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About the Author

Tay Marley wears many hats: bibliophile, entrepreneur, wife, mother, and featured Wattpad author. Her whirlwind journey on Wattpad began in 2017, and led to one hundred thousand dedicated followers, a five-part series, and three stand-alone books, including her breakout story, The QB Bad Boy and Me, which have amassed over forty-one million reads. She resides in New Zealand with her husband. When she isn't writing about confident women and their love interests, she's teaching her three small children how to be the leads in their own epic tales.




I dedicate this book to the readers.
I couldn’t have done it without you.
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Author’s Note

If you’ve come here from Wattpad, then I’d first like to thank you for following me on this journey! You might recall Spencer and Grayson from the Wattpad version of The QB Bad Boy and Me. Of course, they are two very important characters, and they play a big part in this book as well—but their names are Gabby as Spencer and Josh as Grayson.
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Chapter 1

How can an entire summer feel as if it were a mere weekend once you’re back at school and time slows down again? Three months of freedom becomes an aftertaste, washed down by the bitterness of reality. I once read a quote on Pinterest that said people paint their rooms blue because it produces a calming effect—which was why I decided to lay down in the short grass of our school field so that I could stare at the sky. Strands of my long blonde hair wisped in the light breeze, and as I inhaled the fresh air in attempt not to feel suffocated, I heard my cheer captain squawking.

“Dallas! You’ve had all summer to lay around, get up and do laps. Now!”

It was a reasonable request; I was at an afternoon practice and Emily Raeken—or evil dictator—was my captain. And the field wasn’t the best place for an afternoon snooze. I tilted my head to the side and saw dozens of white sneakers running through the green blades of grass that swayed like an ocean wave in the soft breeze.

Then and there I decided to start a petition to extend summer break for a month. Days like this shouldn’t be spent in the confines of school property. They should be spent on the road, creating memories, taking beach trips, and doing whatever else one would deem buzz worthy. Personally, dancing under the sun and stars, visiting the lake, bingeing Netflix, and watching football was my idea of a summer well spent.

“Get up, Dallas! Or you can do suicide runs for the rest of the afternoon.” Emily sounded as if she was at the end of her rope.

“One more year,” I muttered as I rolled onto my hands and knees before getting up to jog back and forth with the rest of the squad.

One more year of cheerleading. One more year at Archwood High School. One more year in Castle Rock, Colorado. One more year before I could make my way to California and finally live the way that I’d always wanted to.

I completed the drills, agility rings, mini-hurdles, drop jumps, and wall sprints, pushing myself hard because at the end of the day, while I may have detested cheerleading and all of its preppy propaganda, I didn’t do anything half-assed. If I wanted any chance of attending the California Institute of the Arts to pursue a dance career, I was stuck on the team.

Our school didn’t have a dance team, and the small studio in the middle of town only offered ballet and tap. The bitter old woman who ran the studio wouldn’t let me teach a class for contemporary. Who knew why. I think she was just stuck in her ways and didn’t want to share. And no matter how hard I’d tried to convince the school that it’d be beneficial to start a dance team, it just didn’t happen. All of the funding went toward football, cheerleading, and the academic clubs. I had to settle for cheer-leading, knowing that it’d look good on my college applications.

After a grueling practice, I toweled away the sweat beads that soaked my body and winced when I saw Emily beelining toward me. The sun bounced off her auburn hair and gave her a glowing halo. She looked like an angel of terror.

“New rule,” she said with boredom. “We wear uniforms to practice now. Don’t show up without it next time.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” I stared down at my shorts and sports bra. “We’ve always worn activewear to practice. I’ll need at least a few spare uniforms if we practice in them.”

“Buy another uniform or two,” she said flippantly.

“They’re, like, two hundred dollars,” I scoffed. “Not everyone has that kind of cash.”

“We practice in uniform,” she ordered, her hair whipping as she turned away. Telltale signs of elation beamed from her face. I swear that causing misery gave her a hard on.

I was tempted to argue but bit my tongue. That rule had never applied, and I’d bet my life that it still didn’t. Emily was intent on getting a reaction from me, and she often pressed my buttons in hopes of getting one. I think that it had a lot to do with the fact that I didn’t give a damn about her “status.” She put herself at the top of the pecking order, and I refused to get in line. Emily might have been our captain, but the cruel twist of fate was that her mother was our coach—except the woman was never around. I mean, never. She made a brief appearance at the Christmas party last year, breezing in on her Louboutins and self-importance. But otherwise, Emily was left to make all the calls. She decided who made the team and who didn’t. Which routines we did and how we did them. She decided how often we practiced, and she did hustle. Still, her routines lacked originality, and I was sick of doing the same steps in a different order all the time.

Taking a deep breath, I snatched my gym bag from the bleachers and headed to the locker rooms on the other side of the field, where the football players practiced their drills; it was their first practice of the year too.

Most of them, if not all, probably spent the entire summer here doing those drills, but apparently there was no rest for the wicked. Our team was one of the best in the state, and Coach Finn made them work hard, ensuring that they practiced almost every day.

My phone hummed inside my gym bag. Gabby. My best friend and pretty much the only person in this school I could tolerate spending an extended amount of time with.


Hey, so I know it’s only Monday, but I’m thinking of the weekend already. FaceTime me when you’re home. We’ll discuss plans!
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I smiled, knowing that she’d more likely than not try and coerce me into going to a party because she believed my “connections to the popular crew” should be put to good use.

Gabby adored the social life. Even though we both flew under the radar, she still liked to let her hair down and live a little. Most of our outings were for her benefit, but I tagged along because if I didn’t, she wouldn’t have anyone else to go with.

Typing out a reply, I was visualizing how she would bounce up and down on the spot when she read the message when a distant masculine voice captured my attention.

“Heads-up!”

A football spiraled through the air, straight toward my face. Instinctively, I lifted my arms and caught the ball before it broke my nose, and more importantly, my pride. Because that would have been humiliating.

A well-built quarterback pulled off his helmet. “Sorry!”

He was a good forty-five feet away, but I recognized his unreal good looks immediately.

Drayton Lahey. Team quarterback. Captain of the Archwood Wolves.

His sweat-drenched light-brown locks stuck up in all directions but he still looked like a damn GQ model. As he began a light jog toward me, he clapped his hands together and held his arms out, signaling for the ball. His muscular frame was dominant and his olive skin glistened. How did he make sweat look good?

I saved the saliva that could have been running down my chin because while I didn’t know a lot about our football team’s captain, I did know that he was obnoxious, loud, and inappropriate … and that was just what I’d picked up without sharing any classes with him. This year we had economics together.

I pulled my arm back and stepped forward, throwing the ball through the air directly toward him. It was a perfect shot and he caught it with one hand. I saw the surprised expression that flashed briefly across his features. A few low whistles came from his teammates, and I heard the words “She-Hulk” come from somewhere downfield.

It was as if they couldn’t fathom that a girl could throw a ball.

I rolled my eyes, picked up my phone and gym bag from the grass, and continued toward the locker rooms. So much for flying under the radar. It was typical that something as simple as throwing a ball could attract attention. It was a testament to how underdeveloped teenage brains were.

The sky was filtered with red and orange hues by the time I left the locker room, like someone had smeared a paintbrush across the horizon to make a canvas transitioning a beautiful day into a clear night.

My good mood was quickly dampened when I saw my car in the parking lot and realized that it had a large dent in the back bumper, scratched with black paint. I ran my hand along the grooves with frustration. Whoever had done it hadn’t stuck around to swap details, and the inconsideration made me furious.

A ding on my bumper was forgivable.

A ding and ditch was not.

My car might have been a lemon—it wasn’t a fifty-thousand-dollar Jeep like what some of the kids around here drove—but it was the only one I had, and I couldn’t afford for people to crash into it and not at least pony up for the damage.

I got into the car, slamming the door with a force that displayed my frustration, then drove the five minutes home with a scowl etched on my face the entire way.

The garage door was already open, so I pulled right in and jumped out with a huff, then jogged up the narrow walk to the steep steps to our front door. As soon as I got inside, I swung the door shut and hurled my backpack into the corner of the living room.

“Nathan?!” I called for my older brother, my legal guardian, hoping that he could shed some helpful light on my current car predicament.

The small open-plan living area offered no sign of the eldest Bryan sibling, and our little two-bedroom home wasn’t big enough for my voice not to travel. He was obviously not here, so I put my frustration on the back burner, walked over to the fridge, pulled out a bottle of water, and guzzled it back, quenching my thirst.


Gone for a catch with the boys. Be back later.



I wasn’t surprised at the little note stuck to the kitchen counter; I came home to them regularly. My twenty-five-year-old brother was a junior coach at Arapahoe Community College here in Castle Rock, but in high school he’d been the star quarterback on a fast track to professional success. Unfortunately, he’d suffered a rotator cuff injury when he was sixteen. He shrugged it off as a minor setback and tried to heal through Cortisone injections and physical therapy alone, but he should have had surgery when the specialist recommended it instead of opting out because it was the middle of football season. He left it too long and sustained permanent damage to his joint. The specialist told him that he would never turn pro. Even so, Nathan could still run circles around some of the boys on our team. He’d accepted the end of his career with a gracious attitude, and enjoyed training his students.

The doorbell rang, startling me into spilling water all over myself.

“Great,” I mumbled as I headed to the front door. I swung it open and raised a brow in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

Drayton Lahey stood before me in a fitted tank top and jeans. A flashback to that afternoon’s exchange crossed my mind. Maybe he’d come to recruit me for the team.

Ha, unlikely.

“Nice bra.” He nodded at the black lace that’d become visible under my white shirt, but if he thought that I was going to get flustered and panic over the fact that he could see my bra, he was dead wrong. With a bored expression, I kept my hand resting on the door.

“Are you lost?”

“Nah, I hit your car at school today.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and placed one between his lips as he patted his pockets in search of a lighter.

“Can you not?”

I waited for him to put the cigarette away but he didn’t. He got as far as finding his lighter before I leaned forward and plucked the death stick from his mouth then snapped it in half, ignoring the disbelief that contorted his features. You’d think a football player would know better than to smoke.

“That was you?” I asked, getting back to the fact that Drayton Lahey had hit my car.

“Yeah, sorry.” He recovered from my assault on his cancer cane, not looking apologetic in the slightest.

“How’d you know where I live?” I asked skeptically as he leaned on the doorframe with a cavalier attitude.

“I followed you.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me at school?” When he didn’t respond, I understood. “Oh, I see. You didn’t want anyone to see you talking to me.”

“What? N-o, no.” He recoiled, stammering with surprise.

“Save it. Follow me. If you haven’t taken too many balls to the head, maybe you can actually fix this.” I stepped past him and headed down the front steps toward my car.

“Actually, I was going to give you some cash,” he mumbled, jogging to catch up.

“Are you serious?” I spun on my heel and stopped in front of him. “What kind of man are you?”

I almost laughed as a wounded expression formed on his face, the blow to his masculinity clearly having an adverse effect on his bravado. I was aware that just having a penis didn’t mean he’d come out of the womb with a degree in mechanics. I just couldn’t resist the figurative kick between his legs.

“Look,” he said with a clipped tone, ignoring my jeer at his lack of skills, “it had nothing to do with people seeing me talk to you. I was waiting on my bike for whoever owned the car and then I saw you getting … really pissed off. I figured I’d save a scene at school and just come here.”

I glanced at his sleek black motorcycle out on the road. A sizeable dent on the side of it made me wince—it was worse than my car, that was for sure. I wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to accomplish such a cock-up, but I decided not to ask.

“I appreciate you coming to own up. I think it might cost around”—I narrowed my eyes as if I was internally calculating—“six, maybe seven grand.”

“Get out,” he scoffed. He pulled a black cap out of the back pocket of his jeans and slipped it on backward as he wiped the sweat off his forehead.

“You’re doing it wrong.” I pointed at his head. “The hat serves no purpose if you don’t turn it around.”

“It looks better backward.” He shrugged, and damn was he right. I was a sucker for a backward cap. “What do you care anyway. Here”—he slid his hand into his front pocket and pulled out a wad of cash—“get your car fixed.”

I was so distracted by the fact that this dude carried stacks of hundreds around with him that I didn’t notice the minivan pulling up beside the curb. I knew it was Nathan’s co-worker. He had a few kids—the sticker on the back window was a family of six little stick figures.

“Dallas!” my brother called as he climbed out of the backseat. He saw Drayton as he swung his backpack on and shut the car door.

“Hey, Nathan.” I smiled and slipped the money into my pocket as my brother tossed me the football he’d been cradling.

“Nathan Bryan? This is your brother?” Drayton asked excitedly. “Shit, you’re a legend. Coach still has a picture of you in his office.”

Nathan shook Drayton’s outstretched hand, his confusion morphing into pride. “You play at Archwood?”

“Quarterback,” Drayton answered as he folded his bulging arms, the muscles expanding beyond belief. His right arm was decorated with a sleeve of tattoos that had obviously been done by an extremely talented artist. They were beautiful. There was a cluster of motorcycles, faded skulls, and dead flowers. There were even a couple of hidden footballs, but they were subtle and small, and looked as if they were made out of smoke.

A road starting at his wrist ran through the art, winding up to his shoulder. At the end were the backs of a little boy and girl who were holding hands and walking into a sunset. The whole thing looked like a pencil sketch, and gave the illusion of a memory in fog and mist. I wondered what the meaning behind the sleeve was.

Don’t stare.

“That’s where you learned how to throw like that …” Drayton was talking to me, so I quickly pulled my eyes away from his biceps and tattoos.

“What do you mean?” Nathan asked.

“This afternoon at practice,” Drayton said, “she would have been wiped out, but she caught a bullet and threw it back with one hell of an arm.”

“Nice.” Nathan regarded me with pride. “She has to put up with me using her for practice most days.” He gave me a light punch in the arm and then tapped his backpack. “I bought some meat for barbecue, Dal. You’re not working at the diner tonight, right? I’ve got some cold beers in the fridge too. Want to stay …”

“Drayton, and sur—”

“No, he can’t!” I cut Drayton off before he could accept. “He’s got stuff to do.”

“Would you look at that.” Drayton stared at his blank cell phone screen with a mischievous grin. “My plans just got canceled. Looks like I can join you.”

“Cool. Dallas, you might want to change that shirt.” Nathan headed inside, leaving Drayton and me in a stare down.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked him, ignoring the fact that his gaze was lingering on the aforementioned shirt that I was well aware needed to be changed. But it’s a bra. We all know girls wear them.

“Staying for a barbecue and beers.” He shrugged, finally meeting my eyes. “What else?”

“Why? Since when do we hang out?”

“I’m actually staying to talk to your brother. I bet he has some great advice for the field.” He smiled a lazy smile before leaning in close, and I could feel his breath on my neck, smell his smooth skin. “I wouldn’t change your shirt. It looks just right to me.”
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Chapter 2

I’d resorted to hiding in my bedroom, FaceTiming with Gabby. Her beautiful face hung on every word, eyes wide with an eager expression behind her glasses.

“They’re talking about football. Like, extensively. While they stand around the grill like a couple of pals from way back,” I said.

“I don’t care what they’re talking about,” she scoffed, wrapping a long, dark ringlet around her finger. “Drayton Lahey is in your house. Having barbecue.”

“I know,” I groaned. “It’s like a horror movie out there.”

“You think he’s hot?” Gabby asked.

“Yes. That doesn’t change the fact that he’s a di—”

“Dallas?” The knock on my door was followed by Drayton peeking through the gap, searching the room until he found me in the corner under my window. “Food’s ready.”

Hands in his pockets, leaning against the doorframe with a relaxed smile, he looked as though it wasn’t the most bizarre thing in the world to be standing in my bedroom.

“Is that hi—”

“Uhshutupgoodbyeseeyoutomorrow!” I hung up the call, stood up, and smoothed out the black tank top I’d changed into after the water bottle incident.

Drayton watched me with a smug smile. “Talking about me?”

“Actually, yes,” I confessed. “Apparently, there was some rumor going around about you and Mara Linden.”

I dropped her name because, unfortunately for me, being on the cheer team meant being ear to a bunch of meaningless gossip twenty-four seven, whether I wanted to hear it or not. I knew for a fact he’d slept with her at a Fourth of July pool party at the beginning of summer.

“She’s telling everyone that your penis is tiny and your stroke game is weak.” The look that seized his features was so good that I was tempted to take a picture. His arrogant expression dropped, and, in its place, mortification bloomed as he visibly swallowed. “The cheer team have been talking about it all day.”

That was a half truth. They had been talking about it all day, but more in praise, because apparently, he was as incredible as he looked. Of course he was.

I gave him a sympathetic smile and tapped his arm as I walked past, ignoring the impulsive desire to keep my hand on his biceps a little longer than appropriate. “Smells good. I’m starving.”

The aroma of barbecue wafted down the hallway and I followed it out the back door to the yard, where Nathan had arranged the food in the middle of the picnic table. We ate like this all the time; neither of us cooked much, and the grill was easy and convenient. What wasn’t normal was the buff star quarterback of my school dragging out a seat and sitting down like he was part of the family.

Drayton had clearly recovered from the blow to his ego, and was now leaning back in the chair, taking a swig of his beer, and winking in my direction. The fact that he knew I was uncomfortable and was enjoying it made me want to slap the bottle straight out of his hand.

“Seriously, why are you still here?” I scowled, leaning over the table. “I refuse to believe that you have nothing better to do.”

“Dallas.” Nathan gave me a wide-eyed warning as he sat down. “What is your problem tonight?”

“My problem is that you don’t even know this guy. He goes to my school, but you invited him to stay for dinner. It’s weird.”

“I always invite your friends to stay if they’re here around dinnertime.” Nathan cut into his steak. “You’ve never had a problem with it before.”

“What friends?” I recoiled in confusion. “I have Gabby, and that’s it.”

“You occasionally have guys here when I come home.” Nathan shrugged. “I could be a protective big brother, but instead I invite them for dinner. How rude of me.”

He thought that I didn’t know that he invited them to hang around so that he could interrogate them and put on the scary-big-brother-I-will-kill-you act. I exhaled and noticed that Drayton was watching me with a curious, confident expression.

The meal consisted of silence from me; I sent Gabby a steady flow of updates, and she kept demanding Snapchats of the hunk across the table. There was no chance that I’d get caught taking pictures of him, though—I’d never live it down. Drayton and Nathan yammered on about the upcoming football season and a couple of away games that the Archwood Wolves had scheduled.

Away games weren’t so bad. The cheerleading squad loved them because they meant a night away from home in a nice hotel. And while the rules would say that everyone obeyed curfew and stayed in their assigned rooms, I knew most everyone got up to no good. For me however, I slept, cheered, ate, and barred all attempts at communication. I’d never had any interest in making friends, considering how desperately I wanted to leave next year.

Drayton and I cleared the dishes. The sun had gone down, and the solar lights planted around the edge of the lawn provided a soft glow.

“Cheer, can I ask you something?”

“Cheer?” I peeped over my shoulder as he followed me into the house.

He grinned but offered no further explanation for the nickname. “Where are your parents?”

“They died in a car accident when I was nine. Nathan was seventeen,” I explained with my back to him as I filled the sink with hot, soapy water. My parents’ death had hurt—it still hurt and I missed them like crazy—but the topic didn’t kill me to talk about. “My grandmother, Nan, helped Nathan look after me until she died when I was fifteen.”

“Shit. That blows. Are you okay?” He leaned against the counter, exhaling deeply.

“I’m fine.” I gave him an apprehensive look. “They’ve been gone a long time.” It would have been comical to see his concern if it wasn’t so weird. “You can go home now,” I said, offering him an out so that he didn’t feel obligated to hang around after he’d eaten. I always felt rude if I dashed too fast after a meal at someone’s house.

I scrubbed the dishes but noticed that he wasn’t moving. I kept my head down and refused to look up at the boy whom I’d considered to be transparent. I wasn’t ready to admit that he might not be such an ass after all. He suddenly pushed off the counter and I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that he might be leaving—until he grabbed a dish towel and started drying the dishes.

“What are you doing?” I asked as he whistled an upbeat tune and toweled down the plate in his hands. “Seriously, this night has been weird enough without Drayton Lahey doing dishes in my kitchen. You are aware we’ve never even talked before?”

“Don’t say my name like that,” he ordered. “Call me Dray. And whose fault is the lack of conversation? You’re antisocial as hell.”

“No, I’m not,” I stammered. “I’m just … reserved.”

“Reserved, huh?” He continued toweling the dishes with a smug, disbelieving grin. “Are you reserved with the dudes here in the afternoons?”

I’d hoped that he hadn’t caught that earlier dig from Nathan— who still hadn’t returned from the “phone call” that he’d heard ten minutes ago. “That’s none of your business.”

“Come on, I’m curious,” he said.

“I have a question of my own.” I slipped another plate into the dish rack and hoped that that was a smooth enough transition to a new subject. “Does Emily know that you’re here?”

“Emily and I aren’t together, Cheer,” he said. “She doesn’t need to know.”

“Does she know that you’re not together?” I asked with mild amusement, watching his chiseled back as he sauntered over to the cabinet and put the plate away. “Because it seems that she’s under the impression that you two are very much together.”

“I just leave her to it, you know? I’ve never been interested, but she’s got her own shit going on. Kind of feel bad for her, so if she wants to fantasize a relationship, whatever.”

I wondered if he would elaborate on what she had going on but he continued with the last of the dishes and kept his lips sealed. It made me smile and I realized that I might have been too quick to judge. He wasn’t as bad as his behavior would have you believe. We finished the washing up in comfortable quiet, only sharing quick glances, as if we shared a secret, which I guessed we did now. I doubted that anyone was going to find out that he’d spent the evening here. He slipped his phone out of his pocket while I emptied the sink.

“I guess I better head off,” he mumbled, reading the screen before he slid it back into his pocket. He glanced around for a moment and then his green gaze settled on me again. “Tell your brother that I said thanks for dinner.”

“Sure,” I said.

I walked him to the front door and leaned on the frame as he stepped out into the dark night. I admired the motorcycle parked beside the curb; the incandescent beam of the streetlamp shone down on the sleek machine. I gave Drayton a once over, appreciating his toned arms, but more than that, finding myself concerned for his flawless, exposed skin. “Is it safe to wear a tank top when you ride?”

“I don’t know.” He grinned and rested a hand on the doorframe beside me as he leaned in. “Should we go inside and find out?”

“Wow,” I laughed and gave him a light shove in the chest. “That was smooth. A for effort.”

He laughed and moved back again. “My jacket is in the seat compartment. With the helmet. I always wear protection.”

“Let me guess,” I said, refusing to humor his innuendo. “It’s leather.”

“It sure is. For safety purposes,” he called over his shoulder while heading down the footpath, “not because it gives me points for cool. Good night, Cheer.”

I watched him pull on his jacket, which fit him like a glove, and almost wanted to question the nickname again. But I didn’t. He swapped his backward cap for his helmet, and the tinted visor reflected the streetlights above as he swung his leg over the seat. The engine roared to life, loud and obnoxious. Still, I couldn’t help but watch with subtle admiration as he left. The entire night had been unexpected, but I wasn’t disappointed with its outcome. Not disappointed at all.
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Chapter 3

Tuesday morning I decided not to waste any time getting the ding in my car fixed, so I took it down to the body shop first thing and asked Gabby to follow me so that I’d have a ride to school.

“What’s the damage, Harry?”

Harry was a sweet old guy I’d worked for a few summers ago doing odd jobs like cleaning and sweeping for a little extra cash, before I started working at the diner.

“Well, darling,” he said as he adjusted the oil-stained cap on his head while he examined the dented bumper, “I’ll do it for four hundred and fifty. That’s as cheap as I can go.”

It was a very good deal. The repair would have cost anywhere up to a grand at any other shop. Once I paid Harry, I was left with an extra hundred, and contemplated getting myself a new outfit. But I immediately squashed the idea, knowing that I’d give the money back to Drayton.

“Thank you, Harry. You’re a lifesaver!”

“You can have her back by Thursday.” He patted the top of the car before signaling Tony, one of the young panel beaters, to fetch the keys and move it inside.

“Thanks, Harry!” I called as I ran across the road to Gabby’s waiting car.

“Have you still not fixed the air conditioning in this thing?” I waved my hand in front of my face, gasping for some cold air as Gabby sat in the driver’s seat taking selfies. “Nothing Breaks Like a Heart” by Miley Cyrus and Mark Ronson crackled through the small speakers.

The air conditioning in Gabby’s little Mazda hatchback had carked it at the beginning of the summer. Even now, toward the end of the season, the need for fresh air was high. The windows were rolled down, but the breeze was just as warm, so it really didn’t help at all.

“I remember why we used my car all summer now,” I groaned, wiping at the sweat beads on my forehead. I gripped the front of my T-shirt and fanned it in and out.

“You think you have problems with the heat?” She pointed at her thick head of curls tied into a bun. “You know what heat does to this Afro? It gets so damn big that it needs its own area code. I have six different products going on in this situation.”

I giggled. “Yeah, you migh—”

“Ahh!” Gabby cut me off with an excited squeal as she clutched the steering wheel and bounced in her seat. “I just remembered! Tell me about last night. Like, everything.”

“I already have.”

“No, no, no! Last night you said it was ‘uneventful.’ I refuse to believe that having Drayton Lahey over for dinner could possibly be uneventful.”

“Honestly, he and Nathan talked about football all night. He helped me with the dishes, and then he left. He did tell me that he isn’t really in a relationship with Emily.”

I left out the part about his not-so-subtle flirting. I didn’t need a headache right before school.

“Oh.” Her brows moved up and down suggestively as she pulled into a parking space. “He made it clear that he’s available, did he?”

“It’s not that deep, Gabs. There was nothing to it.”

We hopped out of the car and met at the tail end while she sighed with a dreamy expression. My best friend might have been overexcited and reading into things that weren’t there, but I adored her enthusiasm for love.

“I can’t believe you spent the evening with Drayton Lahey”.

“Please don’t idolize him.” We linked arms and started toward the brick building. “He’s a football player. He can’t heal with his hands.”

“I bet he can do something else with his hands, though.” She nudged me and her full lips curled into a devious grin.

“I walked into that one,” I groaned.
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Drayton and I didn’t have economics that day, so I figured that I’d wait until practice during the second half of lunch to give back his leftover cash. I sat with Gabby in the cafeteria while we ate sandwiches and she caught me up on the latest gossip. She might not talk, but she did listen and she loved it—loved high school and the dynamics and the groups and the drama. But it was all loved from afar, and she didn’t immerse herself in the center of its politics. Her findings were shared with me, though, and I smiled, nodded, and responded when signaled. It didn’t interest me all that much, but I humored her. Gabby was in the middle of recounting Dave Lowinski’s coming-out party when I interrupted her and stood up. “I have cheer practice. Want to come and watch?”

She shook her head and waved her half-eaten sandwich. More talking meant less eating. “I’m heading to the library. See you in English?”

“Sounds good.” Gabby loved the library and books. It was where all the fuel for her romantic fantasies came from, and she had a solid group of friends she sat with and read.

Yesterday was more attention than I needed from our captain, so I had my uniform for practice, to avoid Emily breathing down my neck. Once I changed, I jogged out to the field and lined up with the rest of the team who were, surprisingly, dressed in casual activewear.

“Why are you in uniform, Dallas?” Emily sneered, earning a few snickers from the lineup. “This is practice.”

I supposed I could have argued, stomped my feet, pointed out what a sadistic and horrible bitch she was for going out of her way to humiliate me, and we were only on the second day in. Instead, I took the high road, pulling my skirt and cheer top off so I was down to my boy shorts and sports bra.

“Better?” I smiled and tossed the uniform toward my bag on the bleachers behind us.

Emily responded by barking orders for the warm-up. After twenty minutes of nonstop intensity, she finally gave us a break. Guzzling back my water, I spotted Drayton in the middle of the field, talking to a few of his friends. His black T-shirt clung to his torso and once again I found myself admiring every inch of his incredible build.

“Dray!” I called. “Hey,” I said when I caught up with him, which felt awkward, but I wasn’t entirely sure why. It became even more awkward when he didn’t respond. His stare was blank.

“It didn’t cost as much as you thought it would.” I left the explanation brief so that his friends didn’t find out that he’d hit my car. I assumed that’s what had him so nervous. Boys and their pride. “Here’s the rest of that cash.”

He looked at the money but didn’t move to take it as his eyes darted from the bill in my hand toward his curious buddies and back again.

“Keep it for the next batch.” He grinned arrogantly, just as full of himself than ever. “It’s good green, right?”

The group of brain-dead half-wits gasped, widening their eyes as they looked me up and down. Scandalous thoughts of the cheerleader on drugs were obviously plaguing their small minds. I stared Drayton down, willing him to change his story and trying not to dwell on the fact that he himself appeared to be involved in drugs. It wasn’t mind-blowing information. A lot of the students around here indulged in the devil’s lettuce.

“I had fun last night.” He winked. “You guessed right, Maxon. She’s flexible.”

“Woah!” Maxon, one of the linebackers, gasped. “What?!”

Maxon and Austin slapped each other’s backs, cackling and carrying on like idiots while my eyes stayed locked on Drayton’s. I swear that I saw a pang of regret flash through his deep-green irises. It didn’t last for more than a moment before his gorgeous features returned to stone cold.

“And I was right,” I snapped. “You are disappointing.”

I threw the cash at him and turned around. That was not the same person I had talked to last night, and it disappointed me to feel so let down. If that was how he wanted to behave, then so be it. There was no love lost, but I wanted nothing to do with someone so two faced. As I returned to the squad, I noticed Emily watching us, a disapproving scowl on her face. Drayton wasn’t worth the hassle that she would give me if she thought that I was moving in on her man.

After a long and tiring practice that I was certain was ten times more intense than usual due to the chip on Emily’s shoulder, I wandered out of the girl’s locker room and into the gym foyer, where Drayton was leaning against the wall on the other side of the room.

“Dallas.” He started toward me but I ignored him and headed straight outside and down the concrete steps.

I didn’t make it far before he caught up and planted himself in front of me. “I shouldn’t have said that.” He put his hands on my shoulders and gazed down at me from his full height.

“Please don’t speak to me”—I shrugged him off—“ever again.”

“I feel like a dick.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I told them that it wasn’t true. I swear I set them straight.”

“Thanks, but I still don’t want to talk to you. I’m not interested in being friends with someone who can’t be the same person all of the time. And I’m also not interested in getting kicked off the cheer squad by Emily.”

“She wouldn’t do that. She can’t.”

“Have you met your ex?” I shook my head and waved a sharp, dismissive hand. “Like I said, Drayton, I don’t want anything to do with you. Last night was nice, and I thought there was more to you than a hollow and shallow person. But I guess not. Good-bye.”

I stepped around him but he grabbed my wrist, forcing me to turn around. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Come on, what can I say or do?”

“If you don’t know the answer to that”—I pulled my wrist back—“then there really is no hope for you.”

I turned around and left, and didn’t look back when he called. Luckily, the rest of the afternoon went on as usual. No one whispered or looked at me as if they had found out that I was a quarterback-snatching pothead. I guess Drayton had stuck to his word and squashed any gossip. Gabby didn’t mention it in English, and she would no doubt have heard if it had spread. I was relieved when I slid into her hot car that afternoon.

“Hello, hello.” She grinned and started the car. I immediately rolled the window down. “We were going to talk about the weekend when I called last night, but we talked about Drayton instead.”

“Waste of breath that was,” I mumbled. Gabby looked at me funny. “Nothing. What are we doing this weekend?”

“We’re going to Cripple Creek. There’s a sixteen-plus club opening. We can’t drink, obvs, but there is dancing, and we can pre-game at your house.”

Putting my feet on the dash, I sighed. It wouldn’t be my first choice of how to spend the night. But whatever. “How are we going to get there? It’s an hour and a half drive.”

“Bus?”

“How about getting home? The bus doesn’t run that late.”

“Bus there, Uber home?” Gabby said.

“That’ll be an expensive Uber.”

“Split the fare?”

“Sure. Sounds like a plan,” I said.

Gabby was there for me when I needed her, so I was there for her too. There was no chance that her pals from the library would ever join her out and about; I’d asked them once before.

“I’ll come over at around three,” she said. “Remember, if my mom asks, we’re spending the night working on that English assignment on the earliest libraries and their histories.”

“Natch. At this point, I’m aware that I can’t tell your mom what we’re doing, Gabs. Relax.”

Gabby lived with her mom, and she had never met her father. He and Camilla had been in a casual arrangement when Gabrielle was conceived, and he wasn’t prepared to become a father at nineteen. Gabby no longer spared him a second thought—she used to wish that she had her dad around, but the older she got, the more she came to realize that she didn’t need one. However, being alone meant that Camilla took on the role of both mom and dad, and she took it seriously. She was strict.

The lack of parental authority in my household meant that Nathan and I were both free to come and go as we pleased. Nathan did his best to enforce some rules, but he was often out himself, sleeping his way across Castle Rock, and he knew that I wasn’t all that social.

“Let’s go shopping on Saturday?” Gabby parked the car in my driveway, leaving the engine running as she bounced with excitement in her seat.

“Sure,” I said. “Come over in the morning instead of three, then, okay? Then we’ve got enough time.”

“Yes!” She clapped her hands. “I can’t wait.”
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Chapter 4

By Saturday morning my muscles ached, my stress levels were at an unhealthy level, and my mental capacity for airhead athletes had been exhausted. School, cheer practice, and working at the diner after school was a lot, and I’d forgotten how few hours were actually in a day.

It was nine in the morning and I’d showered, dressed, and made a coffee, all thanks to Gabby, who’d arrived in my bedroom at an ungodly hour of the morning, running on the energy of some otherworldly source. She and Nathan sat beside each other on the living-room side of the breakfast bar, sharing the Denver Post—Nathan was immersed in the sports section— while I stood in front of the sink and attempted to wake up with the aid of caffeine.

“What are you girls doing today?” Nathan asked.

“We’re going shopping.” Gabby turned the page, no doubt in search of local pop-up bookstores, and earned a curt glance from Nathan. She gave me a questioning look—she wasn’t sure whether or not to add that we were shopping for outfits for that night.

“We’re going into Cripple Creek tonight.” I sipped the coffee. “What are you doing?“

“The club opening for kids?” He sounded like an old man disapproving of the wild youth.

“Yes. It’s called Illusion.” I turned to the kitchen window and watched the neighbor’s kids bike up and down the road. Hattie, an elderly woman who worked at the diner with me, was across the street watering the dry strip of grass in front of her pavement. Basically, I was avoiding the stare from Nathan that was practically burning a hole in the side of my head.

“How are you getting there?”

“We’re taking the bus,” Gabby said casually.

“The bus?” Nathan looked between the two of us as though we’d lost it. “No way, you can’t take the bus at night. I’ll drive.”

“Nathan, it’s an hour and a half out of town. The bus will be fine.” I rinsed my cup and walked toward the breakfast bar, leaning on it with flat hands. “We’re getting an Uber home.”

“Shut up.” He stood and pointed an authoritative finger at me. “I’ll drive because you obviously want to drink before you go. And that’s fine, but be careful. Real careful. Get an Uber home, whatever. But no bus. Weirdos live on that bus at night. It’s not safe.”

“All right.” I smiled and wrapped my long hair into a topknot. “Thanks.”

“I’ve got to go.” He marched over to the front door and plucked the keys from their hook. “I’ve got practice as usual and then a date tonight. I’ll be back later to give you a ride before I go out.”

Nathan and I shared our little Toyota Corolla. I used it for school and work. He carpooled during the week and then had it the rest of the time because I was either with Gabby or at home. It worked for us. He was relieved when we got it back from the shop two days ago, just in time for his weekend.
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Later that afternoon, Gabby and I returned home with a new outfit each, excitement about the evening ahead, and an UberX booked for two in the morning. I hoped that the night wouldn’t be a dive, and we wouldn’t want to leave earlier.

Gabby and I lounged around the house for a few hours, having something to eat and drinking a few beers before getting ready. The kitchen was a mess after I made two enormous BLTs.

“If I eat these carbs,”—Gabby pointed an aggressive finger at the sandwich—“I’m going to bloat. The dress that I’m wearing is tight. That’s a problem.”

“Eat it, Gabs. Or we’re not going.”

“You sound like my mother.”

I laughed and bit into my own sandwich. “That’s an unhealthy mindset. Eat the BLT.”

Whenever she went out on an empty stomach, Gabby turned into a class A booze bunny and got drunk faster than the alcoholic aunt at an open-bar wedding. Despite her protests, she ate because she knew that I was right.

While I cleaned up the kitchen, we chatted about school and our classes, and the miserable teachers we loathed and the brilliant ones that we loved. Neither of us had much love for math. Chemistry and biology could be fun on the odd occasion that we did practicals rather than bookwork. Gabby loved English. It was her favorite subject. It was my weakest one, and I’d talked her into doing my reading responses on more than one occasion because of the simple fact that she’d pick up a book and read it without even knowing what it was about. She had a major chip on her shoulder about the fact that she wasn’t in economics with Drayton and me, though. Who knew what she thought she was missing.

“In econ you get to sit in class with him and stare at him and—”

“That looks amazing,” I said, breaking in.

She wore a dark-green body-con dress, and I was attempting to distract her. Her warm brown skin had seen the sun over summer and her tan had given her an extra bronze glow that looked exceptional with her dress. Her figure was incredible—long legs and a slender frame. I don’t think she realized how envious I was of her natural dancer’s body. I was comfortable with the curves that God gave me but I wouldn’t have objected to a little more height. I was about half a head shorter than Gabrielle, and that was when she wasn’t wearing heels.

“Thanks!” she gushed, flattening the front of the dress in the mirror that hung on the inside of the closet door.

She popped in her contacts and ditched her glasses for the night. My little wireless speaker blasted “Youngblood” by 5 Seconds of Summer while we made up our faces in separate mirrors. Gabby sat in front of the closet door while I sat with a compact on the double bed. We sang loudly and swung our hips back and forth to the beat after we finished our makeup. It took me a fraction longer to get ready, because when I heard music, I let it carry me, moving my limbs with the beat and feeling the rhythm. There was no greater feeling than dancing as the rest of the world fell away.

“I don’t know why you’re so against clubbing,” Gabby said as she slid into her strappy heels. “You love to dance.”

“I’m not against clubbing,” I told her and found my own pair of velvet black platforms. “I’m more against the sweaty, drunk, messy sea of bodies that gyrate all over you.”

I took one final look in the mirror. My dress was a little shorter than Gabby’s. It was a rose-gold color with a plunging neckline and pinched waist. The material was velvet and flattering. My sun-kissed tan gave me warmth where I’d usually be a little paler. I felt good, which was a promising sign, and I found myself smiling as I heard Nathan call from the living room. My long blonde hair cascaded in soft curls down my back, my eyelids were winged with a soft sprinkle of bronze shadow, and a nude lip finished off my look.

“All right, let’s go.”
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Illusion was exactly as I’d expected it to be. When we finally made it in after standing in the line for about an hour, we entered to find a nightlife atmosphere, dark and loud with artificial smoke floating through the air, with bright flashing lights casting down from the ceiling to illuminate the large crowd in the middle of the floor. The space was huge, and about ten feet up the sides of the walls were platforms where more people were dancing, some spraying water from plastic guns down into the mass of bodies. The stage at the back of the room housed more dancers and a huge DJ booth with an enthusiastic girl inside it, pumping up the entire crowd.

“This place is awesome.” Gabby gripped my arm with excitement, shouting over the Calvin Harris remix blasting so loudly I could feel my skin rippling.

She was drunk. I was drunk. We’d subtly shared a bottle of bourbon in the backseat of the car for the hour and a half it took Nathan to drive us here. It was one that I’d hidden under the seat since Nathan’s twenty-fifth birthday at the beginning of July.

“It’s pretty great,” I shouted.

Suddenly, a tall, dark stranger appeared in front of us. He had shoulder-length hair in a half-up, half-down bun, a lanky figure, and sharp features. His eyes focused on Gabby as he leaned in with excitement.

“Gabby Laurel?”

“Yes! Tim, right? I haven’t seen you in forever!” Gabby turned to me and shouted next to my ear, “Tim was my Spanish tutor at school a few years ago. He was a senior.”

Now that she mentioned it, and I took a closer look, I realized that he did look familiar. He’d aged and now had longer hair and piercings in his lip, brow, and nose. He was cute, I supposed, and I didn’t miss the googly gaze that Gabby was giving him.

He subtly pulled a flask out of his pants pocket and grinned. “Do you guys want a drink?”

“Yes—” Gabby said.

“No,” I answered at the same time. “Don’t be dumb.” I nudged her and felt frustrated that I even had to tell her what the issue was with accepting a drink that was already open from a quasi stranger at a bar.

Gabby hesitated for a moment and stumbled as a group of girls pushed past us. Tim caught her around the waist.

“She’s had enough. We both have,” I said.

“Yeah,” Gabby giggled, wrapping her hands around Tim’s neck. “We could dance, though?”

“Love to.” He nodded.

“Come on.”

Gabby reached out and grabbed my hand, and I followed them, more than happy to assist her in getting there with a cute dude—just as long as she was safe about it. I felt like a bit of a third wheel from the heat radiating between the two of them as they ground against each other as we danced. Still, I was drunk enough to mask the bother. And the dance floor was so packed that no one would know I was alone. There were bodies all around me, hair whipping from all directions, heels occasionally stabbing my feet, and sweaty arms rubbing against mine.

Suddenly, when my hands were in the air and I was swinging my hips, a familiar, gorgeous, deep voice cut through the loud music, and I felt my mood plummet.

“Hey, Cheer.”

I turned around and came face to face with Drayton, looking spectacularly gorgeous in a pair of black jeans and a casual white V-neck T-shirt that showed off his sleeve tattoo and taut biceps, not to mention the arm veins. Oh Lord, the arm veins.

“Why can’t you leave me alone?” I asked.

“This is my friend, Josh.” He ignored what I said and pointed at the plastered guy—or I assumed he was drunk from the way he swayed and the fact that his eyes couldn’t focus—standing next to him. He was a little shorter than Drayton—still tall, just shorter. He had a nice slim, toned build and slicked-back dark-blond hair.

“Hey, Josh.” I smiled as Tim’s arm suddenly came around in front of my face, offering the flask again. I shook my head and pushed his arm back behind me, all the while watching Drayton give him a hateful scowl over my shoulder. I turned to Josh and smiled. “Look, if you’re anything like Drayton, then I have nothing to say to you. But if you’re a decent person, then it’s a pleasure.”

Josh slowly nodded with uncertainty as Drayton rolled his eyes. “Ignore her,” he told him, his devastating gaze piercing me. “She’s kind of unreasonable and rude.”

“Excuse me? You are ruining my night.”

It was no secret that alcohol could often have quite a negative effect on me. I’d been known to get irrational, unreasonable— as Drayton so bluntly implied—and rather difficult. I shouted. Got mad. I knew it. But I couldn’t stop it. He riled me up so damn much.

“I’m going to dance,” I shouted again and ignored how his gaze settled on my chest before casting down to my legs. He wasn’t subtle in the slightest, and I hated how it made me feel. “You need to leave me alone. Because you’re two faced, and I have no tolerance tonight. Screw you and piss off.”

I turned around and had the pleasure of an immediate distraction because Tim and Gabby had their tongues halfway down each other’s throats. Good for her. She deserved to have some fun. I peeped over my shoulder as I began to dance and noticed that Drayton had disappeared. It wasn’t like I wanted him to hang around. Because I didn’t—at all.

Two hours later, I winced at the guy who had been dancing on me for the last half-hour. He was great to begin with, cute smile, great hair, nice arms, until I noticed he smelled like urine. I’d been hoping that it was someone else. But it was him. For sure. I spotted Gabby and Tim beside the water station, still swapping spit.

I leaned in to Stank, whose name I didn’t know, and attempted not to inhale. “I’m going to … not dance with you anymore.” I didn’t bother coming up with a tactful excuse because honestly, if this guy exercised so little personal hygiene that he smelled like a toilet bowl, then he didn’t deserve tact.

Pushing through the crowd of bodies, I was covered in other people’s sweat. My feet were fine—I was used to being on them a lot. Albeit, I usually wore more comfortable shoes. But I was managing. Finally breaking out of the thick of the crowd, I noticed that the air was clearer, making me long for the actual outside.

Gabby managed to spot me coming toward her and dashed for me, leaving Tim leaning against the bar. The humid conditions had not been kind to her hair. It had grown twice in size and the curls had gone wild.

“Dallas.” She bounce-slash-stumbled into my arms and giggled with excitement. “Would you hate it if I left with Tim?”

“Wha—oh. Um.” I glanced behind her and squinted. The room was moving. For sure. “I guess not.”

She squealed but it was blanketed by the thudding bass of the music.

“How though?” I stumbled and she stumbled, and we gripped each other’s arms to stand upright. “He can’t drive?”

“No.” she smiled. “He has an Uber waiting. I’ll still split our fare and give you my half. Would you care though?”

It was a huge wait until two; it was just midnight.

“I’ll book another one. It’ll be fine. Come on, I’ll walk you out.”

Outside on the crowded sidewalk, Gabby thanked me, and I snapped a picture of her and Tim getting into the Uber. Then I took a photo of the license plate and waved them off with a proud smile. I made Gabby promise to text me his address. She knew it from when he used to tutor her after school. I felt like she’d be fine, but I still told her to call me when she got there.

I inhaled the fresh, cool air. The sidewalks were packed with people rolling into one another. Saturday night in Cripple Creek was never quiet. Fifth Street was lined with casinos and bars as far as the eye could see. Older men and women were dressed up, smoking, laughing, shouting. The atmosphere was alive and exciting, but I was definitely ready for bed.

I slipped my phone out of my bra—which I knew was super dangerous, but where the hell else would I put it—and opened up Uber to book another ride. I was trying to stay steady and not bump into people until I collided with a tall, firm chest.

I stared up at Drayton as he dragged on a cigarette and said, “What now?”

“Where are you off to?”

“Wherever the hell I want,” I snapped, and stepped around his stupid gorgeous frame. I was being so horrible, and I knew it. But I couldn’t stop. He fell into step beside me, without the cigarette, hands in his pockets. “It’s dangerous to walk alone at night.”

He’s right.

“Leave me alone,” I mumbled, still struggling with the Uber app because I couldn’t see straight. “Go and tend to whatever hopeless bimbo is waiting for your attention.”

“Stop.” He gripped my elbow and spun me around so that we were facing each other. I stared at his angry expression. He inhaled a deep breath, his eyes moving from one end of the road to the other before he looked down at me again. “Forget about what a dick I was. Put it aside for a minute and be reasonable. Let me drive you home? Please?”

“No. I don’t get into cars with strangers.”

I shrugged off his hold on my arm and continued walking, collecting a few shoulder bangs as I went. He shouted through the thrum of crowded chatter. “Fine! Have it your way.”

He was so arrogant and smug and stupid and attractive. That was what made it so frustrating. He was so gorgeous, and as much as I wanted to slap his mouth whenever he said something stupid, I sort of wanted to kiss it too. I had never been so confused, and the thoughts continued to rile me up while I stared at the cracked and littered pavement beneath me.

That was when I noticed that the noise had died down. The streets were emptier. Almost deserted. How long had I been walking? Where was I? There were dark and vacant tall buildings, and now the lights of the casino strip were visible, but distant.

Suddenly, I was yanked into a hard body, a hand came across my mouth, and I was dragged toward a dark, narrow walkway. My blood ran cold and my heart beat so hard that it physically hurt. Rendered paralyzed, fear seized me until the adrenaline slowed enough for my instincts to kick in. Thrashing my body and kicking my legs out, I attempted to scream. It was no use; the sound was completely muffled and there was no one around. I couldn’t break out of the iron hold, and we quickly disappeared out of the public view and into the narrow walkway. The buildings on either side weren’t even apartments; they were industrial buildings that would be empty until the morning. No one would stumble across me, no one would hear me.

My front was pushed against the cold brick wall and tears streamed down my cheeks as I trembled with fear, desperately clutching at any bright idea that came to mind so I could avoid becoming another statistic.

A strong hand gripped my arm and whipped me around while managing to keep one hand over my mouth. My assailant pushed my back into the wall. My vision cleared, and I came face to face with Drayton, who was looking at me with unfathomable anger.

He let go of my mouth and I let out a loud, ragged exhale harsh with gurgling sobs as I clutched my chest and almost collapsed. I was now aware that I wasn’t in immediate danger, but my shoulders rose and fell at a rapid pace in time with my labored breathing.

“What the actual fuck, Drayton?” I snapped, rubbing my cheeks with the palms of my hands. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“Do you realize how easy that was for me!” he shouted, his body basically crushing mine against the wall. I could feel his hot breath fanning my face as he stared down at me with glowering fury.

“I don’t think I need to explain how this could have ended if it hadn’t been me,” he said.
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