’s as though the sorrow has curled him into himself, gripped him so violently he’ll never stand tall again.
 
   He’s an older version of his son. The mop of unkempt curls is cut short on his head. His shoulders are broad and his body lean. His long, dark lashes are somehow darker, and I imagine they’re wet with tears.
 
   “Brantley,” a girl says. She’s around sixteen or so, with long hair spilling over her shoulders and Eight’s eyes. She reaches for another girl standing beside her, one almost the same age. They clutch hands, both of them gaping at their brother in disbelief.
 
   Eight buckles beside me. Hunkered over, he plants his hands on his knees, gasping. My hands flounder above his bent back. Wanting to touch. Not sure if I should touch. He’s broken, bent in half and hanging on by a thread. If I touch him, surely he’ll snap.
 
   Eight’s father doesn’t speak. He drops a tiny flower on the mound in front of him and lumbers past us. He never even glances my way. Not once. Two young men follow suit. They stare at us as they pass. I grapple at a memory. How many brothers did he say he had? How many sisters? Two of each. I’m the oldest. They’re all present and accounted for. A weird sense of disappointment floods me, and I’m ashamed of myself. As though their lives aren’t as valuable as the one person not present at the graveside.
 
   The girl with Eight’s eyes sniffs. She releases the hand of the other girl, a taller sister with straight, dark hair and anime-like eyes. They both trudge over to where we stand.
 
   Eight straightens. His face crumbles when his eyes connect with those of his sisters. Both girls rush forward. They embrace, the three of them, and I take a step back, distancing myself to give them the space they need. I’m the odd person out, and I haven’t felt so awkward in a long time. And I’m the mayor of Awkward Town.
 
   “Amelia.” Eight kisses the shorter girl, the one with his eyes, on her cheek, and then the taller sister. “Cate.”
 
   “Brantley.” Cate wipes her eyes with the back of her hands. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”
 
   “You’re both grown.” The three break from their embrace, but all hold hands, forming a circle. “You were both kids when they kicked me out.”
 
   “Kicked you out?” Amelia drops his hand. “They kicked you out?”
 
   “You didn’t know?” A dark chuckle escapes Eight’s mouth. “Of course you didn’t know. They kept everything hush hush, as always.”
 
   “We woke up one morning and you were gone,” Cate says, tucking a strand of her super-straight hair behind one ear. “Father told us to never speak of you again. We had no idea what happened. We still have no idea what happened.”
 
   “I left because of Isabeth Morgan.” Eight’s gaze shifts away from his sisters. “We … were caught together.”
 
   A vision of a younger Eight flashes in my mind. Eight and a faceless girl, kissing inside her father’s barn. He pushes her against a stack of hay bales, touching her more intimately than he’s ever touched me. Dust motes float in the sunlight drifting through the cracked barn doors. Their moans fill the space inside my head, and I literally shake the thought away.
 
   “Isabeth Morgan?” Cate glances down at her sister. “So that’s why she became a runner.”
 
   A runner?
 
   I must say the words aloud, because all three siblings turn to me. My cheeks heat at the girls’ curious stares, and for the first time since we arrived I wish I were invisible.
 
   “Cate, Amelia, I want to introduce you to someone. This is Alex, my girlfriend.”
 
   Girlfriend. The word shocks me into silence, makes my attempt to take a step forward and greet them nonexistent. Girlfriend? Is that what I am? Don’t people normally sit and discuss these things? These relationship statuses?
 
   I have no idea.
 
   Eight sort of cocks his head and nudges me forward with a look in his eyes. Whatever stunned state I found myself in fades, and I step forward. Hands woven together in front of me, I smile and nod at the two girls, hoping my awkwardness doesn’t shine.
 
   “I’ve heard so much about you,” I tell them. Lie. But it’s a good lie, one that hurts no one because their faces light up and their eyes shine at Eight’s stupefied expression.
 
   “It’s so good to meet you.” Cate takes my hand between both of hers. “I’m only sorry we have to meet under such unfortunate circumstances.”
 
   We all cast a look at the grave behind the girls.
 
   Eight clears his throat, but when he speaks it comes out as a croak. “That’s Mother, isn’t it?”
 
   Both girls nod. All three of their faces pinch in sadness before the tears make their vengeful return. The two girls take Eight’s arms, attempting to tug him to the grave, but he shakes his head.
 
   “She didn’t want me here then. I’m sure she doesn’t want me here now.”
 
   Forgetting my awkwardness, I touch his arm. He jumps from the contact, as though he’s forgotten I’m here. Disappointment floods my senses and I take a step back, but before I can shrink away, he’s holding my hand.
 
   “We should leave,” he says, his voice cracking again. “We don’t belong here. I don’t belong here.”
 
   Amelia’s eyes widen. She steeples her hands in a desperate plea. “But you just got here. You haven’t spoken to Father, or Keat. Or Orson.”
 
   “They knew it was me,” he says, his voice gruff. “And they kept walking. Father didn’t want me here. Mother didn’t fight for me. There’s no sense in me staying.”
 
   “What about us?” Cate asks. “We want you here. Don’t we count?”
 
   Eight looks down into the eyes of his younger sister and purses his lips. “Of course you count.”
 
   His gaze travels from their faces to his mother’s grave. His grip on my hand tightens, tugging me closer to his side. He drops my hand, his fingers crawling along my lower back until they settle above my right hip.
 
   “What happened to her?” Eight whispers.
 
   “Cancer,” Amelia responds. “She fought it for three years, but the sickness was stronger than her.”
 
   “She called for you in the days prior to her death,” Cate says. Amelia nudges her, shaking her head. Cate shrugs. “What? He should know.”
 
   “Why? So he can feel guilty for not coming around?” Amelia rolls her eyes.
 
   “You heard him. It’s not his fault he wasn’t around,” Cate retorts.
 
   Blanching, Eight drops his head as they continue to argue. I plant myself in front of him and gaze at him until he raises his head.
 
   “We can leave, if this is too painful.”
 
   Eight nods, but I sense the hesitation in the action.
 
   “Or we can stay,” I continue, giving him a grim smile as his eyes widen. “We can stay and you can speak to your father. Find some closure so you can both move on with your lives.”
 
   “I like option two,” Amelia says, a soft smile touching her lips. “And I like your girlfriend. She’s smart.”
 
   “You all saw him walk past without a single word. What makes you think he wants to talk to me?”
 
   “Because he’s your father.” I shrug. “What he did to you was wrong, and I’m not trying to rationalize it or give him an easy out, but even the most stubborn, irrational fathers deserve a second chance.”
 
   “Is that so?” Eight gives me a knowing smile. “Maybe you should take a bite from the dish you’re trying to serve.”
 
   Hypocrite. That’s what I am. My mother’s pleading texts remain unanswered inside my phone.
 
   “At least try,” Cate says. “Go back to the house. Tell him you want to speak to him alone. Try to work things out where you can at least visit us from time to time.”
 
   “But you’ll never be able to visit me,” Eight replies. “We can hash things out, come to some sort of understanding, but will it really change anything? You’re still stuck here on this farm.”
 
   Cate crosses her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes. “Stuck? Is that how you felt? Is that how Isabeth felt before she ran?”
 
   “You and Isabeth.” Amelia touches her cheek, her pinky finger dwelling by her full, bottom lip. “It all makes sense now. She ran away about a year after you did. Have you seen her?”
 
   “I didn’t run,” Eight reminds her. “I was made to leave. And I haven't seen Isabeth since the night I was forced off the farm.”
 
   “People say she lives in New York City.” Cate scrunches her nose in disgust. “Who’d want to live there?”
 
   “Around eight million people,” I reply, and immediately wish I hadn’t. They both stare at me like I’ve sprouted an extra head. “I’ve always wanted to go there on vacation. I guess … y’all don’t take vacations?”
 
   “Vacations mean leaving, and why would we ever leave?” Amelia asks. “We have everything we need right here.”
 
   “You’ve never dreamed of leaving?” Eight drags his fingers through his hair, a shocked expression on his face. It’s as if he can’t comprehend anyone ever wanting to willingly stay in the community in which he was raised. “Not once?”
 
   “I dream of marrying Dylon Pryor,” Cate says, smiling at her sister. “Amelia dreams of having her own place on the farm. We both dream of weddings and having babies and sewing their baptismal gowns. Heck, Amelia’s already made hers.”
 
   Amelia elbows her sister, and the two girls giggle. Then, as if they both remember the somber reason they stand in this cemetery, their lips flatten into two serious lines.
 
   “I dreamed of leaving,” Eight says. “But I always stayed for you. For Keat and Orson. For our parents. I never stayed for me.”
 
   “I heard you came back,” Cate whispers, and my ears perk up. “About six months after you left. Dylon told me. He told me he saw you out by the vegetable stands.”
 
   “I came back to check on … to make sure …”
 
   Eight doesn’t finish his sentence. The two girls stare at him with expectation, but only I know what he doesn’t say.
 
   To make sure Isabeth wasn’t pregnant.
 
   “To make sure we were all okay?” Amelia asks. “Dylon told us you asked. We thought you’d returned. We told Mother, but she said you wouldn't be back. Not for good. Not ever.”
 
   Amelia begins crying again. Something wet touches my face. I bring my finger to my cheeks and then withdraw my hand. I stare at my own tears on my fingertips, and I try to imagine a life without my family in it. Without my parents wanting me in it. And as nosey and selfish and positively crazy as they all are, I can’t imagine them ever turning me away for good.
 
   Eight doesn’t have that privilege. His father continues to shun him, and now his mother is dead, relinquishing any hopes of mending their broken bond. It’s not fair. Eight doesn’t deserve this. He deserves to surround himself with people who love him, people who want to spend the rest of their lives with him.
 
   Someone like me.
 
   An overwhelming shock courses through me. Spend the rest of your life with him? With this one person you’re still learning about every day? But isn’t that what love is? Learning all those little things that make a person who they are? Molding yourself to someone, our broken bits and pieces fitting into their broken bits and pieces until you form one complex puzzle? The thought is staggering. Staggering and terrifying and completely exhausting. I want to hug him, kiss him, tell him I love him, but most of all, I want to run.
 
   But I don’t. I stay.
 
   “Come back to the house,” Cate pleads. “Talk to Father.”
 
   “Not tonight,” Eight replies, his voice thick with emotion. “Let him mourn.”
 
   “Not tonight, but you will return?” Amelia bounces on the balls of her feet. “Someday?”
 
   “Someday soon,” I say, smiling at Eight. “Even if I have to force him.”
 
   Cate laughs. “Something tells me she isn’t kidding.”
 
   “You two should head home before he sends the men out with pitchforks and torches,” Eight says. “I can’t believe he left you behind to speak to me as it is. Let’s not push him.”
 
   “No, let’s not,” Amelia agrees. “Baby steps.”
 
   And just like that, I’m transported back in time, to a similar conversation with Eight. A time when I grew frustrated with the wall he’d built around himself. One that’s slowly crumbling with time.
 
   “Brantley’s right,” Cate says, shuddering in the cold. “We should go before we catch the death of pneumonia.” Cate balks at her own words, shaking her head. “God, I’m so stupid.”
 
   “No you’re not.” Eight embraces his sisters one last time. “Can we drive you?”
 
   “Are you kidding?” Amelia laughs and the three siblings break apart. “Can you imagine Father’s face if he saw us getting out of a car?”
 
   They laugh like it’s the most absurd thought imaginable while I stand by the wayside, numb and dumb. The two sisters pull me in for a hug, so unexpected that my arms flail about unsure what to do until it’s too late and they’ve extracted themselves from my body. We follow them to the back of the car, watching as they both turn and wave.
 
   Hand in hand, they disappear in the darkness, my worry following them. Having never been the outdoorsy type, I imagine bears and mountain lions and coyotes jumping the fences lining the roads, attacking the two young, doe-eyed girls as they walk back to their home.
 
   Eight and I lean on the back of his car, me wringing my hands and him chuckling at my absurd concerns.
 
   “I grew up here, and I only saw black bears once or twice,” he says.
 
   I stare at his big, dumb face. “Once or twice? ‘Once or twice,’ he says.” I throw up my hands, exasperated. “Once or twice is enough to get someone killed.”
 
   “No one is going to get killed.” One glance over his shoulder brings a solemn frown to his face. “I waited too long.”
 
   “Don’t make this your fault, you hear me?” Grasping his face, I turn it to look directly at mine. “You didn’t give your mother cancer.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have let anything keep me away. I should have come back.” His face crumbles minutely, but he reconstructs it easily enough. His expression goes slack. Numb.
 
   “You did come back. To make sure Isabeth wasn’t pregnant.”
 
   He nods. “I’d never leave a kid fatherless. Even if it meant marrying a girl I didn’t love.”
 
   “That’s because you’re a standup guy, and these people aren’t.” I wave my hand around, freezing when I remember where I stand. “Well, not literally these people, but the people back at the farm. You know what I mean.” I huff.
 
   Eight snickers and takes my hands, pulling me flush against him. His hands flatten on my lower back, and dip a little lower until tingles of pleasure unfurl on all my most sensitive areas.
 
   “There’s my girl. The girl who makes me smile.” Eight’s own smile saddens. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this mess. I don’t know what I was thinking. No, actually I do. I blame your father.”
 
   “My father? What does he have to do with any of this?”
 
   “Your father is amazing. He’d do anything to protect you. I’ll admit I’m a little jealous of your relationship actually. You don’t know how lucky you are to have parents who only want the best for their child. You should forgive them, Alex. Before it’s too late.”
 
   


  
 

#chapterten
 
   Eight’s words about forgiving my parents loop on repeat for the next few days. They play while I work on a new order for an author I’ve never heard of—and YA at that, a genre far from the erotica covers I’m so typically asked to create.
 
   At night my dreams are filled with memories of a cemetery. Wooden boards shaped like a crucifix lean at odd angles over two fresh graves. I stand by the mounds of dirt, my siblings flanking me on both sides. And when I awaken it’s with a desperate gasp and my heart lodged firmly inside my throat.
 
   Eight’s returned to his unpleasant, evasive ways. He drops by on occasion but doesn’t stay long. Perma-worry lines are etched above his brows whenever he’s around. As much as I want to comfort him, I give him the space he needs to think about his mom, his dad, and whatever he needs to do to repair things with his family.
 
   A week passes before I decide to call my mother. It’s a Saturday morning in March. Springtime teases me from the window near my bed. Sunlight spills between the cracks of the blinds, waking me. I sit up, stretch, and give the cords of the blinds a hasty tug. Blinded by the light, I swear and wipe the stinging tears from my eyes.
 
   The sunlight helps wake me but does nothing to chase away the memory of my latest dream. In the dream I stood at a train station, watching my family climb onto the train. I called their names, but they couldn’t hear me. The train lurched forward, and I ran down the platform. The train picked up speed until the distance swallowed them whole.
 
   Shoving my hand under my pillow, I fumble around for my phone. There’s a missed call and one missed text from Eight. I open the text, my pulse pausing and then picking up speed with what I read.
 
   going out of state on business. see u in a few days.
 
   Out of state? He’s mentioned nothing about going out of town. And what kind of business does he have, unless it involves a job?
 
   A job. Acting. Plenty of acting jobs in Los Angeles and New York City. A wedge of alarm smothers the air from inside my throat. He’s looking for a job. A job out of state and away from me.
 
   “Stop overreacting,” I tell myself. “Even if he were to leave, it’s his decision. You’re not married or anything.”
 
   did you leave a spare key somewhere? i could water your plants?
 
   nah, don’t worry about it. they died anyway. i have a brown thumb. see u in a few days.
 
   Eyes narrowed in suspicion, I read his text again and again. I dropped by his apartment two days ago and his plants were green and vibrant. His flowers were blooming and the leaves were glossy and full of life. There’s no way they died within the last forty-eight hours. And a brown thumb? Please. Eight grew up on a farm. Where he did … farmy things, like growing gardens and keeping plants alive and ish.
 
   And he’ll see me in a few days? How vague is that?
 
   This is why I’ve never had a serious boyfriend. I overreact and overanalyze every little detail about every little situation. And I’m terrified Eight will figure out this flaw inside me and kick me to the curb. Worse than anything, I’m disgusted by how depressed that possibility makes me feel.
 
   Madi calls, and she picks up on my sadness straightaway. She doesn’t question me, but she does offer to bring over a tub of ice cream and a few chick flicks. At first I think about declining her offer, but the sunlight’s still there making patterns on the floor. It reminds me of my recent change, and not to wallow like I would have in the past. I tell Madi to come over, but to leave the ice cream behind and bring a healthier option. Madi laughs hysterically and ends the call.
 
   She arrives half an hour later with a carton of chocolate ice cream in one arm, two Nicholas Sparks movies tucked under the other. She tosses her expensive shades on the bar and dumps the goodies on the counter.
 
   “I see your lover has his mysterious friend stashed in his apartment again.”
 
   I grab a couple bowls and spoons from the drying rack, turn around, and shoot her a quizzical glance. “Huh?”
 
   Madi rolls her eyes. “The hottie with the body? I mean booty? Body and booty, if we’re being honest.” Madi shudders, and I swear it’s from a ripple of ecstasy. Her eyeballs practically roll into the back of her head. “What I’d do for a piece of that.”
 
   “Madi,” I say in warning. “Need I remind you yet again that you’re married?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’m married to Logan, blah, blah, blah.” Madi grins at my frown. “I’m just messing around. You know we humped like hyperactive rabbits after our big night out.”
 
   “And things have been cool ever since?” I dig around inside the silverware drawer until I produce an ice cream scoop.
 
   One scoop won’t hurt, right?
 
   “Everything’s fine, great. Let’s get back to the subject at hand.” Madi wiggles her eyebrows. “Hottie with the booty.”
 
   “How do you know someone’s crashing at Eight’s place?”
 
   “Because you told me on the phone that Eight’s not home, and when I walked past the apartment I heard someone cough. Unless you think the ghost of old Mrs. Spearman’s floating around in there cutting eyeholes in her white hood and working on her white supremacy propaganda website.”
 
   “That’s so weird.” I dish out a bowl of ice cream for her, and a smaller one for me. “You know, he’s never told me about his friend. Why he crashes at his place. Why he doesn’t say anything about his friend, really. As much as I’ve learned about Eight over the past few weeks, his life is still a big fat blank, you know?”
 
   “Yeah.” Madi stirs the scoops of chocolatey-goodness until they’re smooth and creamy. “I’m not trying to bring you down or anything, but are you sure you want to be in a relationship with someone like that?”
 
   “Someone like what?”
 
   “Someone who keeps you at arm’s length?”
 
   I drop my spoon in the bowl, my appetite spoiled. “Honestly? I have no idea. He’s already told me he cares about me, and even made a joke about us having kids once, but then he’s got all these secrets. Like his friend, his job—”
 
   “Wait, hold up.” Madi holds one manicured hand in the air, stopping me. “That boy mentioned having kids with you?”
 
   “It was said in jest, Madi.”
 
   I’m playing dumb, but I didn’t tell her for this exact reason. Madi’s always pushed me to date, but she’s a bit like my parents where picking a partner is concerned. She’s only met him once, and that was under false pretenses after casing out his apartment.
 
   “No, you didn’t tell me. I think I’d remember that little detail.” Madi takes a bite of her ice cream, humming around the spoon. “So?”
 
   “So what?”
 
   Madi frowns. “So do you care about him too? Maybe even love him?”
 
   She finishes her bowl and starts on mine. Where she packs all the sugar and carbs is beyond me. She’s as tiny as a twig.
 
   “Yeah, I think I do.”
 
   “You think you do.”
 
   Shaking my head, I say, “No, I definitely do.”
 
   “Oy.” Madi palms her forehead.
 
   She’s got chocolate ice cream smeared all over her chin, but I don’t tip her off. She looks like she’s been eating poop, and it tickles me. So I say nothing. I need all the humor I can get.
 
   “Let’s watch a movie,” I suggest. “I promised myself I wouldn’t wallow in worry today.”
 
   “Girl, all you’ve done since meeting Eight is wallow in worry.”
 
   Madi skips to the bathroom, leaving me alone with the dirty dishes and my own thoughts. As I wash the bowls and spoons, I ponder what she’s said. Is it true? Has meeting Eight turned me into a Nervous Nelly? A Worrisome Wanda? A … an Anxious Anna?
 
   “You’ve got this weird constipated expression on your face.” Madi takes a bowl and dries it with a kitchen towel. “By the way, thanks for not telling me about the ice cream on my chin, you whore.”
 
   “My bad.” I can’t even muster up the strength to feign an honest apology. “You know, I’m not feeling so well.”
 
   “Oh, Lord. Was it the ice cream? You barely touched it.” Madi drops the towel and presses the back of her hand against my forehead. “You don’t feel warm. Where’s it hurt?”
 
   My head. My heart. My everything.
 
   God, I’ve transformed into one of those heartbroken girls I read about between the pages of the covers I design.
 
   “No, it’s not the ice cream. I think maybe I need to lie down and get some rest.”
 
   “But you just woke up.” Madi narrows her eyes. “You’re wallowing, aren’t you?”
 
   I raise my hand and make a pinching motion. “Maybe a little.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” She tosses her hair over one shoulder and gathers her things. “My kid’s chilling with my parents, and Logan’s working out. I’ll finish this tub of ice cream and watch these fuckawesome Nicolas Sparks movies by myself.”
 
   Madi leaves, sticking her tongue out like the mature woman she is before she goes.
 
   I think about wallowing. I mean, I really contemplate doing so, but the sleepless nights and Eight’s sage advice fill the void in the room.
 
   Mom picks up on the first ring.
 
   “Alexa.” My name comes out of her mouth in one relieved whoosh of words, and I’m stricken again by the guilt of waiting too long to call her.
 
   “Thought I’d call to see why you keep blowing up my phone.” Yeah, I’m playing a little hard to get. Hey, they’re the ones who acted like asses first. Why can’t I?
 
   “Your Dad’s been so upset since you left,” she says. “He can’t stop talking about how sorry he is for the way he treated your friend.”
 
   Boyfriend, I want to sneer, but I swallow the word. Eight left. Went out of town, hell, out of state, with no excuse and some shady “don’t water my plants because they’re already dead” shit I don’t buy.
 
   His boyfriend card has been revoked.
 
   “Dad’s upset, huh? So upset that he hasn’t even called to apologize?”
 
   “You know your father, hon. He’s not the one to sort things out over the telephone. He wants to see you, and your friend too. He owes you both an apology.”
 
   “Yeah, he does.” Cally hops onto my lap, mewing her fat little butt off. “I’ll discuss it with him when things kinda calm down.”
 
   “What’s going on?” There’s worry in her voice. I inherited it honestly through her.
 
   “Eight—er, Brantley’s mother passed away last week.” And suddenly I feel like the world’s biggest asshole. Here I am pissed off that he split town and has a friend I know nothing about staying at his place. Meanwhile he’s dealing with the death of his mother.
 
   Boyfriend card reactivated. Tentatively reactivated.
 
   “Oh no. The poor thing. And after the way we treated him.”
 
   Tears garble her words. My mother’s sensitive nature explains why she’s been desperate to reach me since that fateful lunch, and why she’s crying now over the loss of someone important in Eight’s life.
 
   “I’ll make him a cake. A chocolate bundt cake. You said he loves chocolate, and everyone loves a bundt cake.” Her words are barely understandable.
 
   “He’s out of town at the moment, so hold off on the bundt cake.” I lick my bottom lip and sigh into the phone. “It’s good talking to you, Mom. I’m sorry I’ve been so stubborn and haven’t returned any of your messages until now.”
 
   Mom sniffs. “Honey, I understand.” Her voice drops. “You want to speak to your daddy? He’s in the next room eavesdropping.”
 
   I laugh. “No, that’s okay. Like you said, he’s uncomfortable on the phone. When Brantley gets back in town I’ll call ya and we’ll set up a dinner date, okay? But no insults. And no absurd accusations. For the love of God, did he really think I’d date a guy who’d abuse me?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.” Mom raises her voice. “Of course he didn’t really think you’d be with an abuser. He acted ridiculous and it better not happen again.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. I think you got your point across.” I roll my eyes. “I feel better now after talking to you.”
 
   “Me too, sweetie. And hey, bring over some of those books you’ve made covers for. Brantley made them sound so beautiful. It’s all your dad’s talked about, seeing those covers of yours.”
 
   “Really?” The word has a hard time coming out considering there’s a ball of disbelief lodged inside my throat. “You want to see my covers?”
 
   “Yes, bring the books, or a portfolio. However you keep up with them.” Mom giggles. “You’ll have to teach me the lingo.”
 
   Speaking becomes difficult. Different emotions swarm me: relief, happiness, disbelief, and love. Love for a man who broke a barrier my family has built up for so many years. Love for the guy who’s skipped town with a lame excuse. Barrier. Another barrier. Built by him. But I’m not letting this one stand. I’m taking the reins from him, smashing all those walls of his the way he smashed down all of mine.
 
   “Mom, I should let you go. There’s something I need to do.”
 
   ***
 
   A low rumble of televised laughter breaks the silence in the hallway outside my apartment. The sound is muffled by the wall separating Eight’s apartment from the corridor, but the sound is there. And it wasn’t earlier when I took out the trash, or when I left to return the rental car and pick up my car from the repair shop. Someone is there inside, as Madi had said, and it isn’t Eight.
 
   I peer through the peephole into his apartment, knowing I won’t see anything and I don’t, but no one can say I didn’t try. Swallowing my nerves, I knock on the door. Once. Twice. Six times, and clutch an annoyed Cally against my chest. I’m not sure why I brought her. Okay, I’m totally sure why I did. I envisioned her as a guard dog of sorts. There’s no telling who’s behind that door.
 
   If things go to shit, I’m throwing Cally at the person’s face and running like hell.
 
   A familiar commercial flips on inside. I hum the tune and beat on the door again, getting madder than all get out, especially when I hear the shuffle of feet inside.
 
   “I know you’re in there. Answer the door.”
 
   I bang six more times. The guy who lives next door to Eight pokes his head out of his apartment and frowns at me. I give him a little middle finger wave, and he skulks back into his apartment, slamming the door.
 
   “I hear you breathing,” I lie. Loudly. And if he doesn’t open this door, things are really gonna get loud. Like fire alarm loud. My lips curl at the idea.
 
   “You don’t wanna come out? Fine. I’ll bet a team of ax-wielding firemen will force you out after I pull the fire alarm.”
 
   I make a big show of flouncing over to the fire alarm, even touching the handle. Cally nearly mauls my arm off as I skip, my breasts bouncing her around with each step. “Everyone in the building will come running out, and for some reason, I don’t think you want that, do you?”
 
   The door remains unopened. Shrugging, and a little more than curious to see what exactly happens when one pulls a fire alarm, I slip my fingers under the little white handle and prepare to pull.
 
   That’s when the door to Eight’s apartment opens and a series of unfortunate events begin to take place.
 
   First, Cally freaks out because, well, because she’s a cat. Freaking out kind of comes with the territory. Her claws sink into the front of my shirt, which also means they sink into my boob. My right boob to be exact. The pain is so sudden my arms flail in the air, leaving Cally suspended.
 
   To my boob.
 
   The second thing to happen is someone emerging from Eight’s apartment. I don’t get a good look at him at first because hello, mangled boobage. Instead, I stare down at this cat. Yeah, she’s become this cat. Not Cally, the cat who adopted me, but this cat who once belonged to Mrs. Spearman, AKA Satan, so I can only assume Cally is Satan’s assistant.
 
   The guy grabs my cat, along with my boob—purely coincidental I’m sure, considering it’s bloody and all. Not the cat. My boob. No one wants a bloody boob. Nope, not even the one half hanging out of my ripped shirt, and oh, shit. I wore an old bra today. One of those comfortable ones, the ones with the elastic all shot out so they don’t support the ladies as well as they once did, but it’s cozy as hell. Yeah, my boob is hanging out of it as well.
 
   Cally freaks at the sight of some strange man attempting to extract her and manhandle my boob. She sinks her claws in deeper. Some sort of deep, primal, strangling sound expels from the back of her throat. She lifts her tail and I swear by all that is holy, she sprays the stranger in the face with her urine.
 
   The guy screams. Like one of those blood-curdling childlike screams only heard in movies. But he’s a beast because he grits his teeth and removes Cally from my chest like she owes him money. The two of them duke it out in the hallway, Cally screeching and clawing, and this urine-soaked stranger who looks a lot like a wet version of Ayden Vaughn. And the longer I look at him with my bloody boob in one hand and half my T-shirt in the other, I come to realize the pissy, claw-marked man in the hallway is none other than Ayden Vaughn.
 
   Cally hops out of his arms and bounces off his chest like an Olympic gymnast. She scrambles into my apartment, never looking back. And so we stand in the hallway staring at each other, one of us smelling of cat piss and the other bleeding profusely.
 
   We both snap out of whatever trance we’re in after a second. He lurches forward and takes my hand, dragging me into my apartment. I kick the door closed behind me and allow him to lead me to the kitchen sink.
 
   “Let’s get you cleaned up,” he says, removing his shirt. He turns on the tap and tosses his shirt under the water. “Where’s your first aid kit?”
 
   Since I’ve turned into a mute, I turn and point at the bathroom. I think I even grunt a little like the primate I’ve become. He nods and treks to the bathroom, returning with the little red kit from under the bathroom sink.
 
   Ayden turns off the tap, pulls his shirt out of the sink, and wrings the water out of the material. Using it to clean his face, he scrubs until the piss smell is not so … pissy. Then he takes a good, hard look at my boobies hanging out of my bra.
 
   “Take off your shirt. What remains of it.” He gives me a lopsided grin. “May as well get rid of your bra too.”
 
   Ayden Vaughn wants me to take off my clothes for him. Ayden Vaughn, the guy my bedroom is dedicated to. Ayden, the guy I named my vibrator after.
 
   I think maybe I black out a little, because the next thing I know I’m lying prone on the kitchen floor with Ayden stooped down next to me.
 
   “Alex? Can you hear me?”
 
   “How do you know my name?” I try to sit up but become dizzy.
 
   He guides me back down to the floor. “Are you kidding? You’re all BJ talks about.”
 
   “BJ?”
 
   “Yeah, BJ … Brantley?” Ayden’s confused eyes light up. “Oh yeah. He told me you gave him a nickname. Seven? Eight? Nine?”
 
   “Eight,” I whisper, sitting up. “I call him Eight, but you call him BJ?”
 
   “Since the day we first met. Brantley Junior, or BJ for short. That’s what everyone on set has always called him.” Ayden shrugs and offers his hand. “Let me help you up.”
 
   Everyone on set?
 
   Taking his hand, I allow him to assist me into a sitting position. He stands at full height, peering down at me in concern. I stare up at him longer than necessary. Long enough that he shifts and looks hella uncomfortable.
 
   “You’re Adyen Vaughn. The real Adyen Vaughn.”
 
   “Uh, yeah.” He runs his fingers through his already mussed hair.
 
   “You’re shirtless. And covered in cat piss.”
 
   Ayden chuckles. “Yeah, about that. I think I should head across the hall and shower, but not until I know you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m okay,” I say, climbing to my feet.
 
   “You’re sure about that?” Ayden’s eyes flicker to my chest and, holy crap, my boobs. My cat-clawed, bloody boobs.
 
   “Oh, shit. Sorry.” I grab the front of my torn shirt and cover my chest. “Thanks for grabbing my first aid kit. I’ve got it from here. And, uh, sorry about Cally. My cat.”
 
   Ayden scans the room as if remembering the psychotic feline for the first time. “Yeah, you think I have the all-clear from your cat to leave?”
 
   I nod, unable to formulate words. Hell, I don’t even know if any of this is real. Maybe I’m imagining all this. Is twenty-four too young to have a mental breakdown?
 
   “So you’re not holding me hostage?” Smile lines form around Ayden’s deep-set eyes. “You were pretty persistent in getting me out of the apartment.”
 
   Heated embarrassment climbs my neck and flourishes along my cheeks. “I wouldn’t … I mean …” Sighing, I rub my forehead with the back of my hand, holding my shirt with the other. “I just wanted to know who he was hiding. I was tired of the secrets. And now I know there’s more.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “More secrets.” Something akin to hurt pricks the corners of my eyes. “The first time I met Eight I was waiting to meet a man my friend Logan set me up with. A blind date with a man named BJ. All this time I believed the guy stood me up, but he didn’t. Eight, Brantley, whatever the hell his name is. He’s BJ! One big liar.”
 
   Ayden backs up against the bar, pursing his lips. “Ah, I told him he should be straight with you. Guess he ignored my advice.”
 
   “Obviously.” I open the kit with one hand and rummage around inside, removing bandages and wound cleanser. “Not only has he lied about who he is, he left town without an explanation. More secrets.” My temples throb. “I’m tired of his secrets. Tired of his lies.”
 
   Ayden watches me remove the items from the kit, not speaking until my fingers still on an unopened bandage.
 
   “He’s gone to New York City to look for Isabeth.”
 
   The bandage flutters from my fingers. “Isabeth?”
 
   Ayden nods. “When he came back from visiting his family, he couldn’t stop talking about Isabeth. He’s worried he ruined her life. He always assumed she’d stayed behind and maybe everything was hush hush about what happened between them. He lived on the hope that she settled down. Got married. Had a family. But when he came home, he mentioned his sister telling him the girl left a year after he was kicked out. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen at the time. And without any outside resources, life would have been hard for her out on her own. He’s overwhelmed with guilt.”
 
   “Guilt,” I bark. “He’s overwhelmed with guilt? Good. I hope he drowns in it.”
 
   “Alex.” He places a hand on my shoulder. His touch is immediately calming. If someone had told me two months ago a half-naked Ayden Vaughn would be standing in my kitchen trying to comfort me, I’d have called them a dirty liar.
 
   “There’s an explanation for everything he’s done since meeting you,” Ayden explains.
 
   “And that explanation is …” I hand Ayden the bandage since my one free hand is hiding the ladies.
 
   He opens the bandage for me. “Something he should tell you, not me.”
 
   Ayden pops open the bottle of antiseptic and hands it to me, making a big deal of turning his back so I can dress my wound. I shed my shirt and pause.
 
   The reality of being half-naked with a man I’ve obsessed over for years smacks me in the face. I wait for the increased tempo of my heart to send my head in a dizzying tailspin again, but there’s nothing.
 
   I quickly clean the claw marks, which aren’t as bad as they first seemed. They’re mostly superficial and will heal in a few days. I slap the oversized bandage over the scratches.
 
   There’s a cardigan hanging off a chair at the kitchenette. I slide my arms inside and button it up to the neck. I tap him on the shoulder and he spins around.
 
   “Hey, you care if I get that shower?” he asks. “I’ll come back later and we can finish talking, if you promise not to out me.”
 
   “Out you?”
 
   “Yeah, to the paps. The fandom. Anyone.” His face droops in exhaustion. “BJ’s been nice enough to let me crash at his place on and off since the breakup.”
 
   “I’d never ‘out’ you. Is that what he thinks?” Anger simmers inside me. I cross my arms over my injured torso, cringing at the friction over the stinging wounds.
 
   “No, no.” He sighs. “Like I said, Eight’s the one who owes you an explanation. It shouldn’t come from me.”
 
   “Any idea about when he plans on giving me that explanation you speak so dearly of?”
 
   “He should have told you from the beginning.” Ayden draws in a deep breath. “I didn’t help matters by asking him to let me lay low at his place for a few weeks. This is all my fault.”
 
   “No it’s not. It’s his. He’s lied from the beginning. And he’s the one who doesn’t trust me to keep you a secret!”
 
   Wounded in more ways than one, I pack up the first aid kit and return it to its place under the bathroom sink. When I return, I find Ayden hunkered over the bar with his head in his hands, his face drawn.
 
   “The guy’s kept so many secrets because he’s terrified to lose you.”
 
   “Well, that’s too bad.”
 
   Ayden raises his eyebrows. “Why?”
 
   “Because he just did.”
 
   


  
 

#chaptereleven
 
   Ayden must tip Eight off about what went down in my apartment because ten minutes after he leaves for his shower my phone starts blowing up faster than Kanye West’s ego.
 
   Ignoring the phone and fighting back tears of disappointment and betrayal, I shove a few belongings into my purse, fully preparing to travel to the gym to give Logan a good piece of my mind.
 
   Car keys, wallet, Taser … no, scratch the Taser. If I bring it with me the temptation to Tase my traitorous friend will be too much, and I might amp up the voltage before frying his ass.
 
   “Can’t believe I thought he was a drug dealer.”
 
   I zip my purse and head into my room to slide on my shoes. Ayden’s face stares at me from all four walls, and I laugh, feeling more ridiculous in this moment than I have my entire life. Did Eight tell Ayden about the pillowcase? The bobbleheads? Did he explain how I’ve forged a life for myself by creating book covers initially inspired by the character he portrays? That cutting and pasting Ayden’s pretty face was the start of it all? Of the person standing here today, a grown woman crying in her bedroom and cutting up her The Hunted pillowcase with an old pair of scissors?
 
   “Stupid.” I toss the scissors on my desk and drop the shredded fabric on the floor, stomping on it. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. You’re so stupid, Alex.”
 
   I wipe my eyes with the back of my hands, smearing my eye makeup. Not that I care. Screw the eye makeup. Screw the “new me” Eight helped encourage. I was better off before: a few pounds heavier, a little less attractive, and an irrefutable hermit. Back then there’d been no dating, no kissing, no falling in love, and absolutely no heartbreak. Alone or not, I was better off before he walked into that stupid Chinese restaurant.
 
   The phone slows in its persistence until it goes silent altogether. Sniffing, I pick it up and stare at the missed calls, startled when a new text message pops up.
 
   talk to me, Six.
 
   I ignore it and stuff the phone in my purse before chucking the knock-off designer bag into my bookcase in a fit of fangirl rage. I completely miss the bookshelf aside from the strap of my purse, which slaps the row of bobbleheads in their perfect, plastic faces. A few fall to the floor, a few remain on the shelf. Their little heads bounce up and down to the rhythm of my infuriated, raspy breaths.
 
   “Headbanging to the soundtrack of my dismantled life, eh?” I knock the remaining bobbleheads onto the floor, and kick a couple for good measure. None of them break, thank God, because I’m sure by the end of the day I’ll be scooping them up and placing them back on the shelf. Or selling them on eBay, because damn, they cost a lot of money. Instead of collecting bobbleheads I could have spent the cash on buying myself a clue, because I’m ridiculous. What’s happening to me is ridiculous.
 
   The cell rings again inside my purse. I scoop up the bag and head for the door, my gaze lingering on the scissors for a beat too long while I contemplate stabbing Logan in his lying face. Like it or not, he’s about to give me some answers.
 
   Storming out of the apartment, sans scissors unfortunately, I head for my car. I gnaw off most of the skin on my bottom lip during my journey to Logan’s gym. I gun the engine, ready to get this party started. My anger doesn’t dissipate, not even when I’ve parked the car and stomped my way inside the gym.
 
   I find Logan standing beside the step machine, or “The Bitch” as I fondly named the piece of gym equipment in my college years. Back when I actually gave a damn about how the copious amounts of pizza went directly to my ass.
 
   I plant a hand on my hip, tapping his shoulder with the other. He turns around, his eyebrows crawling up his forehead at the sight of his wife’s best friend blowing metaphorical smoke from her nostrils.
 
   “We gotta talk.”
 
   “About what?” His eyebrows creep back down, smashing together over his nose.
 
   “About BJ, or more specifically, how you know BJ, or should I call him Brantley?”
 
   Logan’s face pales. His forehead beads with sweat, and it’s not because we’re standing in a hot gym, because it’s not. It’s freezing cold up in this joint. They’ve got the big fans blowing from both sides of the room and the AC is cranked up. I pull my hoodie more securely around me and let my sleeves swallow up my fingers.
 
   “Brantley, who’s—”
 
   “Don’t play coy with me. I know. I know Eight’s the guy I was supposed to meet at the restaurant that night. I’m your wife’s best friend. Hell, I’m also your friend. How could you do this to me? How could you keep that a secret? How could you let him string me along in this weird web of lies?”
 
   “Alex—”
 
   What little breakfast I ate threatens to come up. “And then to find out that Ayden is one of Eight’s best friends? He’s practically been living across the hall. You know what a freak I am over that damn show, and over Ayden. You made me look like a fool. I can’t believe you’d betray me like this.”
 
   “Hey, whoa, hold on a sec.” Logan’s features flatten out. If anything, he looks a little pissed himself. He eyeballs the girl on the stair climber, the one who’s pretending not to eavesdrop but totally is. “Follow me to my office and we’ll talk in private, okay?”
 
   I don’t want to follow him anywhere, but I nod and vaguely wonder if there’re any scissors on his desk. Just in case.
 
   He leads me to his office, which is situated near the front door. Encased in glass, the little room has a prime view of all the goings-on of the gym. I plop myself in a chair with my back facing the activity inside the building, and he closes the door behind him. He pulls out a chair from the desk and sits his oversized self down across from me. Steepling his fingers, he purses his lips in thought.
 
   “A buddy of mine gave my number to BJ a while back,” Logan says. “BJ called and set up a private appointment. His trainer had gotten married and moved out of state, and he was desperate to find someone to spar with. When I first met him I didn’t know who he was. He was just some guy who needed a personal trainer. After he hired me, we became pretty good buddies. He was still dating that dumb-as-fuck model at the time. She was a whiney, spoiled little thing. Always on his ass about something or other.”
 
   Logan scowls and shakes his head. “BJ caught the tramp cheating and he decided to hole up at a hotel for a while. I’d go there for our training sessions. He seemed pretty down, until one day I told him about something ridiculous you’d done. He laughed, like really laughed for the first time since I’d met him. I offered to set the two of you up, but he wasn’t really sold on the idea. I think he was still kinda heartbroken over what’s-her-face.”
 
   “But he agreed to it, because it was him at the restaurant,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, he agreed to it, initially.”
 
   “What do you mean by initially?”
 
   “Alex, he told me he’d backed out, I swear.” Logan sighs. “Then Madi railed me about my buddy standing you up. When I went to confront him about it, he brushed it off. I was kinda pissed, but it’s none of my business, you know? The next thing I know I drop by your apartment and BJ’s moved in across the hall. Afterward I questioned him. He promised to come clean soon.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me who he was that day you showed up at my place with your broken phone?”
 
   “Dude, I’m a personal trainer to high-profile clients.” Logan’s chest puffs up. “I sign a confidentiality agreement with each new client, including BJ. The guy rubs elbows with celebrities all the time. I found that out when he brought Ayden with him to work out with us. Honestly, I thought it’d be funny to hook you up with a guy who’s friends with your celebrity crush. Never said anything to you because the guy wants his privacy, okay? He doesn’t want superfans crashing his crib. Photogs hiding in the bushes outside his apartment …”
 
   “His girlfriend knowing he’s best friends with a celebrity.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I slump down in my chair.
 
   “Girlfriend?” Logan leans forward in his chair, his lips quirking. “You’re officially girlfriend/boyfriend status?”
 
   “I introduced him to my parents. And I’ve met his family as well.” I fail to mention how unfortunate both these experiences were. “But as far as our status? I would say we’ve left ‘in a relationship,’ ventured past ‘it’s complicated,’ and have now landed smack-dab in the middle of the ‘single’ category.”
 
   “Sorry you’re so pissed at me. Believe me, keeping a secret that big around you hasn’t been easy.”
 
   I worm my finger through a hole in the sleeve of my hoodie from the inside out. “Not so much pissed as I am embarrassed.”
 
   “And you’re embarrassed because …”
 
   “Eight knows what a freak I am.” My cheeks burn. “The Ayden pillowcases? The bobbleheads? He’s seen all of it, and he’s friends with the guy. He’s been hiding Ayden from the paparazzi in his apartment. I guess I’m ashamed of my little addiction and embarrassed he told Ayden about it. I can’t stop imagining them laughing at me behind my back.”
 
   “Alex, the guy is in love with you. He’s not making fun of you behind your back.”
 
   “How could you know? He’s full of lies, full of secrets.” I wipe my nose with the back of my hand. “Full of sh—”
 
   “Hey, you can’t convince me the guy didn’t do all of this to protect everyone he cares about, but if you’re hell-bent on breaking things off with him and need some place to crash to avoid him, you know where we live, okay? And, I’m sorry for keeping things on the down-low. I thought I was doing the guy a solid, but ended up hurting a good friend in the process. You forgive me?”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Of course I do.”
 
   “Good. Go home, pack your stuff, and head over to the house. I’ll give Madi a heads up. But, Alex? Leave that psychotic cat someplace else.” Logan shudders. “That cat creeps me out with her weird yellow eyes.”
 
   I give him a little nod, but there’s no way in hell I’m going anywhere without Cally. I can’t leave her behind, and now that Brantley’s left town to find his one true love, I’ve got no one to check in on her.
 
   Logan walks around the desk and gives me a brotherly hug. I pat him on the back and snatch one of the free-when-you-sign-up T-shirts from the shelf behind him.
 
   The guy owes me, even if it’s in the form of a cheap gym logo T-shirt made in China.
 
   ***
 
   I half expect to find Ayden lurking behind Eight’s partially open apartment door when I show back up at the complex, or maybe Eight himself leaning against my door. Instead, I arrive to a deathly quiet corridor. Not a peep from behind Eight’s door.
 
   With neither of these things happening, I become frantic, desperate to pack a couple bags and get the heck out of the building before I can bump into Ayden or catch of glimpse of Eight pulling into the lot. Who knows? Maybe he hasn’t made it that far out of town.
 
   I’ve taken Cally for a ride in my car a grand total of one time, right after she snuck out of the dead neo-Nazi’s apartment and into mine. We took a trip to the vet to get her shots and such. Cally must remember it, because when I whip the cat carrier out, she eyes it warily from her perch atop my satellite receiver.
 
   “We’re going on a little trip, Cally.” I spring open the small metal door and soften my tone. “This trip involves no needles, I swear.”
 
   Slinking forward, I place my hands palm up in a non-threatening pose. Cally stands, the hair on her back rising with the elongated stretch. Once she’s finished unfurling, she plops her fat tail back down on the receiver and regards me with a “bitch, I wish you would” glare. My boobie war-wounds throb with the memory of her claws.
 
   Once I’m about a foot away, Cally freaks. She mews like a cat in heat and jumps off the receiver. Cats are always supposed to land on their feet, but not Cally. Cally lands on her fat rump and scoots across the floor like a dog with worms, her back legs just a-flopping. She finds her footing somewhere between the coffee table and couch and bounds toward the kitchen. Her tail catches the open door of the carrier and it slams shut, telling me how she really feels about my “little trip.”
 
   Grumbling, I lurch forward, one hand absently touching the bandage on my chest. Before I can make it halfway to where she’s hiding inside the cabinet under the sink, my landline rings.
 
   The sound of the phone brings me to a halt, makes me squint around in confusion. Sometimes I forget I have a landline. Most folks call me on my cell. Hell, they text me on my cell. Rarely an actual call. The days of chit-chatting over the phone have died. We’ve dehumanized ourselves by voicing our thoughts and feelings not with our tongues, but with the tap of our fingers.
 
   The phone rings again, tearing me from my thoughts. I plod over to the bookshelf where the cordless rests, pick up the phone, and blow away a few dust bunnies before answering.
 
   “Alex?” Evie’s breathless groan echoes on the other end of the line. “Thank God you finally answered. I’ve been calling your cell for the past hour.”
 
   “Crap, I’ve been ignoring my cell. Don’t ask. Are you okay?”
 
   “Okay? No I’m not okay.” Her high-pitched, hysterical laugh makes me cringe. “I’m having contractions. I think the baby’s coming.”
 
   “What? Today? Like, now?” I glance at the clock on the wall as if it will show me the days, weeks, months that have passed since Evie found out she was expecting. “Isn’t it a little early?”
 
   “Only by a couple days.” Evie’s voice sounds tiny. Scared.
 
   Sister mode kicks in. “Are you at the hospital? The one where you work?”
 
   “I’m having a home birth, remember?”
 
   “Of course you are.” Perfect Evie, having an all-natural birth at home. I imagine my sister soundlessly pushing out the baby by candlelight, relaxing music playing in the background. Namaste and ish.
 
   “Can you come?”
 
   “Like I’d let that little girl or boy miss seeing this face first when he or she shoots out of your vagina.” Snorting, I give Cally the bird and grab my bags. “Who all is there? Mom? Dad? Your … what’s it called? Your medulla oblongata?”
 
   Evie laughs through her pain. “You mean my doula? No, she’s not here. She’s got the flu, and I didn’t call Mom or Dad.”
 
   “Why not?” In my rush to leave, I head out of the apartment with the phone still tucked between my shoulder and ear. When the static starts, I turn around, unlock the apartment door, and stand awkwardly in the doorway.
 
   “They’ll make me more nervous than I already am.”
 
   “But your midwife is there? And Russ?”
 
   Evie’s soft moans drift away, leaving the line swathed in silence until she speaks. “Russ is gone.”
 
   “Gone where?” The door across the hall squeaks open. Ayden peeks out. Although I know it’s him, the real Ayden Vaughn, the sight of him still leaves me a little dumbfounded.
 
   “Who knows?” Evie sniffs. “He hasn’t been home for a while.”
 
   Ayden’s face fades away in a blur as I narrow my eyes in thought. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “What part don’t you get, Alexa? Russ is gone. Said the pressure of being a father was too much and he needed some space to think. That was three months ago.”
 
   I lean against the door jamb and slide down to the floor, dumbfounded. Russ and Evie were the perfect couple. They met in college. He was pre-med, she was working on her master’s in nursing. The doctor and the nurse; it couldn’t have been more cliché, but it’d worked, or so we all thought.
 
   “What kind of guy leaves his pregnant wife? Has he called? Stopped by?”
 
   “Alex, please.” Evie releases a hiccupping gasp. “Can we talk about this later? I really need you right now.”
 
   “Will I make it on time? It’s a two hour drive.”
 
   Evie chuckles. “This is my first kid. This could last for hours.”
 
   “Okay, I’m on my way, but call our folks, sis. They deserve to know their grandchild is coming.”
 
   Ending the call, I scramble to my feet. With my hands shaking, I place the phone on its base and head for the door. Ayden stands in Eight’s doorway, his face drawn in concern.
 
   “I was headed over so we could finish our earlier conversation, but, uh, I couldn’t help but overhear … Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m a hot mess, but my sister? My sister’s life is falling apart at a time when she should be celebrating.” Locking my door is a fail. I drop the keys three times before Ayden retrieves them for me and locks the door.
 
   “You’re not driving in this condition, are you?” Ayden withholds my keys, jerking them from my reach when I try to snatch them back. “BJ’d kill me—”
 
   “If I hear that unfortunate nickname one more time.” I wag a finger at the guy and grab my bags from the floor. “If you’re not gonna let me drive, you might as well grab yourself some clothes and meet me outside.”
 
   “Wait, what?”
 
   Without a second look back, I lug my bags down the hallway and holler over one shoulder. “Pack an overnight bag and get your ass moving. You’re driving me to Augusta, superstar.”
 
   ***
 
   Ayden climbs into the car beside me and adjusts the settings on the seat. His super-long legs are practically shoved into the steering wheel as the seat slowly moves back.
 
   Someone walks past the car. Ayden burrows himself inside his hoodie, fumbling in one pocket until he finds his shades. He shoves them on his face and eyeballs the passerby over the lenses.
 
   “I gotta say, you’re pretty inconspicuous, man.” I dig around inside my purse, searching for my cell. “I don’t think that man even noticed you wrestling with your hoodie and slumping down in your seat. You know, I’m not a celebrity or anything, but wouldn’t you be more discreet if you stopped trying to hide your face so much? I mean, folks aren’t gonna believe Ayden Vaughn’s driving around the suburbs of Atlanta in a nineties-model Hyundai Accent.”
 
   Ayden straightens in his seat, pulls his hood back, and relaxes his shoulders. He removes the dumb shades and gives me an easy nod. His blond curls bob on his forehead, and he sweeps them back with a swipe of his hand. For a second I see Eight in his eyes, but when he turns them to me, they're the wrong shade of blue. The lashes aren’t as thick. And his smile isn’t as cocky.
 
   “He’s called me a dozen times.” I bounce my cell in my hand and chuck my purse to the floorboard. “And texted about a hundred.”
 
   Ayden cranks the car. “He’s been blowing up my phone too. What the hell am I supposed to tell him when he calls again?”
 
   Ignoring his question, I ask, “You know your way to Augusta?”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve ridden through there a few times.”
 
   “We?”
 
   Ayden pulls out of the complex and onto the road. “Me and BJ, er, Eight. Sorry.”
 
   “Let me guess, on your bikes?”
 
   It’s a well known fact that in his downtime, Ayden loves riding his motorcycle around the South with his friends. A few photos of him doing so have been leaked online in the past, but they’re always photos of him posing with lucky girls or guys he’s met in passing. Very few show a clear picture of his cohorts.
 
   “Yeah, how’d you know? Eight tell ya?”
 
   “No, Eight didn’t tell me.” I scroll through my messages, reading the desperate pleas from my kinda boyfriend. “I know because I’m a fan.”
 
   Ayden’s face falls. “Oh, yeah.”
 
   For some reason that two-letter word irks me. “Oh? Why do you say it like that?”
 
   We approach a red light and he flips on the blinker. “Like what?”
 
   “Like you’re disappointed I know that little tidbit of information because of my fan status.”
 
   He strokes the steering wheel with his thumb and peers at me from the corner of his eye. “Guess I am. You hollered at me in the hallway and forced me to drive you two hours to Augusta. For a minute there I felt like a normal person instead of a celebrity.”
 
   “Let’s not forget about this morning. How many celebrities can say they’ve been attacked by some random woman’s cat?”
 
   Ayden points at me. “Exactly.”
 
   Laughing, I throw my hands up in defeat. “Okay, fine. I’ll continue treating you like a regular human being. It’s actually surprisingly easy.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yeah. Miss that upcoming turn and I’ll slap you on the back of your head. Is that normal enough for ya?”
 
   Eyes widening, he flips on the blinker and makes a hard left. The phone in my hand dings, scaring me. It falls to my lap but I pick it up, reading the message.
 
   this was a stupid idea. omw home.
 
   Pettiness rears its head inside me. My fingers move of their own accord.
 
   no, it’s fine. check on isabeth. i’m not home anyway. gone out of town with your friend ayden. now i know why u kept him a secret. <3 <3 <3
 
   I’ve barely pressed the send button when my phone rings. Eight’s name flashes on the screen. Biting my lip, I contemplate answering, but decline the call instead. Seconds later, Ayden’s phone rings with an incoming call.
 
   “It’s him. What am I supposed to do?” Eyes wide, Ayden waves his phone around.
 
   “Ignore it? Answer it? I don’t care.” I sniff. “S’not like I’m acting like a jealous girlfriend or anything.”
 
   Truth is, I am a jealous girlfriend, and guilt’s beginning to seep in. I can’t blame the guy for checking on Isabeth now that he knows she’s out there somewhere on her own.
 
   But it does feel good to get a little dig in on him.
 
   Cutting his eyes at me, Ayden answers the phone. “Hey, man. What’s up? Wait, what? She said what?” His already narrowed eyes taper on me even more. “I found her in the hallway shaking so hard she couldn't even hold her keys. You think I was gonna let her drive anywhere? You’d have killed me … No, she’s fine. It’s her sister. She’s in labor … Yeah, Augusta … Yeah, okay. I’ll text you when we get there.”
 
   Ending the call, Ayden drops his cell in the cupholder. “Really? You really told him we were on a trip together? And didn’t elaborate? You’ve got him thinking you’ve got a thing for me or something.”
 
   Cheeks burning, all I can do is deny, deny, deny. “A thing for you? Puh-lease. You’re not even that attractive.”
 
   Ayden’s face brightens. “Really?”
 
   “Really. You’re one level above Quasimoto. Maybe not even a full level. Like one-tenth of a level.”
 
   He smirks. “Good to know you find me so hideous.”
 
   I crumble under pressure. “Okay, fine. I possibly had a teenie, tiny little crush on you back before I knew Eight, but since meeting him, I’ve barely thought about you at all.”
 
   “You’d Tweet about guys, comparing them to me.”
 
   My jaw falls open. “You read those Tweets?”
 
   “Only after BJ, um, Eight pointed them out. He was stalking you on my Twitter account. I thought you were funny as hell, so I started following you.”
 
   Ayden side-eyes me, a twinkle in his eyes. “If the whole BJ thing doesn’t work out … you know I’m recently single.”
 
   I ignore his comment, too pissed at Eight to acknowledge the potential flirtation from a guy I’ve been obsessed with entirely too long to be considered healthy. “The guy doesn’t know anything about boundaries. He moved into the apartment next door, stalks me on his friend’s Twitter account …”
 
   “Because he’s in love with you.” Ayden pulls onto the highway. “I’ve never seen him like this. Not even when he was with that soul-sucking bitch. And here you are jealous because he’s checking up on an old friend from his past.”
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I never banged any of my old ‘friends’ as you call her.”
 
   “They grew up together on a freaking farm. It was a one-time thing. Two curious kids.”
 
   The sun peeks over the clouds in the distance. For a moment, it feels like spring. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”
 
   Quirking a brow, he cups one hand around his ear. “What was that? I think I misunderstood.”
 
   “Hey, I said maybe,” I say, hiding a smile. “I’m being a little silly, but he isn’t completely innocent. I deserve an apology for him being so evasive, and the rest of that truth you said was coming.”
 
   “And you’ll get it. Soon.” Ayden’s smile is way too smug. “After I drop you off at your sister’s house, I’m heading to the airport. Eight’s flight arrives in a few hours, so get your shit together, girl.”
 
   


  
 

#chaptertwelve
 
   Grumbling, I stand on Evie’s porch and shoot Ayden the bird. He waves merrily from my car and backs out the drive. The door opens behind me, and I catch a glimpse of my sister’s pink-painted toes as I bend down to grab my bags.
 
   “Who’s that?” Evie cradles her belly with one hand and gives Ayden a three-finger wave with the other. “And why is he driving away in your car?”
 
   There’s no sense in telling Evie there’s a superstar leaving her drive. The girl doesn’t even own a television. None of that troublesome, mind-numbing modern technology’s allowed inside her house. “That’s a friend of Eight’s, and he’s leaving to pick Eight up at the airport.”
 
   Evie holds the door open for me. I toe off my shoes once I’m inside, per Evie’s asinine rules, and head for the stairs. The door clicks shut behind me.
 
   “Which spare room you want me to crash in? And why aren’t you in bed? Shouldn’t you be resting? Biting down on a leather strap to help numb the pain?”
 
   “First one on the left.” Evie worries with her fingers. “And no, I shouldn’t be in bed. I’m walking to help move things along.”
 
   “Uh, gross. Why would you do that? Lie down. You don’t want the kid sliding out and ruining your white carpet. Where’s your midwife? Shouldn’t she be following you around with a mop and bucket?”
 
   “Shut up and go put your bags away.”
 
   “Fine, fine.”
 
   I walk upstairs, toss my bags in one corner of a pristine room, and rejoin my sister downstairs. She’s still standing near the banister where I left her, now leaning on it and moaning her way through a contraction.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to live like the other ninety-eight percent and head for the hospital?”
 
   “It’s more like ninety-nine percent. And no, I don’t want to go to the freaking hospital. Do you know how many germs are floating around inside hospitals? A lot. I know, because I work in one.”
 
   “Why they hired a germaphobe like you I’ll never know. And how does someone with a fear of germs become a nurse anesthetist? You’re exposed to germs on a routine basis. It’s freaking insane.”
 
   “Alexa, will you please—” Evie doubles over again, and I grab her clammy hand.
 
   “Squeeze whenever you have a contraction, okay?” I say, raising my voice. “Midwife? Midwife!”
 
   “His name is Lecter.”
 
   My hand goes limp in hers. “You’re kidding, right? You’ve got a male midwife named Lecter? As in Hannibal?”
 
   “Alexa—”
 
   “Okay, okay.” I wrap one arm behind her back, escorting her to the master bedroom.
 
   A tiny wisp of a man with a burst of bright red hair and piercing green eyes skirts out of her room. “I’ve turned down the sheets, lit the candles, put on Sinatra, and drew you a bath,” he says, his eyes flitting to mine. He eases to the side to allow us to pass him in the hallway.
 
   “Good job, Lecter,” I say. “How about grabbing us a snack? But no fava beans or Chianti.”
 
   “Like I haven’t heard that one before.” But he does as I say and pads across Evie’s super-soft carpet in the direction of the kitchen.
 
   “You’re absurd,” Evie says, but this time she laughs.
 
   “What’d he mean about the bath? You having a water birth? Jesus, you just don’t know when to stop, do you?”
 
   “Water births have been proven effective in—” Evie cringes in pain. “Oh, here comes another one.”
 
   “Stop talking,” I command, a little panicked. I’ve never witnessed a baby being born, and I’m feeling a little woozy at the thought. “You want me to call Mom and Dad yet? Wes and Tasha?”
 
   “Not Wes and Tasha,” she says. “Wes is at work, and if Tasha comes she’ll bring the tiny tyrant. As if my nerves aren’t hurting enough.”
 
   We enter Evie’s bedroom and I’m taken aback by the giant inflatable tub situated at the foot of the bed. Evie grabs one of the posts on the four-post bed and tugs at her robe. It flutters to the ground, revealing what looks like a swimsuit with a skirt.
 
   “I’m not wearing anything under this skirt.” Evie bursts into jittery laughter. Tears gather in her eyes. “Al, I’m so nervous. What if something goes wrong?”
 
   Swallowing my own fears, I pat her on the back. “What could go wrong? You’ve got me here to help.”
 
   Maybe it was something I said, because Evie breaks into hysterical sobs.
 
   Soothing her as best I can, I holler for the midwife … midhusband? Midman? Whatever the hell he is. He rushes into the room, one fist full of suckers and his thick glasses sliding down his nose.
 
   I gesture at my overemotional sister. “Can you take care of this while I call my parents?”
 
   “Sure, sure. Hey, you might wanna call the photographer too.” He shoves his glasses up the bridge of his nose and offers my sister his hand. “I don’t think Evie’s called her yet.”
 
   I give my sister a blank stare. “You hired a photographer? Jesus, I’m not calling a photographer. No wonder you’re a wreck. You’ve got Silence of the Lambs over here delivering your baby, and you want some stranger snapping pics of your gaping chocha? Nuh uh. If you want pics I’ve got an iPhone and sixty-percent battery life.”
 
   ***
 
   Ayden and Eight arrive before my parents do.
 
   Hannibal, as I’ve fondly named Lecter, answers the door and lets them inside. They find me curled up next to my sister’s tub gnawing my fingernails off. Evie and I both look up at the doorway where they stand. My chewing slows to a light nibble. Evie puff, puff, puffs through her pain.
 
   “It’s okay,” Evie says. “Make yourself at home and don’t mind me. I’m just giving birth to my firstborn child.”
 
   “Forgive her. She’s a little feisty today. Must be because of the unbearable pain and all. Hey, I tried talking her into going to the hospital for some drugs, but no.”
 
   I’m rambling because Eight’s standing in the doorway looking like he hasn’t slept in a couple days. His clothes are wrinkled and his hair is askew. There are circles under his eyes. But his jeans are a little tight on those narrow hips of his, snug in all the right places, and he’s got eyes only for me.
 
   “Your hand in need of a break?” Ayden nods at my hand that's firmly clenched between Evie's white-knuckled fingers. “I can take your place for a while. I’ve done this before.”
 
   Evie’s cheeks puff up as she exhales. “You have?”
 
   Ayden nods. “My mother delivered both my brother and sister in our tub when I was a kid. Back before it was trendy. I helped coach her through it. Both times.”
 
   “I didn’t decide to give birth at home because it’s trendy. Studies show …” Evie rattles off a few statistics and Ayden pretends to listen.
 
   Actually, Ayden looks as if he’s really listening, which now that I think about it, Russ never even pretended to do. In fact, he always kinda zoned out when Evie spouted out conclusions from study after study, but I’d never blamed him for tuning her out. Her thirst for knowledge about every aspect in life always made my eyes glaze over. But now that he’s left her, I find myself growing irate with the memory of how he’d ignored her during those times and wonder if he disregarded her in other aspects of their marriage.
 
   “I don't need a break.” They both stop jabbering to stare at me. “Not until the baby's born. I'm not leaving you.”
 
   Eight shoves his hands in his pockets and gives me a dejected stare.
 
   “Yes, you are. You're getting on my nerves.” Evie gestures for Ayden to join her. “Go on. Take a ten-minute break. I'll still be here in agonizing pain when you return.”
 
   “But what about—“
 
   “Oh my God, go. Just go.” Evie rolls her eyes.
 
   Sighing, I stand and stretch the kinks from my previously folded legs. Pain has worked its way into my joints from the prolonged sitting. Ayden takes my place, blessing me with a pleading look before I pass him. Eight stares at the toe of his boots, not moving until I speak as I pass.
 
   “We can talk outside on the porch.”
 
   I feel the warmth of him following me down the hallway, into the foyer, and out the front door. His fingers touch mine as I hold it open for him. Heat travels from the back of my hand, warming my bones. His touch abandons me, and I glance over my shoulder, meeting his eyes. He looks uncertain of himself, uncertain of me.
 
   We walk to a set of white wicker patio furniture. I climb onto the largest of the chairs, tucking my legs underneath me. He perches on the edge of a chair catty-corner from mine, his elbows on his knees, his haggard face peering at the front lawn.
 
   I'm the first one to break the silence. “You have some explaining to do.”
 
   The sound of my voice in the stillness of the day makes him flinch. He abandons his gazing of the lawn to meet my eyes. Nodding, he drags his fingers through his blond curls.
 
   “Where do I start?”
 
   Half shrugging, I say, “The beginning is always good. How about starting with what exactly it is that you do for a living? All you’ve told me is that you’ve been to acting school and you’re in between jobs right now.”
 
   “Not in between jobs, exactly.” Eight bites the corner of his bottom lip. “We’re on a break for a few weeks before filming The Hunted again.”
 
   I narrow my eyes. “You’re not an actor on The Hunted. Not even an extra. I’m an expert in all things The Hunted, and I would have noticed you on the show.”
 
   “People rarely notice what’s right in front of them,” he murmurs, then shakes his head. “I’m not an actor on the show. Or an extra. I’m a stunt man. Ayden’s stunt man. Been a stunt man since season one. You’ve probably seen me on the show just as much as you’ve seen Ayden.”
 
   “I thought Ayden did his own stunts.” I’m a little appalled at myself for not knowing this tidbit of information. What kind of superfan am I?
 
   “Nah, the insurance is too high to damage a hair on his pretty little head.” A weary, timid smile breaks across his face, but it's as fleeting as the spring breeze.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me all this from the beginning?”
 
   “I haven’t told you much about my ex. We dated for months before moving in together. She was always hanging around the set, schmoozing with all the actors. Ayden never liked her. He could tell she was one of those hanger-ons, and he tried to warn me, but I wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “What does she have to do with not telling me about your life? The only thing you’ve told me about her is she expected you to change.”
 
   Eight snorts. “Change? Oh, yeah. She wanted me to change. Kept throwing my acting career in my face. Told me I’d wasted my education and demanded I talk to the higher-ups about writing in a role just for me. I told her I was happy working as Ayden’s stunt double, and I was. Still am. I love the physical part of it. People rarely notice me when I’m off the set. Even the superfans.” He grins at my scowl. “When I failed to get the role Ayden was meant for, I got offered the part of his stunt double. It was the best of both worlds. I could act and still be physical. I’m in every episode of The Hunted. Every single episode, but it still wasn’t enough for her.”
 
   “And you didn’t tell me all this because you were worried I’d turn into some psycho girlfriend like her once I found out what you did for a living?”
 
   Eight meets my gaze evenly. “Crawl inside my skin for a minute. Wouldn’t you worry? I love you. For the first time in my life I feel like I’ve found someone who loves me for me, for the decisions I’ve made and the man I am, not the person other people expect me to be. It was nice being a regular guy falling in love with a regular girl and not having to worry that the way she looks at me has anything to do with what a I do for a living.”
 
   He loves me? Me? This hot mess of a woman with all these insecurities?
 
   Something swells inside my chest. I open my mouth to confess my love as well, but as usual proverbial word vomit spills out, my body’s natural reaction against moments of vulnerability.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that,” I say with a snort. “Because I don’t even like you anymore.”
 
   Eight tilts his head and gives me a soft smile. “You don’t like me anymore?”
 
   “Nope. Not even a little.”
 
   He reaches for my hand, and I let him. I let him clasp my fingers between his. Let him smooth his thumb along the back of my hand.
 
   “If this is going to work, we have to trust each other.” I stare at our joined hands.
 
   “I know.” Sighing, he cups my face in his hands and rests his forehead against mine. “I guess I wanted you to like me for me, not for the guy working side-by-side with your favorite celebrity. Not the guy working on the set of your favorite show. Just me, Brantley Carlock. You have to understand, the last girl I let into my heart was a complete psychopath.”
 
   “I'm nothing like your ex. I don't care about what you do for a living, or who your friends are. I don't care if you rub elbows with celebrities. I care about you.” I suck in a deep breath. “I don't even care that you checked up on your old friend. I just wish you'd been upfront with it first. With all of it.”
 
   His eyes sadden for a moment and his Adam's apple bobs. “Why'd I ever doubt you?”
 
   “Because people suck,” I whisper. “People disappoint.” I think back to the one guy I'd seriously dated and the drama surrounding that entire experience. Then I think back to the first night I met Eight, remembering how relieved I was when I thought my blind date had stood me up. Now I can't imagine my life without him in it.
 
   “You've never disappointed me.” His fingers tighten around mine. “But I disappointed you, and I'm sorry for that. I'll never keep another secret from you, and if it takes the rest of my life to make up for what I've done, I'll spend it grovelling. Because I love you, Six. Will you forgive me?”
 
   I pretend to mull it over. “Yeah, I guess. Since you said you love me and all.”
 
   The beginning of a smile stretches across his face. “Of course I love you. How could I not? It was destined from the beginning.”
 
   “And I love you … but what do you mean?” This time the scrunch of my brow is sincere. “About it being destined from the beginning?”
 
   Eight leans forward, filling the space between us. His words are barely audible against my lips as I concede to a kiss. “Someday I’ll explain.”
 
   


  
 

#epilogue
 
   The promise of another summer hangs onto the cool coattails of the following spring, and with it the first birthday of my nephew, Dean.
 
   “I can’t believe Evie’s had a birthday party every single month since this kid’s been born,” I grumble. “She had a petting zoo at the last one, with a clown. A freaking clown! How can she top that with his first actual birthday? Elephant rides?”
 
   Eight reaches across the console and takes my hand. “It’s her first kid, give her a break. She’s excited.”
 
   “Don’t worry. That’ll get old fast,” Madi pipes up from the backseat, fetching a fallen toy from the floor and handing it to Eli. He reaches for it from where he’s strapped in the toddler seat between her and Logan.
 
   Logan bounces an oversized gift in his lap. “All this baby talk is making me want to have another.” He wags his eyebrows at Madi. “What do ya say?”
 
   “I say you’ve lost your damn mind.” But she smiles, and I’m happy they seem to have gotten over the weird bump in their relationship.
 
   Eight pulls into Evie’s drive and parks behind Ayden’s truck. Everyone piles out and heads to the house, except for Eight and me. He grabs my hand and we hang back, watching as Ayden waves to us from the porch. He’s got the birthday boy in his arms and a smile on his face.
 
   Who would have thought a guy like Ayden and a girl like my sister would fall into an instant friendship? And from the way they look at one another, possibly even more.
 
   Mom and Dad join Ayden on the porch, Mom with a mimosa in one hand, a relaxed smile on her face, and Dad with what’s probably a much stiffer drink in his. Dad lost his papa bear role the day his second grandchild entered the world. He formally apologized to my boyfriend and that was that. The two fell into a stiff relationship soon after.
 
   Hey, everything can’t be perfect.
 
   Or can it? I ask myself when Eight makes a big deal of bending down on one knee. My mouth parts open in shock and my hands find their way to my warming cheeks. Someone whoops in excitement from the front porch and I don’t even hear what he says. I open my mouth, the word already solidified on my tongue, but then I notice he’s only tying his shoe.
 
   My palm is already warm with the thought of smacking him on the back of his big, dumb head. “You gotta be kidding me.”
 
   Crossing my arms, I’m fully prepared to stomp past him to the house, but his hand touches my ankle as I walk by. I spin on one low heel, my pointer finger thrust forward ready to give him the lecture of his life.
 
   He grabs my outstretched hand, placing a scrap of paper inside my palm.
 
   “Don’t just stand there,” he says, grinning. “Read it. I’m getting a leg cramp down here.”
 
   With an unsteady hand, I unfold a familiar looking scrap of paper and read the printed script.
 
   Look up and into the eyes of true love.
 
   Lucky Numbers: 6, 26, 36, 46, 66, 106
 
   “We have the same fortune,” I whisper. “Except mine had different numbers.”
 
   “I know. I saw it on your dresser the morning I left you sleeping after your accident.” He laughs and shakes his head. “Freaked me out a little. That’s why I tucked tail and kinda hid out that day, watching you from the peephole in my apartment. I meet you and you’re great. Then there’s your fortune, and mine.”
 
   Eight reaches for my hand again, but this time it’s my left one. Sunlight glints off a diamond ring he works onto a very important finger. “Six, the age I was the last time I saw my parents kiss. Baby, I don’t ever want to stop kissing you.”
 
   I shake my head, tears welling in my eyes. “Never. Never stop.”
 
   Drawing in a ragged breath, he continues. “Twenty-six, the age I was when I first understood what true love meant. The age I was when I met you. Thirty-six, forty-six. Anniversaries. Each one ten years after the other. Each one spent with you.”
 
   “Sixty-six,” I say, smiling past my tears. “We’ll be retired by then. We’ll sit on the front porch of our house, hoping the grandkids stop by for a Sunday visit.”
 
   “One hundred and six. Not enough years spent with you. Never enough. Never.” Eight stands, takes the fortune from me, and tucks the scrap of paper back inside his wallet. “Because I love you, Alexa Hannah, the girl with two first names, the girl who’s anything but a simple six.”
 
   There’s no saying yes. No saying anything, really, because his lips are on mine, snuffing out the words.
 
   But it’s yes. It’ll always be yes. And if I have to rate this day, I won’t rate it a six or an eight or even a ten. I won't rate it as anything. Because this day is off the charts. And why was I ever rating anything? Looks or relationships or otherwise? In the end, no one can rate true love.
 
   ###
 
   


  
 

Also by Jae Hood
 
   Dirty South Drug Wars
 
   Chapter 1
 
   My family said the man in the long, shiny wooden box was my father, but I didn’t believe them.
 
   My father had warm and ruddy skin, earned by working on his old pickup truck in the driveway. Days of being out under the hot Mississippi sun left his skin tanned with small cracks and wrinkles on the surface.
 
   The man was pale and cold, his hands placed one over the other. He wore a gray suit the color of charcoal, so the man couldn’t be my father. My father never wore a suit, not even to church. And he especially wouldn’t wear the light pink tie that was tucked so neatly below the man’s starched, white collar.
 
   The Montgomery family murdered my father, according to Uncle Amos. They took him down with a single bullet to the head. The man in the box had heavy eyebrows and thick sideburns like my daddy, but no bullet hole.
 
   Wouldn’t there be a bullet hole?
 
   Uncle Amos walked with me, hand in hand, while he spoke to Uncle Matt. The name “Montgomery” came up over and over as they whispered to one another. I’d heard that name my entire life, all twelve years of it.
 
   Uncle Amos escorted me away from the box and eased himself down onto the pew behind me. I sat next to my mama and sister Lucy on the first pew of the funeral home. My little sister sat in our mama’s lap, a solemn expression on her round face. Lucy was eleven and very pretty with shiny auburn hair that flowed down her back in large waves. She had dainty features and big, periwinkle-blue eyes that normally shone blissful and twinkling.
 
   But not that day.
 
   They were solemn and fixed high above our heads. I followed her gaze and saw a moth resting on the ceiling of the room, its dark wings standing out against the faded white ceiling. Lucy’s gaze held, never wavering as she stared at the insect, lost in her own world, a world few of us understood.
 
   Lucy did that from time to time, traveled somewhere in her own head, unaware of the things happening around her. Our daddy called Lucy special. Our mama called her crazy, but she was still my mama’s favorite child. I was too serious, too quiet. Mama didn’t understand me or my love of the galaxy, of science and poetry, or my love of reading anything I got my hands on.
 
   No, I was my daddy’s child, his pensive little hunting and fishing buddy.
 
   Family, friends, and curious townsfolk crowded the room. Flower arrangements signed with the names of judges and lawyers lined the space, sent by crooks my daddy claimed as his friends. Daddy called them “the Southern elite” or “the good ole boys,” and he loved surrounding himself with them.
 
   The room quieted as a handsome man and little boy entered. They both wore crisp matching suits, their similarities striking. The man looked to be in his forties, with raven hair and brown eyes. The boy, no older than me, with a thick mop of shiny black hair, the color of a starless night, stood by his side scanning the crowd. He seemed undisturbed by all the people gawking at them.
 
   Then his gaze settled on mine.
 
   The shade of his eyes would forever be embossed in my mind. They reminded me of the fun things in life, like root beer floats and chocolate-covered anything. They were the color of the warm mud on my bare feet during the summer while catching tiny slithering snakes from the low-lying sloughs below my grandparents’ house.
 
   Deep, dark, endless, and warm, his lingering stare captivated and unnerved me. I shifted on the pew, and the boy broke his trance-like hold over me. He followed the tall man down the center aisle. He clutched a bouquet of white flowers in his hands, his slender fingers wrapped around the deep green stems. With crisp white petals flushed yellow at the base, they were the most beautiful flowers I’d ever seen, far more beautiful than the flowers covering the man in the box.
 
   Someone shifted beside me and I turned around in the pew, breaking free from my rude staring. Uncle Amos stiffened in his seat, his face a mask of bitterness before he covered it with an expression of indifference. He rested uncomfortably while the raven-haired man and the boy approached the casket.
 
   The boy cast one last glance my way before he and the man met their destination. The man leaned down and whispered something in the boy’s ear; the boy nodded.
 
   My grandmother sat on the front pew near me, but she stood, unsteady on her feet, at the sight of the man and child. She shuffled from the main area of the congregation, and one of my aunts assisted her. My aunt glared over her shoulder at the two unfamiliar visitors. Uncle Saul shook the man’s hand, a gesture I found odd considering the growing scowl on Uncle Amos’ face. It seemed as if all of my family members shared the same matching scowl while the noble-looking man smiled somberly at them.
 
   Mama’s sobs faded away, dissolving into quiet sniffles. She scooped Lucy up like a baby, mumbled something about checking on Nana, and rushed out of the room. Lucy’s clear blue eyes abandoned the moth on the ceiling to meet mine over my mother’s shoulder as she was carried away.
 
   Uncle Amos stood and joined me on the pew. He nodded in the direction of the raven-haired man. “You see that man, Ruby Red?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “That’s Graham Montgomery.” He lowered his voice and bestowed a brief, friendly nod to a passerby. “That little boy is his nephew, Tanner. Graham and the little boy’s father, Tanner Sr., were brothers.”
 
   I nodded my understanding, my young mind mapping out the relationship of the two males standing nearby.
 
   “Tanner’s father died not too long ago, and Graham raises the boy now as his own. Graham Montgomery is king now that your daddy is gone,” my uncle said, his voice intense.
 
   People quietly referred to my daddy as a king, but I never understood what they meant. We lived in a pretty decent house compared to others in our poverty-stricken state of Mississippi, but it wasn’t a castle. The two-story cabin and private lake where Lucy and I grew up were created by my father and grandfather’s hands. Made of rough-cut lumber, it certainly wasn’t a castle, and our father didn’t wear a crown. He only wore faded caps with chewing tobacco logos splashed across the front.
 
   “Why does his uncle raise him? Where’s his mama?”
 
   “She passed away when he was still a baby. Lung cancer, they say.”
 
   Sadness for the boy flooded my heart and soul, casting aside all thoughts of kings, crowns, and red, furry robes. Even at the age of twelve, the relationship between Mama and me was strained, but I still couldn’t imagine growing up without her in my life.
 
   “What happened to his daddy? How’d he die?”
 
   “Murdered, just like your father. Shot in the head, the poor bastard. He never stood a chance.”
 
   Uncle Amos’ voice faded away as Tanner and his uncle approached. Amos stood, shoving his hands into the pockets of his slacks, shunning Graham’s outstretched hand. Graham chuckled and placed his hands in his pockets as well, unperturbed by the brush-off. My other uncles abandoned their post near the casket, joining Uncle Amos.
 
   My chest tightened when Tanner reached out, offering me the breathtaking flowers. Hesitantly, I took them, awed by their simple beauty. Pure and white, held together by a long, matching white ribbon, their smell mesmerized me. I closed my eyes, pressed the petals to my nose, and drew the scent into my lungs, savoring it.
 
   “Death and innocence. How appropriate for you to present them to the child who just lost her father.” Uncle Amos’ voice was thick with sarcasm.
 
   “Is that what they symbolize?” Graham sounded surprised at the meaning behind the flowers. My family glared at him from all directions, undeterred by the innocence in his voice. “I honestly didn’t realize that was their symbolization. I simply asked my nephew to pick out some pretty flowers for a pretty girl.” Both of his hands remained deep in his neatly pressed suit pants pockets. He rocked on his heels and shot me a smug wink that made my skin crawl.
 
   Uncle Amos ignored his niceties, his face reddening with each second that staggered by. “We’re even now, Montgomery. We’ve both lost a brother because of this feud. Let’s end this dispute between our families once and for all. Let it end here, in this room, forever.”
 
   “Ah, but I’m not entirely convinced the right brother is being buried today,” Graham said, his voice no longer friendly. His smiling face grew cold as he leaned back on his heels. “I’ll never be sure who killed my brother, not until every last Monroe is dead.”
 
   The threatening undertone of the words he ground out made me shiver. I clutched the flowers between my fingers, hiding my face from the boy standing by his uncle’s side.
 
   “But I agree we should make some negotiations, go over the rules, and settle some boundaries. The moment the funeral is over, you and I will talk.”
 
   Graham reached out and touched his nephew’s shoulder then nodded his head in my direction, giving Tanner a pointed look.
 
   “Sorry for your loss.”
 
   Soft and quiet, Tanner’s voice was nothing like the firm, confident tone of his uncle. The simple syllables sent my heart racing inside my chest. I imagined the group of men could see it fluttering under my dress. I brought the bouquet closer to my heart in an attempt to hide the quivering behind the delicate flowers.
 
   Graham smiled down at him and they turned, strolling down the center aisle of the chapel.
 
   Uncle Amos sat back down. With one last glance, I turned to my uncle, catching his dark eyes narrowing on mine. Morbid curiosity got the best of me.
 
   “So, who murdered his father?” I asked, anxious to get back to the conversation we hadn’t finished.
 
   Uncle Amos stared at me for a long moment before speaking. “Can you keep a secret, baby girl?”
 
   “Of course.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes at him.
 
   He chuckled quietly, a cold, bitter sound. “You’re right, Rue. You’ll keep my secret, because you’re a Monroe. Are you sure you want to know though? It’s a heavy burden to carry, Ruby Red, knowing the truth when no one else does.”
 
   “Yes, just tell me who killed him,” I whispered.
 
   Uncle Amos leaned forward, making my ears burn in anticipation before he said two words, two words I’d remember for the rest of my life.
 
   “I did.”
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