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  When we decided to write these full length novels, we wanted to tell the story of six people forced to deal with one tragedy that led them down a path none of them thought they would be able to overcome.


  We wanted to show our readers, with words and our imagination, how one night out with a few friends changed forever.


  We wanted to tell you a story that so intricately weaved together their lives and their loves in such a way that you had to know what happened to each one of them. That’s when we decided that one of us would write book one, Forever Dark, the story of Cash and Madison, and the other would write Forever Light, the story of Landon and Macy.


  The suggested reading order is Forever Dark, and then Forever Light but you must read both to understand the complete story being told here.


  These novels are an intricately woven puzzle formed from love, heartache, sacrifice, and salvation that spans two full-length novels and has crossover components in each that will leave you yearning for the whole story. Join us as we start the journey of Cash and Madison, and Macy and Landon as they make their way out of the dark and into the light in the Forever Love Series.


  You will see that both stories follow the exact same time frame and include the same group of friends. While some of the conversations will match up, you’re getting both sides and then some additional insight into each of these individuals struggling to overcome that one night. What you read in Forever Dark, you may also see in Forever Light but more extensive interactions, more that happened behind the scenes.


  Thank you, and we hope you enjoy our special treat of offering books one and two at the same time, and for the price of one book.


  


  Enjoy the stories!


  Chelsea & Megan


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, dead or living, is coincidental.
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  “Guilt is to the spirit what pain is to the body.”


  


  — Elder David Bednar
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  July 4, 2007


  


  “You want to?”


  “Yeah.”


  By the light in her eyes, she wanted to. And I obviously did. Bad. I had a constant erection around her these days. You can only get so many hand and blow jobs before you want more.


  I reached for the handle knowing Steven would let us use the spare bedroom. Madison surprised me, like she so often did and shook her head. “No. Here.”


  My eyes went wide as I sat back in the seat. Madison crawled over on my lap, straddling me. “In the car?”


  She smiled, thick black lashes fluttering closed. “A backseat promise.”


  “A backseat promise?”


  “Forever.” She said unzipping her dress.


  I swallowed, watching her every movement with hooded eyes. Holy shit. Shaking my head, I smiled. “I fucking love you.”


  I learned early on you’d never convince Madison Thomas to do anything unless she’s ready.


  It took me a minute to not only find the condom in my wallet, but also get it on. I was eager and rushing into it in case she changed her mind.


  We were fourteen, just weeks shy of fifteen. She could change her mind.


  And I would still respect that if she did. Just before I entered her, I hesitated.


  Just for a moment to give her a chance.


  Nothing.


  It couldn’t have been good for her. It didn’t seem that way at least by the trembling of her body and the way she wouldn’t let go of my neck.


  “We’re having sex.” She laughed, burying her face in my neck.


  Kissing her cheek, my breath came out in gasps, I brushed her hair from her face. “Yeah,” I laughed. “I guess we are.” And then I figured I should warn her that it wasn’t lasting long. “Madison?”


  “Yeah.” She panted, seeming in pain.


  “I can’t hold on any longer.” My knees were shaking.


  Actually shaking.


  “Oh, thank God.”


  Shaking my head I laughed, breathless and kissed her neck. “Can I come inside you?”


  What? You have a condom on dumb ass. Of course you could. But asking is better, right?


  Fuck. Stop thinking.


  Madison laughed her chest shaking mine. “Yeah… isn’t that the point of sex?”


  I didn’t answer.


  I didn’t last long. Maybe a minute longer and she smiled. “Nice play.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  December 3, 2010


  


  The sound of the bell ringing brings me out of my trance of that night I took her virginity. They’re the same thoughts that have been consuming me for days, maybe weeks. Yeah, probably longer than that even. There’s a world around me that’s never catching much of my attention.


  I’ve got one girl on my mind.


  The only girl.


  Students file into the classroom, surrounding me as Steven sits down next to me wearing his navy blue game day jersey, his elbow bumping my ribs. I feel him staring at me for a minute. I pretend he’s not.


  He leans forward, watching me, his dark hair hanging over his forehead. “What’s up?”


  I smile.


  “Seriously dude, are you really thinking of proposing to Madison?”


  Madison Thomas has been my girl since I was nine. For almost ten years she’s owned my heart and I can’t imagine my life being any different. After saving for an entire year, I was finally able to buy her a ring three weeks ago. It wasn’t much, and someday I’d buy her a better one. Eighteen may be young but if anyone can make it, Madison and I can. We’re strong. Sure we’ve broken up, completely messed up, but we certainly never gave up.


  That has to stand for something, right?


  “Yeah.” I nod, feeling kind of weird about it. It’s still on my mind that we’re too young and college will change shit. I know we won’t get married until after college but I want to go there knowing she’s mine. Forever. “I bought a ring,” I say, shrugging.


  “No fucking way? When are you going to do it?”


  “Tomorrow after the game.”


  “Do it on the beach.” Steven suggests, as if I should have thought of it. “That’s about as romantic as you can afford since you blew your wad on a ring.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.” He flips his chemistry book open and then sighs knowing he didn’t finish his assignment last night. “She’ll totally eat that shit up, she’ll say yes, you’ll get laid… win-win.”


  Steven Griffin and Landon Hayes are my best friends. I’ve known them since I was five. We met at the park one day with our parents and have been inseparable ever since. From sleepovers to birthday parties to hanging out on the weekends riding our bikes to playing together for what seems like forever, nothing has kept us from remaining best friends for over a decade. I trust them probably more than I trust anyone. They were there for me when my mom died. Even camped out in my tree fort that I refused to leave for a week after her funeral. Because of that, I take Steven’s words and flip them around.


  She would like that but Madison is simple.


  She doesn’t go for the romance.


  Our first time proved that. She’ll choose spontaneity every time.


  “Fuck, she has to say yes.”


  “She’s practically married to your dick already.”


  “Come on, man,” I shove his shoulder. “Don’t be nasty.”


  “Hey, I’m just jealous. A little. Not really, but Jesus, you’ve been with her for like forever. And she gave it up a lot sooner than Lex and Macy did.”


  “I can’t believe talking about marriage got you talking about sex. Is that where your mind is always?”


  He sighs pretending to be crushed by my observation. “Pretty much.” His frown cracks into a smile that I know him for. “That and football.”


  Then he shifts in his seat and his face grows serious again. For a moment I think he’s going to talk about the game tonight but then I realize this is Steven. “How old were you?”


  “Are you a fuckin’ girl?” I roll my eyes. “What is wrong with you?”


  “I’m just curious.” He holds up his palms when Mr. Benner glares his direction. “For my own knowledge.”


  I wasn’t going to answer him. But then he just kept it up. For twenty minutes.


  “Fourteen.”


  He lets out a breath fanning himself and then pulling his game day jersey away from his chest like he’s too hot. “Lucky bastard. I was sixteen.”


  “That’s only two years. And we were almost fifteen.”


  “Still.” His eyes went wide. “That’s two whole years. TWO.” He whisper shouts. “Like dog years, in teenage boy years, I’m sure that two years is closer to fourteen.”


  “You don’t age like a dog, Steven.” I turn in my seat and face the other way when I see Mr. Benner approaching us. He doesn’t care that we’re playing in the championship game tomorrow. We’re just troublemakers in his class. Well, Steven is.


  Mr. Benner tosses Steven’s book on the floor and makes us both jump in our seats. “Pay attention, boys.”


  “You better be ready for later.” Steven says, whispering so Mr. Benner doesn’t hear him, his blue eyes sparkling with the same mischief he had when we were seven and he filled water balloons with pee. “I have some next level shit planned.”


  I don’t turn toward him but I do look at him. “Next level shit?”


  “You’ll see.” He shrugs. “Madison showed me some tricks.”


  I raise an eyebrow. “Yeah?”


  “Oh yeah. And you’re totally jealous, aren’t you?”


  “No.” My smile breaks through. “Who’s to say she didn’t show me something too?”


  That gets him thinking. And nervous. Two things Steven hates to be or do.


  Next level shit came at the pep rally. We’d been training for this damn pep rally for two weeks. Two goddamn weeks and we still didn’t know if we were going to be able to pull it off. You can’t teach football players to dance. You just can’t. But my girl tried despite that.


  


  “I’m supposed to do what with my hips?” Steven wasn’t waiting for an answer and laughed. “Oh man, that’s like I’m fucking someone. Cool!”


  Madison looked to me and rolled her eyes. “It’s like teaching monkeys. I can’t do this.”


  Landon grabbed his chest, offended. “Bullshit. I’m a better dancer than both of them any day. Don’t lump me in with them.”


  I raised my eyebrows, and that might be true but I would never admit it. I was just about to show him when Madison put her hands on my chest. “We know you got moves.” She reached down and smacked my ass. “Now do the damn dance.”


  


  When the bell rings for class to let out, I see Madison for a brief moment but the boys and I rush to the gym so we’re not late. I know if I had a minute alone with Madison I would have wanted one more, and then, well, we wouldn’t be at this pep rally. We’d be in my truck fogging up the windows like we did most days.


  We’re standing outside the gym with the boys waiting for the pep rally to begin when Madison approaches us, running down the hall in her skinny dark jeans and navy blue Cougars hoodie with my name and number on the back. She’s fucking beautiful. Fucking and beautiful don’t really seem like the perfect words for her but how else do I describe her? Soft ivory skin, bright blue eyes and thick long brownish blonde hair that I wrap my hands in every chance I get.


  She stops in front of me, grins and jumps in my arms slamming me against the wall and pinning Landon Hayes there too.


  Landon laughs. “As much as I wouldn’t mind a threesome, Cash just isn’t who I had in mind, Madison.”


  Madison rolls her eyes and pushes Landon backwards by shoving her hand in his face. “Shut up.” Her eyes land on mine as she raises her hands and grabs my face mask. “Remember, shake it for me.”


  Twisting around, I pin her against the concrete wall outside the gym. My hands move to cup her ass. “As long as you shake it for me tonight.”


  Landon and Steven both mutter something, but we ignore them when Madison pulls my helmet off and kisses me. Every time this girls kisses me I fall a little more. So fucking cheesy but I do. And I accused Steven of being a fucking girl.


  Her legs fall about the time I’m going to have to adjust myself and Coach Mitchel clears his throat. “Don’t embarrass me out there, boys.”


  Madison untangles herself from my arms and flicks the coach’s chest. “I taught them. Have faith.” And then she turns back to us and points at me, Landon and Steven. “Don’t fuck up.”


  Coach shakes his head. “Language, Madison.”


  Madison smiles, sweet as she can and starts walking backwards with her palms raised. When Coach turns around, she flips him off.


  Typical of her.


  I would never do that shit. We’re so completely different, but yet she’s everything I could ever imagine wanting. Sweet but sinful.


  When I turn back around I can hear the screams and chants of the school. For just a split second I’m lost until Steven’s doing his own chanting beside me, bumping into me every couple seconds.


  The gym is crazy, louder than I’ve ever heard before. They’re desperate for that title. Just as hungry for the win. They believe we can do it. Because of that, this pep rally is our appreciation for their support. We know we can do this and we’ve been planning this for weeks.


  Steven’s beside me, his hand on his hip, shaking his right hand and then twirling and doing the hip swivel Madison drilled into him. Landon’s watching him, shaking his head in disbelief that Steven’s probably more excited about this dance than the game.


  Tomorrow afternoon we play in the 6A Championship game. Me, and these boys surrounding me, have led this school through an undefeated season and now we are going to show them how to win a Championship game.


  We’re all in full gear, aside from cleats, standing at the door when the dance team gives us the signal.


  When we enter the stadium it goes black as “Welcome Back” by Mase blares.


  My boys enter all wild and roaring them to life but I walk in last, slower, holding a football in the air with my right hand. The crowd screams, pretty girls calling my name and I can feel the bass in my chest as it pulses. When I’m center court, the gym goes black and then a spotlight catches me.


  We start with me lip syncing “The Time” by Black Eyed Peas, my right hand on my hip, a football in the other. The crowd around me chants my name, I smile and start bouncing up and down getting the crowd even more pumped up for the show we are about to give them.


  When the music comes to the bass, it fades to “Take It Ta Da House.” I toss the ball to our mascot and the boys and me turn around and huddle together in the center of the gym, chanting, swaying like we’re getting ready for a play. We break huddle, line up, smile, and go into our choreographed dance Madison trained us on. I watch her face when we move into formation and she throws her head back laughing when I start shaking my ass with my right hand waving.


  We play girls very well.


  Mostly Landon. Crazy bastard.


  When we get to the part where we’re riding each other doggie style and then breaking apart to dip it low and thrust our hips into the ground, every single girl in that gym stands and screams.


  Every. Single. One.


  Steven comes around in front of me when the music fades into “Like A Virgin.” He drops to his fucking knees in front of me and holds out his hand like he’s proposing. My eyes fly to Madison as she watches with curiosity, her hand over her mouth.


  Landon’s humping the floor in front of us and I’m looking at Steven with wide eyes. “Get off the floor.”


  “No,” he yells over the music. “If you’re going to ask her, you’ll need practice. Ask me.”


  Embarrassed, I lean down and whisper, “I am not proposing to you, Steven.”


  “I don’t see what your problem is! Wouldn’t you want to marry me?”


  I grab him by his jersey. “Get up!”


  The crowd is insane, mostly because Landon is still humping the floor. He’s going to fucking town on that. I look to Macy, her eyes are so wide you’d think he stripped. I look back at him, his jersey’s gone. So yeah, he stripped. I don’t think Landon likes clothes much. He’s spent a good amount of his high school years half naked. I’ve seen his white ass entirely too many times.


  It’s my favorite part of the skit right then, it’s when Madison struts up to me. I push Steven aside and grab Madison’s hand in the center of the gym. The music fades and we slow dance to the opening notes of “It’s Time” by the Black Eyed Peas. She raises up on her toes and kisses my helmet. We break apart, she stays in front while the team huddles behind her and the song changes again to “Ice Ice Baby.” Madison is shaking her ass around us, and all I can do is watch knowing every eye in the gym is watching my girl’s ass.


  I’m not surprised. Madison Thomas is every guys dream girl.


  Get a good look boys. I’ll be watching it bounce on my dick later.


  Jesus. Steven has taken over my brain.


  It’s then the music is fading again and we’re almost done with our part of the pep rally. It’s a good thing because this is a lot of work. I’m not cut out to be a dancer. I can run drills all day on the field but you ask me to shake my ass for longer than a four-minute song and I’m winded.


  I take Madison by the hand as the original “Time Of My Life” from Dirty Dancing comes on and we slow dance. Landon breaks us apart. He dances with her for about two seconds and pulls back to look at her, then looks to Macy and smiles, pretending like he had the wrong twin. There’s not much difference between Madison and Macy, to most, but to us, there are plenty of differences.


  Landon and Steven grab the girls and the entire gym goes wild when the lights go dark.


  We end with “Teach Me How To Dougie” and attempting to teach the girls how to play football in a skit. They make one play and the crowd goes wild, if they weren’t wild before. We definitely blew the roof off of the school with this pep rally.


  We’re out of breath when the gym goes black and Coach Mitchel enters the gym shaking his head. “How ‘bout them boys?” They’re screaming in response, hyped beyond belief. I’ve never heard them this loud and it’s reassuring that every one of these screaming faces will be there tomorrow night when we stomp Lake Oswego.


  Coach places his hand on his hip and gives a nod to me and the boys. “Thanks to the trio for the special show.” He laughs, then eyes Landon, doesn’t even respond to the theatrics of his floor hump. He wants to but doesn’t.


  I move my head from Madison’s shoulder and yell over at Coach. “You’re welcome!”


  He laughs and shakes his head at me. “Is everyone fired up over this game, or what?”


  Our school gives him what he’s looking for, the loud thunderous screams.


  He laughs, smiling. “I’ve coached here at Canby High School for the last twenty years and this team, this group of players is one of the best I’ve ever had with an undefeated season heading into the championship game. We need a great seed like we have right here and I will assure you the boys will play and win the championship game tomorrow.”
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  After school Steven, Landon, and the other starters went with the coaches up to Portland to check out the field. It wasn’t that we needed to, but it was all about unity and building bonds together. They wanted us together as much as possible. From early August until now, we’ve been with each other more than anyone else. I haven’t even seen Madison as much as I’ve seen Steven and Landon. Which sucks because seeing their naked asses after practice is not how I want to end my day.


  When you play high school football the coaches’ goal is teaching you how to one, play the game, but more importantly how to play it right. They want to teach you conditioning and skills, unity and bonds that last, respect for the players, coaches, and the game. What you learn in those years from peewee football all the way up to the last game of your senior year stays with you. Believe me.


  After we leave the stadium, Coach stops us in the parking lot, his eyes watchful of us. “You’re getting a text later, boys. You’re required to show up.”


  We knew that meeting was coming but it didn’t put a damper on our plans for tonight with the girls. It’s only for the starters and its location and how it’s presented is a secret. We have no idea what he’ll talk to us about but we could just about guess. Commitment. He wants us dedicated to the win.


  If anyone is dedicated to bringing home this state championship to this small town, it’s me and my boys. For twenty-two years they’ve tried, we’ve tried, and it’s never been done. This season we’ve led them through an undefeated senior year. This is that once in a lifetime shot at this. If not now, when?


  It’s rare, okay, it’s basically unheard of for three players to get scholarships to the same school. Given our season and being the talk of the town, it tends to lend well to recognition.


  Somehow Steven, Landon and I have full rides to the University of Oregon, a school we’ve talked about going to since we were just starting out in peewee football. Steven got his letter first. I’m sure they would have given him a full ride when he was a freshman if they could have. He’s just that good.


  I had my choice of probably thirty colleges. By my senior year the offers started rolling in even before that first game. I waited. And I waited some more to see where my boys would go. Steven was the first to decide and went with the University of Oregon. Landon chose next and turned down a full ride to the University of Washington and Alabama State just to go to the same school as Steven. My decision had been made.


  It’s crazy to think this time next year we’ll be playing college football. Landon and Steven and I would joke about playing football in college and then the NFL.


  How cool would that be, right?


  We didn’t have a lot planned that night because we should have been relaxing, which I think was part of the Coach’s plan. He thought if he disrupted the night, we wouldn’t get rowdy.


  Little did he know getting rowdy for me had an entirely different meaning tonight.


  The meeting was nothing, just the coach giving us a pep talk and as I suspected, making sure we weren’t drunk.


  “How’s the night going, boys?” He asks, watching us. I think if he could have, he would have given us sobriety tests.


  “We’re fine.” I say, assuring him with a smile.


  Steven leans into my side putting his arm around me and Landon chilling on the other side of him. “Well… most of us are.” He laughs, nodding to us like we’re supposed to agree.


  Landon looks away to the darkness of the parking lot. He’s already had one beer, maybe two but we’re not about to saying anything. I think he’s about ready to burst out laughing any minute but I can’t be completely sure. Landon has a way of maintaining his cool when you least expect it.


  Coach eyes the three of us and laughs, nudging Danny, our assistant coach with his elbow. I think he knows we’re good. If he doesn’t have to worry, it’s about us three. We may get rowdy at times but we got our heads on and we know what this means to this town. He should know what it means to us.


  I turn my head to Steven, raising an eyebrow and willing him to shut up. Coach will keep us here all night if he thinks we’re up to no good.


  “Alright boys. See you in the morning. Drink plenty of water and get a good night’s rest.”


  I’d like to say we’d follow those edicts to the letter but I had no intention of sleeping tonight. I’m not sure my body would even let me.


  Coach and Danny head back to the truck. When they’re gone the rest of the team drifts back to their vehicles and leave.


  Landon puts his arm around Steven and me. “We gotta go see about some ladies.”


  Steven nods. “That we do.”


  When we get back to Alexa’s house, my dad sends me a text making sure I’m being good. I always am. He rarely has to worry about me because I’m the most focused on our team. I believe that’s because I’m nothing like Landon, the bad boy, and Steven, the jokester.


  What he worries about is the girl staring at me. He’s convinced, no, he’s adamant she’s ruining my life. He doesn’t know what the fuck he’s talking about.


  Tonight I’m a little more relaxed and I’m having a beer. Just one. Landon has five. I have no idea how he plays the next day when he does that.


  “Get naked with me,” Madison says tugging on my shorts when we were in the pool.


  “No,” I smile pulling back and standing on the pool deck. Alexa turns up the music right then, Madison has to strain to hear me. “If I take them off, I’ll fuck you in the pool.”


  She stares at me. Watching me watch her for a second.


  “What’s wrong with that?” She’s teasing.


  I step forward, she smiles and I press her against the side of the pool, my knees hitting the concrete wall when she wraps her long legs around me and presses her heels into my ass dragging me forward. I go with the motion, my hands rested on her ass. My fingers slide under the thin fabric of her bikini.


  “Show us those moves from the pep rally!” Macy says, encouraging Landon to get even wilder. Removing himself from Macy, he drops to his knees and does a hip thrusting move when “Ice Ice Baby” comes on.


  The song’s half way through and I’m laughing so hard I can barely stand.


  We were starting to get out of hand, laughing and joking around. It’s not long and I’ve fallen flat on my ass smacking my fucking elbow trying to show Madison some moves. That’s when I decide that was enough messing around.


  “Whoa!” Steve held up his hands laughing but he’s serious when he points to me. “That’s enough. You can’t get hurt!”


  He was right. That was my throwing arm I fell on. I have to think about the game, and now my scholarship was also on the line.


  Landon’s always been the party animal. If there’s a party, he’s at it. I usually am too if my boys are but I’m not into the rough stuff. Landon, however, was nearly always high, tonight was the exception. He claimed he played better that way but when they started doing random drug tests, he laid off the shit for most of the season. I had a feeling tomorrow night would be a different story altogether.


  Eventually Madison is taking off her bikini and though it’s an outside pool and the lights are off, I can see her every curve. Alexa strips too. Landon and Steven as well with only Macy refusing to go full commando. She gets her top off and decides that’s enough.


  None of us last long outside skinny dipping in the pool. For one, I don’t want to see Steven or Landon naked any more than I want them seeing Madison naked. For another, it’s December and cold as hell even with the heated pool.


  “Do you think about next year?” I ask Madison when we’re inside the spare bedroom. We can hear Landon in the other room beating on the walls and making sex noises. He’s teasing. At least I hope he is because if he is that wild, he’s going to break something.


  “Sometimes,” Madison says, her lips on my neck. “I think about us being able to do this every night if we want to.”


  “We will want to.” I tease hovering over her, my hands tickling her sides. We’re naked but we haven’t had sex yet, I’m about to show her why we will most definitely want to.


  “You were so sexy today doing that dance,” she says just as I enter her.


  I smile, getting cocky, grinding my hips into her. “See, I’m the better dancer, huh?”


  She arches into me wrapping her legs around my waist. “You’ve got the moves I want for sure.”


  “You want me?” I pull back raising up on my elbows, knowing her response. I’ve had sex with Madison in my car more times I can count. Even on the bleachers at the stadium, on the field after a game, in the back of Landon’s truck and even in my bed. Most of the time we’re sneaking around and time is never on our side. Tonight though, we don’t have to rush. Alexa’s parents are away and it’s the first time we’ve been able to sleep together in a bed all night.


  “Forever.”


  Don’t propose while having sex. I have to tell myself this multiple times. Steven’s right, it should be tomorrow. It should be on a beach and it should be romantic. You only have one chance to pop the question and even though she prefers simplicity, I need her to know how epic of a moment this is for me because she’s mine, always.


  Madison is wild and spur of the moment. She’s completely opposite from me. Some call her slutty but she’s only ever been with me.


  I think about that ring as we lay in bed that night.


  If my dad knew I bought a ring, he’d tell me I’m throwing away football for a girl.


  He’d be pissed.


  No one can say anything though. This girl is mine. She doesn’t push me away. She never would. She tells me she loves me and gives me forever.


  


  December 4, 2010


  


  I would think I would be nervous.


  I prepared myself to be nervous.


  When I wake up and I don’t feel that nervousness, it feels like something is off.


  Despite that, the first few hours of the morning go by slowly as Macy cooks us all breakfast. By the time eight AM rolls around, we’re heading for the high school to meet the team.


  Once on the bus, I’m not talking. I’m not interacting at all. I’m thinking. I do that a lot. My mind wanders but never landing on anything in particular.


  I would say my main focus was on the offensive line. I had to know Landon and Steven were ready. I watched them over breakfast and I watch them inside the locker room once we get to the stadium, looking for any sign that the pressure is getting to them. Neither give me any indication that it is. I want to reassure myself and them that I’m not nervous but I am. A little. I’ve led these boys through an undefeated season and into a championship game.


  Landon elbows me as I’m putting on my pads. “You okay, bro?”


  I pull out my earbud and smile. “Yep.”


  “Arms good and strong?” he raises an eyebrow reaching for his jersey in front of him.


  “Yep.”


  He smiles too and I put my earbuds back in and get lost in Nine Inch Nails.


  We sit there in the locker room, each of us getting ready in our own ways. Steven is focused. He was by far the most talented player on the team. And I say that with one hundred percent certainty. Not only did he have a natural athletic talent at anything he did, football was his sport. I’m sure he was going to show those college boys a thing or two.


  It’s not long before game time when Coach approaches, there’s a subtly he holds, a means of calming us all down in ways only he can. He stands there with his hand against the lockers, his eyes low on the ground.


  Before speaking, he regards us once again and I see the pride. Every coach has a set of players they will remember. Ones that no matter how many years they coach, they remember those boys. I can say that I know this group is the one for him. He’s spent the last four years working with us, teaching us the fundamentals of the sport and that unity you need. We had it and it was because of him. In turn, we became like his sons. A group of boys he could never forget.


  He smiles as he speaks, his eyes on Steven, and then me. “I don’t know what to say to you boys that you haven’t heard me say already this season. You made this happen. You were perfect this season. We’re undefeated and we’ll keep it that way. I know that because when I look to Landon, I know he can run the ball. I look to Griffin and I see his bright eyes and know he’s keeping Cash calm and giving him the confidence he needs. Being perfect isn’t about winning. It’s about you and how you feel about yourself. These relationships that you’ve built over the years, they will last a lifetime. Live in this moment right here, tonight.” His eyes shift and focus on Landon, who’s staring at him. “Don’t ever forget what this gives you, what tonight makes you feel. Think of it because it can last forever.”


  What he said really stuck with me. Tonight would stay with me forever because I was changing my life. I was asking a girl to marry me. Not only would my life never be the same, neither would hers based on this decision.


  Something told me she would say yes.


  A nagging thought weaved its way in… what if she didn’t?
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  It’s the fourth quarter before we know it, 41 to 34 with two minutes left on the play clock. We may not need this touchdown but we’re damn sure gonna take it. We do a few plays running the clock down and pushing them back into the end zone when we’re within reach of a field goal.


  I’m not going for a field goal though.


  I’ve been waiting for a chance like this for what feels like forever. It’s not even the game. It’s playing with these boys that I’ll remember. We may never get this again. Who knows what college ball will bring. Who knows what college in general will bring.


  For tonight, our town, our boys, have this memory we’re creating.


  I can feel sweat running down my face mixing with the light sticky mist of rain falling. The steam rolls from our breath as we huddle up and I give the orders for the last play, the one that should give Landon the ball and the yards he’s looking for. We break huddle, I look to my right and see Madison and the girls, their screams silent from here but I see them cheering us on. I look to coach next, barely breathing. He gives me the nod, the one that says he trusts his quarterback and what I’m about to do.


  I clap my hands, the ball snaps and time stands still for me. There’s movement around me, bodies running, others falling. I see Landon held up at the line of scrimmage for a moment and I draw back and throw down field where I know he’s going to be.


  And then I breathe.


  The clock has five seconds remaining.


  Landon reaches out and snags the ball, faking left, then right to ward off the tackle. As I watch the final seconds of the game, I take a knee.


  Three seconds. He’s at the ten yard line.


  Two seconds. He’s at the five, jumps over a lineman.


  One. He’s mid-air hurdling over players, the ball tucked in tightly in his arm.


  Zero. He lands with three guys on top of him. In the end zone.


  We won. 47-34.


  Canby High School is state champions for the first time in twenty-two years.


  History played. History made.


  Maybe we’ll play together again. Maybe even after college but right now, it’s never going to feel like this again. The field is swarmed but the three of us remain on the field, alone, for about ten seconds. Ten long seconds when we wonder if this is what forever might feel like.
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  After being interviewed a few times, the team takes the bus back to the high school. It’s important that we go as a team and return as one. It’s loud, really fucking loud and everyone is all smiles and joking without a care in the world. They’re making plans, living it up because they know too, this high, this amazing feeling of being superior, won’t last forever, even if we want to believe it will. We all know that in a few months we will all be going our own ways, so we have to make the most out of every moment that we can.


  “I can’t believe you’re going to be on the cover of Sports Illustrated!” Landon says over the seat.


  I laugh. It’s hard to get too amped about it as I don’t know if it’s for sure. They took my picture and did the interview but you just never know about those things.


  I watch Landon. He can’t sit still. He’s jumping around, laughing at jokes that aren’t funny but you can’t stop us. We’re on that high. Steven’s beside me, he keeps elbowing me as he turns around to say something else to Landon about a play, or touchdown he made. They’re replaying the game but only one moment in that game really stands out for me.


  Those ten seconds when I was on the field with them alone.


  I glance at coach again, he’s smiling and laughing right along with Landon and Steven who are teasing him now and dumping Gatorade on him. On the bus.


  Yeah, he’s going to remember us.


  When we’re back at the school, we shuffle into the locker room long enough to unload our equipment and then we’re outside being greeted by most of Canby. The rain hasn’t let up but that’s not stopping anyone. I throw on a hoodie as I’m stepping outside. The cold rain slaps at my face only it’s colder now than it was on the field as the adrenaline starts to wear off slightly.


  Madison jumps into my arms when she spots me, her legs wrapping around my waist. I bury my face in her neck, her moist skin wetting my lips. She tastes like winter, cool and crisp, fresh, like she’s been standing in the rain for hours cheering her boy on.


  “I can’t believe it!” she squeals in my ear.


  Maybe it’s the adrenaline, the high from the game and what tonight’s win means for this school, but my mind is no longer on those details. It’s on this girl and tonight, right now.


  I set Madison down and kiss her forehead. I can’t stop there so my mouth goes lower, her nose, her cheek, and then her lips. She whimpers, just slightly when my tongue finds hers. It’s not a tender kiss. It’s one of desire and need.


  It’s insight into what the night holds for us.


  I’m showing her what I’ll be doing later.


  Steven bumps me from behind with Alexa on his back. “Come on, let’s party when we get there!” He’s anxious to celebrate and I don’t blame him. I am too.


  Madison lets go of me and starts to walk away putting her hoodie over her head. Lowering my hat a little, I watch her walking away and pat the pocket of my jacket to make sure the ring is in there.


  “Can you fucking believe we won?” Landon shakes me whirling around in my face, his palms framing my face in excitement, the movement causing him to drop the celebration in his hand. A joint. He leans down and picks it up from the wet pavement. “Ah, damn it,” he looks over his shoulder. “Hey Madison, you got another?”


  Madison is walking ahead of us towards Steven’s car, Macy beside her now. She doesn’t turn around but she holds it up in the air for him to see, her hoodie up over her head.


  Smiling at Landon, we start walking towards the car too. We’re all heading out to Steven’s parent’s house on Cannon Beach. It’s the same house we’ve spent nearly every summer at for the last five years. It’s where I first kissed Madison and where I took her virginity in the car outside the house. It holds a lot of memories for us and it’s about to hold one more.


  Just as I take a step toward the car, my dad finds me, his hand clasped over my shoulder. “Come on, son, let’s head home.” He means it by the look on his face.


  It pisses me off that he tries to control me now.


  “I’m going with my friends.” I say moving away from him.


  My dad looks at me, and then my friends. “You need to come home.”


  No way he’s fucking with my plans tonight. He knows what I’m doing tonight. He saw the ring a few days ago.


  “Not tonight, Cash.”


  I walk away.


  He doesn’t stop me.


  Fuck him and the life he thinks I should have.


  I never look back.


  Inside the car, Madison and I sit in the back. Steven’s in the car already, it’s running and he’s searching his playlist for something to listen to, talking about as fast as he usually drives.


  At first Madison and I don’t bother with seatbelts. No, my hands are way too busy and I need the room. I’m practically on top of her like the horny teenager I am right then. I’ll be amazed if we make it there before we have sex. It wouldn’t be the first time we had sex in a car with other people in it. I want it now and I know she does. I’m on the floorboards, she’s on the seat when we hit the freeway. Her legs are spread and I’m between them tugging her to the edge of the seat so she can feel just how badly I want her. She comes forward letting out a whimper sliding down my dick through my jeans. It feels so fucking good I almost forget there’s a car full of people. Her breath is hot and heavy scorching my skin. It’s taking all my willpower not to unzip my pants. I start to pant, looking over my shoulder to see if anyone is watching.


  Would they really know?


  No.


  I’m thinking about it.


  The music’s blaring, Landon’s making out with Macy, yeah, they’d never know.


  My dick throbs for some sort of relief as Madison wiggles against me again. The friction she creates sends a jolt through my body and I’m weak.


  I throw my head back slightly, my hat pulled down low enough that no one can see my face, even Madison. It’s only shadows in this car, the only illumination coming from the oncoming vehicles and the dashboard.


  Landon laughs, noticing what’s happening and hangs over the middle seat to smack the back of my head. His shirt is gone now, no surprise, his pants unbuttoned. “You two gonna start fuckin’, or what?”


  I shove him back over the seat when Madison straightens up in the seat reaching for the six pack beside her. There’s laughter all around us as Steven tells us all to get our seatbelts on. We do.


  We’re on the road all of twenty minutes when Landon opens his third beer, Madison’s on her fourth. I’ve had one but I’m waiting. I don’t want to be drunk when I propose but I also don’t want her to be either. I take the beer from her and set it in the cup holder. “Slow down, baby.” I say in her ear because the music is too loud. It’s thumping in my chest, feeding the adrenaline still coursing through me.


  She smiles and lets me take it from her.


  My plan is to drag her out to the beach when we get there and propose under the stars. Well not under the stars because of the rain but she’ll appreciate the gesture despite that.


  Madison reaches in her purse and pulls out a joint, lighting it. She smokes. Has for a while. I don’t mind and during the off season, I do too.


  Sometimes. It can be relaxing.


  Landon looks back when the smoke drifts around him, peeling his face from Macy’s long enough to reach for the joint Madison hands him.


  “Put your clothes back on!” Macy tells him, shoving his shoulder.


  Landon laughs and grabs his flannel but doesn’t button it. “I’ll be takin’ yours off soon.”


  


  December 5, 2010


  


  It’s just after two in the morning, and we’re on Sunset Highway just outside Buxton, Oregon. Madison didn’t listen when I asked her to slow down. She slowed down for a while but there’s no stopping her. She’s so drunk she can barely keep her eyes open but she’s laughing at Landon who’s standing on the console to hang out the sunroof. The same place I just got her down from. I don’t know why these two are so crazy at times but I know it has to do with them not being able to wait until we get to the beach house.


  Madison falls against my chest, her seatbelt’s off, but she’s telling me she’s putting it back on. I make her swear and I whisper what I’m going to do to make her put it on. My hand is between her legs, I’m showing her alright. When she’s still laughing, I push my hand down the front of her jeans to find the wetness I’m craving.


  Oh yeah, I’m fucking showing her.


  “Landon, get back in the car!” Macy grabs his flannel shirt tugging on it, begging and pleading with her wild boy. There’s no stopping him, he’s dancing around to the music and knocking into Steven. He leans down and grabs the joint from Madison. Headlights shine with an oncoming car, so bright reflecting off of the damp roads that it blinds us all. Madison kisses me and then jumps over the middle seat to hang out of the sunroof with Landon.


  I’m nervous. I don’t like what could happen with them up there. Neither one of them are thinking right now. Someone needs to be in control here because they most certainly are not.


  “Grab her.” I tell Macy. She shrugs and tries but I know it’s not easy when they’re like this.


  Steven glances up and bumps Madison’s leg. “Get down, Mad.”


  Unbuckling my seatbelt I lean over the center seat. “Madison!” I try to reach for her but my hand hits her foot.


  “Landon, get down!” Alexa yanks on his jeans. “You’re gonna get hurt up there.” He looks up and sees the car coming and tries to get down. I can’t see what’s happening in the front seat but I hear Steven yell when Madison falls into his shoulder.


  Madison moves back on Macy’s lap, laughing, her arms wrapped around her neck. Macy laughs too but I can tell she’s just as nervous as I am.


  “Landon, get it! It’s burning my back!” Steven yells, the car swerves into the oncoming lane when Landon falls down on Steven and then onto Macy’s lap in the second row seats.


  The blow happens so sudden, so loud that everything stops. Instantly.


  It’s loud, metal on metal and then glass and screams.


  Then nothing but heavy breathing.


  Dead silence.


  When I open my eyes, I blink and breathe trying to decide what hurts more, my head or my chest from my heart beating so fast.


  Shit. We were in an accident. I look up to see Madison against the back of Alexa’s seat, shattered glass sprayed all over her back. Swallowing, my chest constricting as I try to breathe, I look around. My lap is covered in shards of glass from the back windows. I dust a few pieces off only to see blood in the wake where I’ve ripped open the skin on my hands.


  I reach over the seat and touch the back of Macy’s head. She moans and it’s a relief. She’s fine.


  Madison isn’t.


  Please baby, move.


  I’m afraid to speak. My voice hasn’t been found. Clearing my throat, I try. “Mad…”


  She says nothing. She doesn’t move.


  I shake her. “Madison?”


  She starts crying as her body jolts. “Cash?” and then she moves, her arms bracing herself as she moves from the floorboards.


  Thank God.


  I breathe a slight sigh of relief when she can move and sits up straighter, wincing but she is mobile. Landon’s door opening brings my attention to him. It creaks, glass crunching under his feet as he moves around. He picks Macy up out of her seat and carries her to the side of the road. She’s sobbing and holding her hand gingerly to her chest. It’s clear it’s broken by the way it’s twisted and her nose hasn’t escaped damage either. She’ll have two black eyes with the way her nose has been broken as well. Her face must have hit the back of Madison’s head.


  When he has Macy on the ground, Landon takes his shirt off and wads it up handing it to her. She immediately places it over her face.


  I rub Madison’s back. “Baby, can you get out?”


  Madison moves, nodding, and then gets out of the open door. I do the same climbing over the second row seat through more glass, we get out and see that Steven can’t move. He’s trapped, his head is rested against the steering wheel, the airbag flattened out.


  “Fuck!” I curse shaking my head because the sight of him is almost too much, my shoes sliding in some liquid dripping out from under the engine as I slowly step around the vehicles.


  It’s a punch to the fucking gut knowing he can’t get out.


  If that’s not enough, the man on the hood of Steven’s SUV, the one who was inside the truck we hit, is clearly dead. His head is smashed against the windshield, blood seeping down the damaged hood and all I can think about as I stare is how slow the blood is moving and it reminds me of that saying “moving as slow as molasses in winter” and it’s with this realization that I know I must be in shock.


  Alexa screams when Landon gets her out, she’s fighting him and runs around to the driver’s side of the car to where Steven is. Her arms flail, resisting, fighting and begging.


  I look at Madison, blood is pouring from a gash along her scalp, she’s vomiting in the ditch as Macy holds her up on the side of the road near a tree.


  Stumbling, I sit down on the pavement, trying to catch my breath. There’s blood everywhere, coming from everyone, my hands and face too but I can’t move for a moment.


  And another.


  The world stops.


  Do something.


  Move.


  Landon moves away from Macy, blood pouring from his arms and mouth where he has an obvious gash on his lips. He leans over, his hands on his knees as he vomits, the cell phone in his hand falls to the ground at his feet. Macy reaches for it and calls 911.


  Alexa’s screams draw my attention, crying hysterically, screaming at me and Landon. “Save him! Do something! Save him!”


  I stand and approach them but there’s nothing we can do. He’s dying. When I look closer, I see an open wound on his side where the door indented and punctured his ribs and who knows what else. His legs are trapped, blood pouring from them. It’s spilling from the edge of the doorframe and onto the road.


  I try though. I take my hoodie off, then my t-shirt and try to get them both against his side. When I lift his shirt I know there’s not a chance in hell this is going to work. The metal from the door has punctured his side, his kidneys, his spleen and more than likely his lungs too. It’s deep. I take my shirt and press it against the side, he winces in pain. “I’m sorry man, I’m so fucking sorry.”


  He says nothing, I don’t think he can actually speak. With a little effort, I get my sweatshirt in there too hanging inside the car trying to compress the wound. The skin on my arms and chest tears when the glass from the driver’s side window scratches against it. I feel nothing.


  Macy starts yelling out orders the 911 dispatcher is telling her, but I’m already doing everything they’re telling her to do.


  Steven gasps for a remnant of air, then another.


  Fighting for one more after that.


  It rocks me.


  Alexa’s eyes snap to mine and my chest tightens.


  Nothing happens.


  “I’m trying, Alexa, but I don’t think this is going to work. I’m trying!” I try to pull her to me and shield her but she wants no part of it and twists away from me grabbing at Steven’s left hand.


  “You lied to me, Steven Griffin.” She sobs into his hand she’s holding, kissing it and then holding it against her lips. “You lied to me! You said we’d always be together.”


  Landon looks up when he hears Steven moan, trying to speak. “No…I…didn’t.” It’s clear he can barely get the words out. His voice is strained and harsh quick breaths escape me knowing what’s happening. “I… be… with you… forever.” With a rattle to his voice, his shaking left hand moves from hers and rests over her heart.


  “Please, Steven! Don’t leave me!”


  It hurts to watch. We can hear the sirens in the background, they’re faint but on their way. It’s not going to be enough time.


  “I don’t have a choice, baby.” His eyes flutter closed, blood takes away the brown. “I know I was loved by you… Alexa Ann…” he chokes on a breath, blood pouring from his mouth now. “By you…” He coughs and blood spatters the steering wheel. It sends Alexa into another round of hysteria, clutching at me, almost as if she still needs me to try and save him.


  I want to save him.


  I need to.


  I look at him and squeeze my eyes shut still holding my shirts to his side.


  She’s begging me.


  He’s dying and she’s begging.


  A minute passes.


  And another.


  Hold on. Please just fucking hold on.


  Three.


  I look at the guy on the hood. It’s sickening. It makes my heart pound.


  Four.


  Five.


  “Where are the police? Where are the fucking police?!” Alexa screams looking to me and then Landon. They narrow on him, accusing, angry. “Landon, do something!” Landon’s head snaps up when Alexa screams at him.


  He doesn’t say anything but he nods to Macy who’s still on the phone with them. She has one arm around Madison, the other holding the phone pressed against her ear.


  I turn back to Steven and Alexa, my head turning slowly, my head pounding in my ears.


  You can see it then, his eyes lose their luster, light slowly ebbing from his eyes as he finally stops coughing and stops breathing.


  Alexa kisses his face, crying, holding him the best she can. “Steven! Please come back to me!” She screams, again, it makes my blood run cold, a stop your heart from beating scream as the life she’s holding in her hands lets go.


  I leave my shirt compressing his wounds. I can’t let go. Maybe there’s a chance.


  Maybe.


  Over my shoulder, my eyes go to Madison, and then to the ring I’m holding in my bloody hand. I have to brace myself against the car, my heart is beating so fast. One day ruined forever.


  Three cars stop, their passengers running to help, asking each one of us if we’re fine. An older couple is with the girls, a woman is asking me questions and three more are with Alexa and a man sitting beside Landon.


  The sirens get closer and the streets fill with lights and shouts. My eyes scan around the scene but I can’t focus on any one thing. It’s overwhelming.


  It’s crushing.


  It’s gone.


  It’s devastating and nothing will ever be the same. Every plan I’ve ever had for my future is over in a second. I need to move, but I can’t. One moment we’re celebrating, the next, we weren’t.


  Forever is gone.
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  Three Years Later


  September 18, 2013


  


  I hate my classes. I’m also failing each one so that might be why I hate them so much.


  I can never focus, and it’s not always because of school. My social life factors heavily into the equation.


  Or maybe it’s the substances I turn to that allows me to cope.


  I met Jay Lucas my freshman year. Landon introduced me to him. He’s small time dime bag shit but if you wanted the heavy, he provided it. I mostly stuck to just smoking but there were times when I wanted more. I wanted the feeling of the numbness I craved. And after a while, I did crave it more than I should. And now I’m wrapped up with a drug dealer. He provides that heavy I spoke of and he doesn’t charge me, as long as I give a little in return.


  People don’t just up and decide to be sad. It doesn’t work that way. It happens over time. A slow progression like the changing of seasons. Some can control how they deal, others can’t. Coping in his or her own way becomes inevitable.


  When Steven died, it was weeks, even months when the sadness hit. I’d wake up in the morning and think to myself, just smile. And when I couldn’t, when I couldn’t find a reason, I couldn’t understand why people tried to force me to.


  Why couldn’t I appreciate what I have and ignore that pain?


  I’ll tell you why.


  It feels wrong.


  It feels like if I was happy, I was neglecting what happened and that it wasn’t my fault.


  It was.


  Landon and I were lucky we weren’t charged with murder. Because that’s what it felt like. Murder. No one was charged with anything once the toxicology reports came back that Steven had absolutely no alcohol in his system. They never did any further investigating into the accident and I can only assume it was because of who was in the car, and the fact that the guy who we hit was not only drunk, but wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.


  Landon admitted to dropping the joint in the car and it caused Steven to swerve. But they couldn’t confirm whether or not the driver of the truck we hit didn’t come into our lane as well.


  Steven’s parents never pushed the issue either, though they had every right to. They were more saddened by the fact that they lost their youngest son, not in the details of how he died. Some things are best left to the unknown.


  The NCAA looked into the accident and decided to allow Cash and Landon to retain their scholarships because they weren’t driving.


  Some would have thought I would have learned from that night. Been thankful to be alive.


  No. I wasn’t. It should have been me, not a kid with a promising career ahead of him just off a high school football championship.


  When time came for me to go to college, I didn’t want to go. I felt like I shouldn’t have been the one to go. Unfortunately my parents pushed me to go. Alexa’s parents did too.


  Now here we all were at The University of Oregon. Trying to resemble some semblance of normal, to pretend our lives were just like every other person here when there was nothing farther from the truth.


  I look at Alexa nowadays, when I do catch glimpses of her on campus and it just makes me hurt that much more. Her happiness is gone because we were stupid. We should have waited to party at the beach but we didn’t. That’s on me. It’s on Landon. So I get high to forget.


  What I felt responsible for was that I was drunk. And high. And I fell on Steven when I should have been buckled up in the backseat.


  Not a day goes by that I don’t feel like his life ended because of me.


  The rest of senior year after the accident, I turned to what made me forget. A mind-numbing high. I’ve smoked pot since I was sixteen. My first time was with Landon, it kind of became our bond together. I didn’t do it to be cool. I did it for the feeling it gave me. The euphoria. I continued through high school and it didn’t become a need until that December night. Then it became more than a need, it became a want because I wanted to forget everything.
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  When I get to my Cognitive Psychology class, I sit on the far left of the classroom near the windows where I can see the leaves beginning to fall over the bright green grass with specs of brown, yellow and red. It’s rare I’m at this eight AM class. Unfortunately I needed this class and it was only offered at the ass crack of dawn.


  I had to declare a major eventually and it wasn’t until I was using cocaine on a regular basis just to pass classes that I got interested in psychology and how the brain works. What interests me about the human brain was why we remember certain parts of our lives and why we purposely forget others. I can’t tell you much about the night Steven died. All I remember was right before the accident and the joint in my hand. I remember handing it to Landon and falling on Steven’s shoulder.


  That’s it.


  I know there’s more to the night. I see it in my dreams but to actually remember every minute detail, I don’t. Why does my brain block out those parts of that night?


  Naturally I chose psychology because of that. Soon after I declared my major, Landon did too. We were still really good friends and he thought I’d help him study.


  “Hey, Madison.” Jet says, bumping my shoulder as he sits next to me.


  He thinks I’m going to remember what we did the other night. The truth is, I don’t. It’s not like I get high for the fun of it. It’s not entertainment to me like it is to these guys. It’s about forgetting and getting outside of my fucked up mind for a little while.


  Sometimes that’s not easy either.


  “Hey, Jet.” He gives me that look, the one that’s begging for a repeat. He’s a tight end for the Oregon Ducks and parties just as hard as the other players. At least more than Cash does. I’ve seen Cash at parties a handful of times but never that often. He’s more focused and reserved.


  “Wanna get some dinner tonight?”


  He’s bold.


  They all are.


  They want something from me and it’s certainly not my company.


  “No.” I reply immediately, hoping he gets the fucking hint.


  He looks at me, smiling. He didn’t get the hint.


  “Okay then.” He says with a sardonic lift of his brows.


  “I can’t tonight.” I say feeling the need to explain a little. Just a little.


  “You sure?” His brow lifts higher.


  I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t sure, dumb ass.


  “I’m sure.”
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  My classes thankfully pass with ease. Ninety percent of what’s said I won’t remember later. Half these classes I have right now I’ve taken already but am forced to take again because I didn’t pass the first time.


  As I’m walking through campus, I see Landon and Macy walking, holding hands. They’re still together even after everything that’s happened. I can’t say the same for Cash and me. After the accident we drifted apart.


  Landon smiles and gives me a wink when he sees me walking toward them. Macy, nothing. She’s my twin sister and she acts like I’m not even alive.


  Macy hasn’t spoken a word to me since prom and I can’t blame her. It is heartbreaking. Our parents came up for our birthday this year and it was awful because they tried to make us talk. They might as well have been trying to rip Macy’s hair out. She wouldn’t even look at me. Granted I was high just to get through the night, but still she didn’t say a single word to me. I’ve tried to talk to her but she walks away like I’m not even breathing. I bet she wishes I wasn’t.


  I never go home during the summers, mostly because of her. Since we left that small town of Canby three years ago, I know there will be a time when I have to return. But it won’t be easy.


  Cash has been back since we left. He spends the summers working with his dad for a few weeks and then it’s off to football camp. Macy’s been back too but me? No. I haven’t. I’m usually taking summer classes because I can never seem to pass a class the first time. At the rate I was going, I would be lucky if I could graduate in ten years if they didn’t kick me out of school before then.


  I’m sure it’s not that bad, but I have failed quite a few classes due to my lack of attendance.


  I’m outside my last class for the afternoon and digging through my purse for the baggie I know is in there. After double checking it’s there, I head back inside and try like hell not to fall asleep in this class like I did last week.


  After class, I go back to my dorm and take a nap since I can never seem to relax during the day. My phone buzzing wakes me up. I ignore it but wake up anyway. The sky’s black now, night taking over and I find myself wandering campus getting some fresh air. I do this a lot. Another way to relax and wind down. Another attempt at a coping mechanism that fails.


  When I’m in the parking lot I see Landon’s black truck. It’s parked where it’s usually parked, away from where campus security hangs out.


  They’ll never bother him because of his status here but he’s still cautious.


  After prom, Landon and I never touched each other again. Well, we kissed, when completely sober and decided we didn’t have feelings for each other. It was for the better because that’s what destroyed my relationship with Macy to begin with.


  I tap lightly on the window, he gives me a nod to get in. When I do, we sit in silence after I ask about Macy and he asks about Cash. Then he’s staring at my arms and the bruises that cover them.


  “He’s bad news, Madison.” Landon says, bloodshot eyes wandering to mine, fumes filling the cab. “Stay away from him.”


  I know Jay Lucas is bad news. But I don’t have a choice anymore. I’ve gotten myself in pretty deep with him and it’s not like I can just tell him to leave me alone. A guy like Jay wouldn’t listen to me.


  “I know.” I tell Landon trying to appease him.


  “Do you?” He asks, shifting to lay his hand over the back of my seat.


  “Yeah…”


  “Why are you sleeping with him?”


  I know Landon knows shit about my life that I don’t want him to. He sees things and while he mostly keeps to himself, there are times where he lets me know when I’m in trouble. We’re friends. Probably best friends these days and I know he’s looking out for me. And then there are days when it pisses me off.


  Why does he care?


  He shouldn’t. He has his own problems and his own girl to worry about.


  “Landon…” I sigh and stare out at the cars in the parking lot. I don’t want to look at him because I know the look. A mixture of disgust, sadness, and pity.


  He shakes my seat slightly. “What are you doing, Madison? You’re still sleeping with Cash but yet you’re fucking around with Jay… and Colton… who else?”


  If only I knew. I get drunk and I know I’ve had sex but I’m not sure with who. Thankfully I’m on birth control because there are even times when I know they don’t use anything. It disgusts me that I allow this. That my life is made up of moments that mean absolutely nothing to me, that I can’t even remember, yet I continue on.


  I look at him now. “I don’t need this shit from you, Landon. You’re not any better.”


  “I’m not sleeping around on Macy.” You can’t miss the defensiveness to his tone. There usually is when we talk about Macy, or Cash. Neither one of us want to admit there’s anything wrong. When everything so clearly is.


  “You might as well be.” I stare out the window at the glow around the street light that sits not twenty feet away, an angelic halo comes off of it that has me mesmerized. “How’s Amber? Or what’s that chick’s name you were kissing the other day? Kendra?”


  I turn my head to look at him when he doesn’t answer me.


  Landon rolls his eyes but says nothing more. He knows the truth. He may not be sleeping around with girls but Landon can’t keep his hands off women. He’s always been that way.


  I’m not in the mood for this so I give him a nod and open the door to the truck. When I do, I let the smoke out, it rolls in waves around me as I step outside into the cool crisp fall air. I keep the joint in my hand and walk across the campus, still smoking. I don’t care who sees me. Sure, if campus security sees me I could get in trouble but I bet you ninety percent of the kids at this school smoke.


  The longer I walk, the more my mind drifts. I’ve made a few circles around the building when I find my eyes looking up at Cash’s dorm room. We both have lived in the Global Scholars Hall and have since freshman year. They don’t let you choose the building you’re in freshman year but strangely enough, Cash and I were in the same building along with Macy and Landon. We’re separated by one floor, I’m on the second, he’s on the third. For three years we’ve practically been on top of one another but we’ve never quite been able to get back to where we were.


  When I count over from the far left to find his window, I see that his light is on. I let my mind drift as I inhale and sit down on the concrete bench outside. I kind of feel like a stalker for a half a second.


  Then I remember why I do this. I miss his smell and the warmth of his body. I miss him. It’s hard to say why I can’t let him go. It’s because I have to have the connection.


  We’re not the same anymore.


  After the accident, I was lost in more ways than one. I turned to those I shouldn’t have, destroyed everything and everyone around me by making alliances with the devil.


  Now here I am three years later and I’m still destroying everything. After Steven died, nothing was the same. I’ll be the first to admit a part of me died right beside him on that road. Landon would agree.


  After Steven’s funeral, Cash and I stayed together, until prom. I can’t even say we stayed together and that be entirely true. We were together in the sense that we were swept away just like the shattered glass that caked the street that December night.


  And then I made my life, and his, worse the following spring.


  Our senior prom that year, I decided I was getting high in a broom closet and decided to make everything a lot worse.


  


  I felt the bass of the hip-hop song pumping in the background as Landon pushed himself from the wall. He was drunk, slow movements and heavy lids, he twisted around and started dancing, shaking his ass to the beat of “Goodies.” I laughed so hard it hurt, but he knew exactly how to make me laugh. We had a dance-off in the janitor’s closet, all the while, forgetting forever. Fuck forever. I didn’t want to think about forever. At least not right then.


  We’re right now.


  I shook my hips, my ass, and Landon watched. His eyes low, hooded but cold, marred by misery. There was some amusement there, captured by an innocence he was afraid to let anyone see anymore. Anyone but me. I saw it because he’s comfortable. He knew I never judged him.


  Landon stepped forward, his left hand reached out to touch my hips as I moved. It was a tentative touch, unsure, but it’s still there and shocking. Landon didn’t touch me like that. There was something in the way he watched me that should have warned me.


  As the song changed, his head bent, his ear pressed to my cheek. My head twisted at the same time his did. He paused, another unsure moment, and then he moved his lips against mine, urgent and needing pulling my lower lip into his mouth. I gasped, trying to figure out what was happening when Landon let out this low rumble of a groan. His consuming kiss was warm and tasted of smoke and whiskey. Shocked at first I lost my bearings when his tongue moved against mine. He grunted, pushing me with his strong body against the wall. Every inch of him was in line with me. I moved slightly, parting my legs as one of his moved between mine, his thigh against my center. It was a touch I craved from anyone and I wanted so badly to feel that sensation without the words I knew might come, “Are you okay?” but in my pain-filled heart I knew that he wasn’t going to ask that. He didn’t care.


  He groaned and pushed against me again, backing me up against the wall, his hands moving to my ass and raising me up so my legs were spread. Pressing forward, his erection dug into me. That time we both gasped, my hands flew to his chest tugging at his tie and white dress shirt wanting the unspoken closeness he was providing. He helped me out, eyes so dark they looked like shadows, red cherry lips and flushed cheeks captured my gaze.


  We were dying.


  This is what dying feels like. I was sure of it.


  We were not thinking. I couldn’t. He couldn’t. Right now, we were reacting.


  Landon swayed, his movements slow, his bare chest pressed against mine, his hands pawed at my dress. I heard the rip as the slits draping my thighs tear and the top was torn away by impatient hands needing the thrill. We swayed because we were fading. We weren’t even in our minds.


  “I have a condom… ” he whispered, gasping for breath, his mouth never leaving mine.


  I didn’t say a word, but my body began to tremble.


  Stop him. You’ll ruin him. You’ll ruin her.


  


  Sometimes I do wonder if Alexa hadn’t come in what could have been. But then again, I’m glad she did. I’m sure—had Landon and I had sex—there would have been no chance at repairing anything. Call me crazy but I sometimes get the feeling that someday maybe we can all repair this. All of us.


  When I get back to my dorm, I go into the bathroom that separates my room from Jenny’s dorm. We always keep the bathroom doors open. I feel like I’m not alone that way.


  Jenny’s on her bed with a book in her face. She’s studying and I know it’s something I should be doing, but I can’t muster the energy to be concerned about studying.


  Jenny and I have been roommates since freshman year. I’m sure she’s used to my spiral down this dark path. The deeper in I go, the more she overlooks. She knows who I fuck and she knows how bad I fuck my life up. What she doesn’t know is why. And I don’t think I have to tell her. Some things that don’t need explaining. This is one of them.


  


  September 19, 2013


  


  The house is crowded, so many people that you can barely move. My eyes are heavy, my skin feels prickly under my hoodie that I keep pulled over my head. The air smells of weed and stale beer. A loud bass kicks and pounds in my head.


  I’m wandering in a room that’s dark and suffocating.


  No direction.


  No nothing.


  I’m craving.


  Jay reaches for me and takes me to the back of the house. Each room we pass, people are either fucking or shooting up. When we get inside the room, we sit down on the couch near the window. Jay reaches inside the drawer beside his bed and then comes back over to me. I watch his black shoes as they drag against the old wooden floor that creaks as he steps. Jay’s house is about a mile off campus. Usually it’s filled with people. Some I recognize, others I don’t and it’s never the same crowd aside from a few regulars.


  Jay’s eyes are half open as his knee touches mine on the old burnt red couch, his breathing heavy. “Who’s that from?”


  I touch the spot over my collarbone with my fingertips. “You.” I lie, keeping my head down. There’s no sense in looking at him now.


  I lift my eyes to the tattoos that cover his skin and the round black earrings he wears. My gaze travels lower to the ripped black Pearl Jam t-shirt to the black jeans that fray at the heels.


  I chew on the inside of my cheek waiting for his response. He leans forward and lays out the white powder in front of him and then pulls out his credit card.


  Jay rubs his nose, runs the back of his hand over his thick dark beard, and leans forward again chopping rails on the glass table, his long lashes fluttering as he shakes his head. Raising his hand and tipping his DC hat up and knocking it off his head behind his back. “Sure it is.”


  Jay knows I’m not only fucking him. He’d have to be stupid to think that and he’s far from stupid, he’s a drug dealing businessman and knows when people are trying to lie their way out of something. I don’t know much about him other than he’s around thirty and can get you the shit you crave. That’s all I need to know. Unfortunately, being here, with him, I see things I don’t care to see. I see the danger that lurks in this house and how deep you can be pulled under.


  Then I wonder, have I already gotten as deep as one can go with Jay?


  Jay’s strange to me. He’s scary as hell and definitely not someone you want to piss off but for some reason, when he lets you see his eyes, there’s a gentleness to them you wouldn’t expect. I doubt many of his clients see this side of him; however, I also doubt many of his clients are paying their habit in sexual favors either.


  His breathing evens out, he finally raises his head, his face blank. “Who’s the guy you fuck in your dorm room?”


  Jay doesn’t talk. We’ve never actually had a conversation. It’s mostly one-sided. He gives me what I need and tells me how things are going to go.


  I swallow, afraid, my heart in my ears, his question met with silence at first. The last thing I want is Cash brought into anything to do with Jay. I also know I shouldn’t lie. He already caught me in one.


  “Cash.”


  He has no reply and turns his focus ahead of him.


  There’s absolutely no sense in lying to Jay. He knows everything. He knows exactly who Cash is too.


  He leans forward and takes the rolled up twenty between his index finger and his thumb and does his line. Rubbing his nose, he leans back on the couch staring up at the ceiling and nudges my knee with the back of his hand, then nods to the table where a second line is waiting for me.


  I look down at his hands that have the word “dark” on his left hand and “ness” on the right.


  How ironic.


  I want to say no to what’s in front of me. I don’t want to do cocaine. I never have. But once I did, it’s hard to stop. If I deny the offer, he will be upset with me. I’m controlled in more ways than I can understand. He’s offering and if you don’t take him up on it, he gets offended. You don’t offend Jay Lucas.


  He watches carefully as I do my line, the rush instant and burning. I sit there with my hands on my knees until he moves beside me.


  He stands uncertainly, his hand on the back of his neck seeming rattled for a half a second. It confuses me how his moods change, let’s me see that he’s unstable in ways I’ll never understand.


  He nods to the room.


  I have a choice here. I don’t believe I do but there is one.


  I go because that’s how this works. He gives me what I need—because I can’t afford it otherwise—and I lay there while he takes what he needs.


  When he’s finished, my sadness for what I’ve let myself become rolls down my cheeks.


  I should leave.


  Instead I’m left staring at the ceiling when I hear the click of his lighter and the familiar first drag. I’m spinning out of control, the room with it, my stomach burns and my throat feels like it’s on fire. As I lay there, images of Cash rush through my mind, so quickly I can’t see them, but they’re there. There are flashes, years of what we had, what we’d become and what we might have been if not for the darkness that hangs over our forever.


  I feel dirty, like even if I was to shower, I’d still feel dirty for what I just did.


  Jay’s hand reaches for me shaking my shoulder. “You need to leave. I have to meet someone.”


  He stands, his bare ass disappearing into the dim lighting of the bathroom. The door slams behind him, I raise up on my elbows and breathe in, trying to steady the beat in my chest. It’s steady, a pulsating beat. My stomach burns, I feel the acid rolling, my body’s fighting me and what I’m doing to it.


  Twisting to the side, I lean down to retrieve my clothes from the floor. When I bend down, I see the drop of blood land on the cream carpet. My hands fly to my nose. I leave my shirt off and instead just wear my bra out of his room. The door creaks when I open it. A couple on the couch are fucking. They barely notice me; his bare ass on display and her eyes closed as if she’s dead to the world. She may be judging by the used needle on the floor.


  My stomach turns again. I can’t believe I’m doing this shit to myself.


  I keep one hand pressed to my face and use the other to button my jeans and slip my shoes on. I bend to tie them and I can feel the blood draining in my mouth now. The more I move, the more I start to shake. The front door slams behind me and I’m walking up the street, barely dressed.


  I get to the road and stumble into the ditch. I sit there for a while because I hate myself and this is where I feel I should be.


  On the ground.


  In it.


  Beneath it.


  I start shaking hard and I think I see my chest moving, beating, and it stings. It feels like it can’t beat fast enough, yet, should be stronger.


  I should call Landon, instead I walk the two miles in the middle of the night to the gas station and then take a bus back to campus.


  When I get to my dorm room, my nose has finally stopped bleeding. Jenny’s asleep, the dorm is dark, much like my head. Exactly like my forever.


  


  September 20, 2013


  


  I’m sitting at my window, staring out it at nothing in particular, as smoke drifts through the small crack when Cash sends me a text. It’s not often that I see Cash during the normal hours of the day. And though it’s only six PM, he’s done this before.


  Maybe it’s him making an effort.


  I want to make an effort too. But I also don’t want to hurt him any more than I already have. I’m not good for someone like him anymore.


  Dinner?


  I stare at the text for a few minutes. We haven’t been to dinner since freshman year. Then I remember a comment he made the other morning when he was leaving that I needed to eat more.


  Trying to make me fat? It feels good to joke with him.


  I like something to grab.


  I laugh. Sure. Where?


  Well I like to grab your ass. You know that.


  I meant dinner.


  Lol, I know. Be there in a minute.


  It wasn’t always like this with us. It’s just sort of evolved into this. Freshman year, even after everything at prom, we actually went on dates but never classified anything as “dating,” it was more of the occasional dinner, party together, and fucking. Then I got high, fucked around, and pulled away from him because I didn’t want to hurt him. He willingly let me go and gave me space.


  Sophomore year was the same only after football season, we legitimately tried to date and have a relationship. Didn’t work. Once football camp rolled around, it wasn’t the same and I slipped away. I found comfort in others when I didn’t get it from Cash.


  They didn’t expect anything from me. Cash, well, he didn’t either but I still felt guilty.


  When he knocks moments later, my heart beats a little faster knowing he’s on the other side of the door. There’s a fraction of a moment before I open the door that I imagine our lives to be different. I imagine that we’re together again and that night never happened. I imagine I didn’t ruin our lives when I handed Landon that joint or drank straight from the bottle because I couldn’t wait. I imagine that I didn’t almost sleep with his best friend and lose mine.


  But then I open the door and I see his eyes. The bright blue that meets me changes things for me. It’s adorable in ways only Cash can be. When I look at him, that light brown hair that sticks up in the front, those dark brooding eyebrows that crease when he’s nervous, that’s when I know that everything is different and nothing will ever be the same again. Because of me.


  He smiles softly when he comes inside and sits on my bed flipping through my History of Motion text book.


  “I’m failing.” I say, shrugging.


  He nods. “Need help? I took that class last year because I thought it was interesting.”


  “That’s okay.” The last thing I want is for him to feel like he has to do this. “You’re busy with football.”


  Right now, this is the most interaction we’ve had in almost a year.


  Cash nods, staring at the floor, seeming to know I don’t want him to help me and not pushing the issue. “Dinner?”


  “I really should study.”


  “It’s just food.” He nods again, and then looks up at me standing near the window as if he knows that but he’s wanting something from me. More than what I usually give him. He didn’t come for just sex this time. “Just let me take you to dinner, please?”


  He said please.


  That isn’t something I can ignore easily. Not when it’s coming from him.


  It certainly doesn’t feel like it’s just food.


  “Okay. I guess I gotta eat.”


  He laughs throwing my sweatshirt that’s beside my bed at me.
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  When we get to the Taylor’s Bar & Grill, I’m glad I took that Vicodin earlier. Seeing girls instantly hanging all over him isn’t easy, regardless of how undefined we are. But it’s the way it is with us lately. I’m in the shadows and he’s center field where he belongs.


  He walks in ahead of me but reaches for my hand when we get to the door. I feel safe when he touches me like this, warmth enveloping my body instead of the all-encompassing cold I live with daily.


  Just before he opens the door, a group to our left calls his name as they sit outside in the green plastic chairs reserved for outside dining. He gives them a nod, never letting go of my hand as we’re led to a table in the back, his eyes on the televisions that line the wall above the bar.


  When he lets go of my hand to take a seat, that’s when I feel the warmth leave me.


  Everyone stops by to congratulate him on the game against Tennessee. They won 56-14. I watched the entire game from this very bar last Saturday night so I have an idea of what they are talking about. Cash threw for an impressive 456 yards with four touchdowns.


  “That’s amazing!” One tall brunette says to her boyfriend when he tells her about the yards. She has no idea what he’s referring to but she’s impressed by Cash and smiles, her eyes never meeting mine.


  Cash is low key. He’s always modest when it comes to his playing ability, and though he’s the captain of the team, you’ll never hear him say he’s the best player. He doesn’t believe that even for a second.


  “It’s pretty cool,” he says, giving the guy standing beside him an autograph on a beer coaster. They take a photo with Cash and then they leave.


  Tonight isn’t any different than it ever is with him. Since his freshman year here, he’s been this school’s superstar. They worship him in ways he could have never imagined coming from such a small town like Canby. It isn’t too hard to be a superstar back home, but at a university where tens of thousands of students and faculty know your name and high five you randomly walking around campus, yeah, that’s a big deal.


  A cheerleader comes by, Amber Kadence, her hands lingering over the chest I used to lay my head on and watch the night fade to morning. Her hair is perfect, her body toned and eyes bright. So different from me with the messy hair pulled back in a bun, baggy clothes, and tired eyes. I feel like when I see him like this, surrounded by people and girls who pine for him that I’m in the way. An obligation he feels entitled to watch over.


  Sometimes I wish he wouldn’t bother with me.


  Sometimes I wonder why he does.


  Sometimes… I’m thankful he does.


  “Nice game, Cash.” Her pretty brown eyes flutter to mine. She knows Cash doesn’t belong to me but she’ll never understand just how much he and I control each other.


  Cash looks up at her, winks and smiles. “Thanks, Amber.”


  He’s always polite. I don’t think he knows anything else.


  I shift my eyes from them, I don’t want to see this. It hurts to see it firsthand but I have no say. I’ve created this monster, fed it. My unwillingness to move on from the past keeps this monster’s vice-like hands around me. The longer I watch him and the endless flow of students congratulating him and talking about the game, I see what kind of person he is.


  Cash is different than most college football players. Even Colton and Jet, hell, even Landon. Nothing rattles him like it should. He’s extremely focused on the field. Off the field, he has a 4.0 and still manages to be the star quarterback. Naturally everyone looks to him wondering where the fault lies. We all have them, some just hide it better than others.


  He has one. And it’s me.


  I’m the disease slowly killing him.


  There’s a break in the crowd as I’m picking at my fries. That’s when I ask, “Are you having sex with her?”


  Cash looks down at the bill on the table and then up at me.


  I reach inside my purse and pull out a twenty. “You don’t have to pay for me.”


  Cash doesn’t answer. He watches my reaction to his silence and slides the money back at me.


  “No.” He answers taking a drink of his water and then gives a nod at the door.


  “No, what?”


  “No, I haven’t slept with her.”


  I’m relieved somewhat.


  What if he did? How would I feel about that?


  We’re walking back to the dorms when I slip off the sidewalk and into the street where I lay down between the center lines.


  “Do you think of dying, Cash?” He looks back and sees I’m not behind him.


  “Come on, Madison, get up.” He jogs over and reaches down grabbing my hand. “Don’t mess around.”


  I don’t move. Instead I stay lying in the street letting the rain hit my face as I look up at the sky. I wonder what Steven was thinking that night when he knew he was dying. When he watched us watching him die? Did he feel pain? Was he sad? Were there things he wanted to say and didn’t?


  “Just lay here with me.” I say, looking over at him.


  “No.” He turns away and walks to the sidewalk. “Get out of the street.”


  Cash doesn’t like to think of that night. This reminds him of it. I can feel his body tense from where I stand on the street.


  “Why is everything with you so planned?” I ask getting up and taking the five steps it takes to reach him on the curb. He stares down at me as I speak, searching my eyes for the answer to my crazy ways. “Don’t you ever just want to live right now?”


  “I am living right now.” He turns again and starts walking back to the dorms. Our steps crunch the falling leaves, the cool fall night slaps at my face with a spray of mist. It rains here a lot. Not as much as Seattle, but in the fall it rains. I like the rain. I’ll even get up in the middle of the night to go walk in it just so I can feel the water on my skin.


  It’s refreshing.


  It’s calming.


  We get to the dorm, standing near the bike racks and Cash hesitates for a half a second. He’s not sure whether he should follow me or not when we reach the cafeteria. He decides not and then gives me a wink and heads toward the elevators down the hall. I go the opposite direction. We both live in the same building on the east side of the campus, only Cash is on the other side and lives with Saylor, the center on his team.


  We part ways and once inside my dorm, I see Jenny’s still up. I peek over there when I close the door to the bathroom. She’s concentrating on her midterms that I needed to be studying for too.


  I have to write a five-to-eight-page paper reviewing a journal article on any subject that deals with cognitive psychology. I knew I was going to do the paper on False Memory Syndrome, I just didn’t have the energy to do it now.


  I also knew should I want to, I had the energy in my nightstand.


  The thought of taking it makes my stomach turn.


  I push my books off my bed onto the floor and strip down until I’m in my bra and underwear. The jersey I usually wear to bed is hanging over my desk chair. When I slip it over my shoulders, I smile. It even smells like him. I never wash it in fear I’ll lose that scent.


  Sleep comes easy until around three that morning. I don’t know what it is. Maybe it’s my body and the way it knows when Cash is thinking of me.


  Maybe it’s my hope that he is.


  I look at my phone to check the time and see a text come through. It’s him.


  You up?


  I smile.


  Just smile.


  Moments later he’s at my door with that look. This is what we do.


  We run and we hide here, in this moment, in this place, where we don’t have to make sense of anything. It’s not just sex with him. It’s so much more of an undefined thing… but it’s our thing and I’ll take it.


  His pants are undone and I’m trying to get them off but he’s not having it. Cash likes to kiss these days and I feel like it’s happening more and more. He shows emotion this way, the little that we give is shared in the passion of his lips. He’s kissing and worshiping me against the door to the bathroom. His strong hands push mine away and pin them to the door. My arms wrap around concrete shoulders, gripping muscles that flex as he holds me. He grunts and pushes his hips into mine, wet swollen lips capture my own. Steadying me against the door, he removes his jersey I’m wearing, tosses it aside and then removes my bra.


  There are things I find sexy about Cash that no one compares to. It’s his arrogance. Cash is what most would say adorable. You’d generally think he would be the gentle guy who was intimate in bed. He’s nothing like that.


  That arrogance comes from him knowing he’s good at this and the reason we’re still doing this is because he gives me what I’m looking for. He’s right. He also knows what I like. Every move he makes, he knows my reaction to it. There’s a sense of comfort between us.


  Leading me to the bed he pushes me down, his hand giving me a little push in the center of my chest and then lets his hands wander up my thighs to the edge of my panties. Drawing them down my legs he lets them fall at his feet. I push back with my feet on his chest, smiling at him and then sitting up with my feet touching the floor. My head is at his waist, and I look up at him through my lashes as I undo his belt. I work his jeans lower letting them fall to his ankles. His hands raise up over my shoulders and cup my face, his thumbs dragging over my lips.


  I don’t waste time, my hands eagerly stroke his erection, so hard, smooth and perfect.


  When my mouth takes him deep inside and lets him hit the back of my throat, Cash’s hands fist in my hair.


  “Stop.” He tells me and shoves me back. I scoot to the center of the bed watching him reach for the condom in the nightstand after kicking away the remainder of his clothes. The moonlight catches his eyes and I get a glimpse of the lust in them and the way he has his head bent, concentrating on the wrapper of the condom.


  When he gets the condom on, he climbs between my legs.


  There’s a moment I can’t shake. It’s when he enters me and my body curves around his. His left hand reaches between us, his right firmly on my ass scooting me up the bed when he slides inside me. Just as his mouth drags down my jaw, his body trembles, as does mine.


  He feels it too.


  His hand flies from my hips to my neck and pushes my head down into the pillow. Cash knows how to fuck. He’s a god on the field and fucks just as good. I’ll die the day I know I’m not the only one feeling this. “You fucking love this shit… don’t you, baby?” he whispers in my ear, the roughness somewhat unnerving. “You crave fucking my dick, don’t you?”


  “Yes!” I moan.


  Nipping at my neck his teeth drags over my heated skin.


  “Fuck... ” Cash shudders, his body trembling when I wrap my arms around his neck. “You’re so fucking wet... ” His feet move, his knees spreading slightly bracing himself and gaining some leverage to move easier. When he does, his head falls forward to my shoulder. He’s found the right play for sure.


  I look at the clock just to make sure. I never want this to end.


  It’s 3:49 AM.


  We have time.


  I throw my head back and close my eyes letting him take me. His hands stay on my hips, fingers digging into my flesh with each thrust. No words are said after that. We’ve gone to that place where our problems don’t exist. A place that we’ve created and we are the only visitors.


  His left hand moves to my neck when he lifts up, watching me, his thumb on one side, his fingers on the other with just the slightest pressure on just the right artery. It was enough that I feel the blood flow leave, but not enough that I can’t breathe. He’s rough. He’s always rough and that’s where the arrogance comes from. He knows what I like and he doesn’t give a shit.


  There’s no rules to this. We take what we take and we give it just as hard.


  My nails dig into the flesh, each pass leaves a raised red mark. This is me begging him to fuck me harder, give me everything he has to give.


  He knows.


  He provides.


  With a grunt, his hips drive into me unrelenting and his right hand pushes my head into the pillow a little harder.


  Gasping at the sensation, Cash moves both hands and then curls them over the tops of my shoulders, the leverage he needs. Still on my back, with my feet flat against the mattress, I push up and arch into him, working together.


  With a frustrated gasp, Cash moves his hands to my ass forcing me into his movements. “Jesus… I fucking needed you so bad,” he cries into my hair, pushing it to the side, his hands tangling in it.


  Me too.


  Me.


  Too.


  I exhale noisily, moaning into his ear. That provokes him and he groans again, and then finds my mouth.


  Maybe it’s his lips.


  Maybe it’s the passion.


  Maybe it’s just… him.


  We come together, panting and cursing. His entire body tenses as the warmth crashes over us.


  “Holy shit,” he says scrubbing his palms over his eyes when he pulls away. “That was hot.”


  I smile, not sure what else to say as he pushes away from me completely and sits up on the edge of my bed discarding the condom in the trash under my desk. He looks over at me. He smiles, just barely, and then wards it off but I caught it.


  He smiled at me.


  My heart pounds as he stands pulling his jeans on.


  As I watch him leave, walking without a thought, he keeps his head down.


  I know I can’t keep holding him back. I’m forever dark. He’s my light. People like Macy are light. They don’t need all this darkness surrounding them and making them feel like they’re not good enough.


  They are good enough.


  Deep down I know we’ve all done horrible things. We’ve all fucked up in our lives. It’s just a matter of how bad, and how you right the wrong, when ready.


  Unfortunately I was nowhere near ready.
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  September 25, 2013


  


  I toss and turn at night. Every night. Nothing helps. All I see is my phone staring back at me.


  Don’t look.


  I look at the clock beside my bed instead.


  12:16 AM.


  I turn over toward the wall and stare at the blue paint that’s chipped from where I threw my phone at it the other night trying not to call.


  I look at the clock again watching the hours count down.


  1:29 AM.


  I need my sleep. I do. So why can’t I get any?


  Madison.


  2:18 AM.


  She’s destroying me.


  Rolling on my back, I throw my arm over my face. When that doesn’t work, I roll on my stomach and squeeze my eyes shut until they burn.


  Maybe if I squeeze them hard enough I won’t see images of her or look at my phone.


  Doesn’t work.


  My hands slide up the bed and under my pillow wrapping around my head.


  Maybe if I suffocate myself I won’t call either?


  There’s an idea.


  I don’t.


  I look at the fucking clock instead peeking on eye open.


  3:04 AM.


  I hate this. I fucking hate that she dictates my life like this without even words.


  Ten minutes later I pick my phone up and text her. Another ten and I’m in her bed.


  When I leave some forty-five minutes later, she’s sleeping on the bed. I pause at the door because I love seeing her like this. Rarely do I ever see Madison sleeping. I’ve seen her stoned, crying, in love, shaking with need, overcome with lust but rarely as vulnerable as she is when her guard’s down and she’s sleeping.


  She’s absolutely beautiful like that.


  It’s hard to leave her when I see her eyes closed and flushed cheeks pressed into the pillow supporting her head.


  I have to though.


  Getting up at five AM for most is too early. For me, my day starts with that three AM text. From there I go to the gym with the rest of my team. Most days I’m running on very little sleep but that’s nothing new.


  I’m a disaster in more ways than I can say.


  In the last three years, my life is nothing like I’d thought.


  Remember that ring?


  I still have it.


  That girl?


  She’s gone in the sense that she’ll never be the same. But I can’t let her go no matter how hard I try.


  And no matter how much I try, I can never forget that night that changed forever.


  I can’t stop seeing it.


  I live it over and over again, as do the others in the car that night.


  It’s a horrible nightmare that we will never forget. When I have nightmares about it, gasping and struggling to breathe, I feel like that breath I need is never granted.


  The worst part for me is that I’m doing exactly what he was supposed to be doing. Playing college football.


  I’m playing at the University of Oregon and the starting quarterback for the Oregon Ducks. Some think I’m this Golden Boy with the perfect life who is living the dream. Sure. They can say any of that but I have to disagree. And sure, I’ve been on the cover of Sports Illustrated my senior year of high school and offered a full ride to any college I wanted, but if it was so damn good, I’d have my boys beside me. I wouldn’t have buried one of my best friends, I wouldn’t have punched my other one and I would be engaged.


  I’m none of that. I have none of that. What I have is right now.


  I take my time getting over to the Len Casanova Center, our football training center. It’s unreal the facility we have here and makes me feel like I’m playing for a pro team every time I step foot in here.


  We have everything from state-of-the-art training equipment to personal iPads to flat screen televisions everywhere, underwater treadmills, cold tubs, hot tubs, and even a barbershop.


  A barbershop.


  It’s insane.


  It’s probably why I spend ninety percent of my time in there from the early morning to around ten, sometimes eleven at night.


  As I’m changing into my shorts and t-shirt, I hear bits and pieces of conversations around me. I’m the quiet one on this team of marauders. I don’t talk much because all these guys are talking about is pussy and football. Sure, I’ll talk football all night long but not pussy. It’s none of their fucking business.


  Once in the gym, I’m a little on edge listening to their bullshit and lifting weight relaxes me.


  I was with Madison this morning and you’d think I would have been at ease because of that, but I’m exceptionally tense these days. I’m not even sure why. There’s this nagging feeling in my gut since the season started. Maybe it’s the pressure getting to me. We have an open day this Saturday but then we play the Bears and we have the Huskies and Cougars coming up too. It’s not an easy schedule.


  Coach Erwin, the offensive coordinator for the Ducks, takes me aside. He starts going over plays immediately while I continue to lift, and leaves little room for confusion or questions. He’s thorough and I appreciate that. I never have to guess and he trusts me on the field. I’ll always remember this saying that coaches make decisions, players make the plays.


  I believe that.


  They let me do what I do, I respect them enough to do what they do.


  I do a lot of training with the other two quarterbacks on our team and it’s clear I’m the tallest of the three, 6’2”, and I think that gives me a good advantage, let’s me see more of the field.


  It’s definitely held some advantages for me because I was the first freshman to start in twenty years at this college as a quarterback. I’ve been the starting quarterback for the last two years. I’m watched by the NFL, talked about as being nominated for the Heisman Trophy and contacted by teams as well as promised the world.


  If I play well.


  If.


  That’s a lot of fucking pressure for someone who just turned twenty-one a few weeks ago.


  Playing college football is different from high school. Everything is more pressure, harder hitting and fast-paced. Even with all that I led our team to a 12-1 season. I threw 2677 yards on 230 of 336 passing attempts. I threw for thirty-two touchdowns with only six interceptions.


  Yeah, my freshman year was a good season and I earned the team’s respect.


  Now, my junior year, we’re four games into the 2013 season and for the most part, we’re looking pretty good.


  They say I’m a top prospect for the 2015 draft. I like to think I am, but I’m not getting my hopes up on that one.


  I spend the rest of the hour on the treadmill before needing to leave to make it to my classes on time. Most think we’re in there trying to bulk up. It’s not necessarily true. We work on flexibility and conditioning. Not necessarily for strength, but endurance. If you can’t play a whole game because you have no endurance, what’s the point?


  Besides the very early start, I enjoy these morning workouts because for once I don’t have to think.
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  After working out, I take a quick shower and I’m on my way to my Cell Biology class that morning, dragging ass so I grab a coffee on the way there. Once in class, Saylor’s already there staring at the board and then his book.


  “I think I forgot about the test.”


  I smile and hand him the coffee I brought for him. He smiles too and takes it. “You know the way to my heart, sugar.”


  “Anything for you, cupcake.” I wink at him as we continue to tease one another.


  A chick walks by and Saylor bites his fist. “She has a nice fucking ass.”


  I look. He’s right.


  I smile. “You have a nice ass too.”


  He winks at me. “You touch it a lot too.” Being the center, it’s a given that my hands are near his ass a lot. Unfortunately.


  We both start laughing until class begins.


  This class is intense, we not only have to know everything about anatomy and physiology as well as biology at the cellular level, we also have to think like a crime lab and be able to process a crime scene. Why I agreed to take this class as my science requirement is beyond me. We signed up for this thinking there’d be chicks in here like those who work in the CSI Crime Lab in Las Vegas, instead it’s every douchebag wannabe male crime scene tech and a few girls but not the football groupie type that we are used to seeing.


  A few girls walk by and smile at us. I give them a nod but not much else. I smile knowing I’ll probably see one or two of these girls back at our dorm room later. My freshman year I had a total douche bag for a roommate, but then I got to room with Saylor my sophomore year and it’s worked well between us. He never cleans up anything but we’re football players so not really a top priority for us.


  Saylor Wilson gets a lot of pussy. Like a lot. Every fucking night it seems. He also has a porn stash, and a pretty decent one at that. I’m actually impressed. And a little jealous.


  My major is in Humanities. Everyone asks me what the hell a Humanities degree would be good for and my response, “it’s going to serve me well when I’m a first-round NFL draft pick.”


  My passion is football, plain and simple. I had to declare a degree when I accepted the scholarship to play football and this seemed like the easiest route. I had no idea what I’d be up against with the amped up level of football that is played at the college level. School was important but I knew what I was here for. I thought it would be an easy degree, man, was I wrong.


  Declaring a Humanities degree as my major requires me to study everything associated with literature, art, religion… basically the humanities over the centuries. I do a lot of reading, even more writing, and a ton of research and staring at artwork, paintings, and sculptures by the great artists. And by sculptures and paintings, I mean lots of naked women. One more bonus point for this major.


  It’s entertaining to me that Saylor, a 6’4”, center who most would assume is dumb as a fucking rock has the same major. It’s not that funny because he’s fucking smart as hell. School is important to me. About as much as football. There’s no guarantee that after college I’ll ever play ball again but you can bet your ass that I’m banking on it. That’s not the goal, of course, but I need something to fall back on. Worst case, I can be a professor someday for a university and teach.


  Like any other day, I move from class to class, study my ass off before practice, head over to the player’s lounge directly after that, relax for a few minutes and have a protein drink and then it’s practice for three hours.
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  Oregon doesn’t have a professional football team. It’s clear when you look at the college football stadium and training center. All the money goes into this place and pretty much anything you want. I’m in the player’s lounge with an iPad in my hand, a bottle of water in the other, watching films from the Bears last game trying to see any advantage we might have. We play them on Saturday and I’m trying to get an idea of the defensive line. My mind isn’t on the films like it should be. Instead, it’s on Madison. It’s hard to focus on anything but her most days. There are times when I can’t think about her, like at football camp because they run you into the ground. Other times, she’s someone I can’t seem to shake. I worry about her. I feel like if I didn’t have her in my life in some way, she would slip away completely. It’s far from pity or sympathy that I feel for her, what we had is so much more. Hell, what we still have is so much more.


  It’s not easy because I know damn well what’s keeping her alive, those drugs she insists on taking, is killing me in more ways than she will ever know.


  An hour later, our team is on the field and split by position, each of us working on specific plays and strategies. By the end of the week we’re in scrimmage games and heavy hitting though I’m usually off limits for hitting. Surprisingly, I love the roughness of football. Hard hits don’t bother me one bit.


  I trust these guys on my team and we’ve played well together the last three years. Who I don’t trust is Colton, our tackle. He’s sloppy at times. Like today. When he leaves me open for a sack and I’m picking grass out of my face guard.


  College football is so much more intense than high school ball. Nothing is the same. Every hit is harder and with every play more is on the line. I don’t like to be sacked. Ever.


  Colton laughs throwing out his hand. “You good, bro?”


  I hate that word “bro.” It’s fucking cliché.


  “Fuck you.” I answer casually picking myself up off the ground. I brush past him and get back into huddle as we call the next play. I feel Landon’s eyes on me but I don’t look at him, especially not after the word “bro” is said to me by Colton. When I look at Landon, it hurts too damn much.


  But I do glance his direction and I’m immediately reminded of our last real conversation after I found out he made out with Madison.


  “We good, bro?”


  “We will never be bros again.” I turn my back on him and he knows that’s all I’m going to say to him.


  We break apart from scrimmage and run plays. Sometimes the same one over and over again until we get it right. Landon struggles. He can’t seem to get to the ball or he overruns it. Just like every other practice. It pisses me off when I watch him. He’s by far our best wide receiver, even better than Taylor Quinn, the senior he beats out for the starting position each week.


  But he never gives one hundred percent and it irritates me. It’s like saying the team that’s supposed to be tight and trust one another yet he can’t even give us the gratification of knowing he gave his best. A total slap in our faces. The other players see it too. He’s holding back for a reason and I’m sure that reason started a few years ago when he was hanging out of that sunroof. He feels responsible, plain and simple. But who am I to talk, hell, we all feel responsible in our own way. I could have forced them both to get down or made Steven pull over until they got back in the fucking car. That old saying about hindsight being twenty-twenty is spot on because all I can think when I look at Landon is “coulda, shoulda, woulda.”
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  It’s late when I get back to my dorm room, probably around nine or ten. I’m not feeling like much of anything, nor do I want to study. I have to though.


  During the week, we don’t usually party. At all. We’re too busy with practice and school. Although tonight, as I’m studying, Saylor has some kind of open house going on. Our dorm room is open, as is the door leading into the bathroom that connects our room with Holden and Sean’s, two sophomore running backs who play with us. For over an hour it’s an endless flow of girls moving in and out. Some make their way to my side of the dorm where I’m studying, others don’t and stay beside Saylor or even Jet.


  Sometimes I want my own room but we room together because of the unity. It’s important in football.


  I’m reading the same passage over and over again only the giggling is louder. When I turn my head, Saylor has a girl on his lap, his chocolate skin standing out against the fair hair skinned red head straddling him.


  I look away.


  Like I said, Saylor gets pussy. There have been a few who show up when he’s not here and try to test their luck with me. I’m not really into the whole hook up with whoever thing. It’s not that I wouldn’t mind the occasional one night stand but it’s not my thing. My one nights start with an early morning text.


  I came here to play college football and that’s what I’m doing. I’m not here to fuck around but, yeah, I see temptation to do that. I can if I want. It’s all around me. It’s easy. I don’t even have to try. I can go to a party and before I know it, three or four who will meet me at the door. Ready and willing.


  I mess around but I never take it any further. I try. Goddamn do I try but deep down, I don’t want to. I want one girl.


  It hurts that she doesn’t want me in the same way.


  It hurts like a son of a bitch.


  It just… fucking hurts.


  Amber makes her way over to me. She’s a cheerleader and tries every day to get my dick between her legs. She’s almost succeeded a time or two.


  Her hand’s on my chest over my heart. “Hey, I can distract you, if you’d like.”


  I look down at her hand until she removes it. “I’m studying.”


  Good thing about these girls is they don’t like to be denied any more than they want to be humiliated. They’ll try again, another night, but they give up easily and move to the next willing guy. I’ve heard girls say how desperate some guys are but I think that’s a fucked up phrase. I’ve seen more desperate girls than I’ve seen guys. Maybe because they’re thrown our way or they simply hang around like leeches waiting on their next meal.


  Maybe.


  When the girls leave, Saylor notices I never gave any the time of day. “What are you doing?”


  Saylor knows about Madison. Aside from Landon, he’s probably the only one. “I’m not interested.”


  “But you’re fucking around with Madison still?”


  “I love her.” I admit knowing he’s not going to judge me.


  “Are you sure?” His lips purse as he runs his dark skinned hand over his face. “Cause she gets around from what I hear.”


  Nodding, I bite the inside of my cheek and shake my head pushing my book away from me. “You don’t know her.”


  I’m lying to myself. Turning in my chair, I face him.


  I know he’s about to say something I’m not going to like. “She’s a druggie, man.”


  “No, she’s not.” I lie again. “She’s lost.”


  The truth is, Madison is in more trouble than most realize. More than even she leads on. I see it in the tears she hides and the dark circles under her eyes she tries so hard to cover up. Sometimes I don’t want to believe it. I don’t want to know how bad it is.


  Sometimes I don’t know why I call her. Why do I bother?


  I guess I bother because I can’t not. I have to know. I have to believe I didn’t lose her too.


  Sometimes I wonder why she does this to me. I hate that I can’t get away from her. There are when times I look at her and I wonder what she’s thinking. She used to love me. She used to look at me like she loved me. Now I just wonder.


  It’s fucking frustrating.


  It’s torture.


  For a while, we thought we could make it work. It wasn’t easy after what happened at prom. I told her we were done.


  “Cash… please just try to understand.”


  I shook my head, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I can’t. I’m done trying to understand you.”


  I said I was done three years ago but I wasn’t. Come college and football camp, she started slipping and I couldn’t not be with her. She’d disappear for a week at a time, started failing classes and I wanted to believe that those texts helped her. Let her see there was still something good in her life.


  When those texts started coming, most of the time before practice, we started in with the early morning fucking in her dorm. It was an arrangement that worked. It wasn’t that I wanted to hide my relationship with her, it was just the time that worked for us. She didn’t want a public relationship. In fact, it was far from that. She wanted the seclusion we had.


  I was really good at being indifferent. It wasn’t easy but eventually, sometime my sophomore year, I got good at it. I learned things like keeping my eyes relaxed and controlling the hurt.


  Love makes people do stupid shit. Makes them look past lies and see a truth they believe is there.


  Only it’s not.


  I did that.


  I saw what I wanted time and time again with the hope that she might change. That our situation might change. That someday, somehow she’d open her eyes and see I was still there, waiting. She controls me. She takes my fucking breath and she suffocates me with just one look and she’s mine.


  I don’t know why I do it.


  I can’t tell you.


  It’s like I say I’m not going to call. And then I do.


  Football players have play books. We’re expected to memorize them and know when and where to play them. Quarterbacks call the plays based on the offensive coordinators call, and then sometimes we look at the defense and we change it when we see how they are positioned.


  We call an audible. We change the play on the line of scrimmage.


  She’s my audible.


  I change the play at the line of scrimmage.


  I fall asleep at my desk that night, drooling all over my research paper. Sitting back in the chair I turn off my lamp and then run my hands over my face.


  I sit there and stare at my phone for probably thirty minutes, trying not to pick up the phone.


  Reaching for my phone, I look at the time. It’s that time. I try. I fucking try not to call. I’m not supposed to care anymore. I’m not. But I do and fuck me for it because I can’t help myself.


  I lose that battle every morning. I text her when I can’t take it.


  You up?


  And she replies within minutes, like she’s waiting. It’s early and I can’t sleep so I shower and head over to her dorm. I knock lightly, twice, and she opens the door. No questions asked. She grabs my hand, warm fingers wrapping around mine leading me to her bed.


  She’s high, I can tell that right away, her face is blank. Still, there’s some emotion there. And her heart’s beating against my chest.


  I reach below her night shirt and feel that she’s bare and ready. “No panties?”


  She laughs bringing my mouth to hers, her expression cracking with a small smile. “Seemed like a waste of time.”


  I laugh quietly, trying not to wake her roommate and kiss her neck. “Mmhmm…”


  She fucks so good. I can’t get enough. I’m gripping sheets and whispering dirty words to her.


  I roll on my back bringing her on top of me. It’s not easy on a twin bed but I’m too far gone. This is the third time this week I’ve come to her room at three in the morning. Undefined, we keep up what we know works with each other.


  I try so fucking hard to act indifferent when I see her at school. That’s how this works with us but it’s certainly not how I feel. I feel everything when I’m around her.


  Truth is, I’d do anything to bring the light back to those eyes. I stare down at her, our bodies pressed together there’s no space between us. My hands around her neck, but she’s never telling me to stop.


  She says nothing.


  Nothing.


  She wants to see my reaction to nothing too. She wants to know there’s a place in my heart for her. There is and there always will be.


  Sometimes when I’m with her and she’ll look at me. In that moment I think she forgets what happened and all she sees is that I’m that boy who’s never left her side. In some ways, I have. In others I come back and she sees that.


  She needs it.


  She knows what she’s putting me through.


  Hell.


  She knows that I would do anything to make her better. And for a fraction of a second, there’s this look.


  It’s what I breathe for.


  It’s a light I can never bring myself to shut off. It’s why we have these blue lit mornings. They’re not dark. They’re not light. They’re the best of both of us.


  I think she knows I’m looking for something, an indication that she feels something more.


  “Don’t love me…” It’s a whisper that falls from her lips and maybe I’m not meant to hear it, but I do. Her words are like a punch to the chest, a sack that leaves me gasping for air. My body trembles as I come, shaking below her.


  We finish and the release gives me nothing but release. It leaves me unstable and at her mercy. I don’t like either.


  My mind is on the after. The goodbye that never happens. It just hangs there. My chest feels heavy, like she stabbed me with the way she’s looking at me and slowly, just like her, I’m bleeding life. My heart may beat but it’s beating for her. These moments.


  In the moonlight, her eyes catch mine and I see the tears streaming down her face. Without saying anything, I kiss her forehead and leave. She doesn’t want me to stay. She never does. If I stay the tears are worse.


  When I breathe, darkness suffocates me.


  Some people can’t help being sad. Then there’s some who want to be happy, like Madison, but something inside them forces them not to be. Shoves them to the edge of darkness that lurks in the corners waiting to destroy their light.


  That’s what happened to Madison. She was pushed.


  Being sad doesn’t just happen either.


  Neither does depression.


  You can’t ignore it. It won’t let you. It’s in your words, your will and your unwavering control. It stays there, infecting you until it takes over and consumes you.


  I know because I know the girl who’s being destroyed by it.


  


  September 28, 2013


  


  “Ready?” Saylor’s watching me, waiting for an answer. We’re half way through the fourth quarter and he knows I am, he’s just checking. I nod and we move into line.


  As I wait for the snap, my heart pounds rapidly in anticipation, my mind working to strategize and see the play before it happens. I clap my hands, the ball snaps and I spot Landon mid-field but he’s tied up with a defender. I fake to the left and then spin around to the right and throw across field to Jet. He doesn’t gain any ground and is tackled at the ten yard line.


  I have two options at this point. I can run the play myself or throw the ball.


  I run the ball myself, stiff arm a guy and then lay myself out for the goal. Coach hates it when I do that, afraid I’ll get hurt, but when I see an opening, I take it.


  We win the game against the Bears 55-16. I surprised myself with big numbers there too when I threw for over 290 yards and rushing 32 times for 178 yards despite the wind and rain. It was relentless and the ball kept slipping out of my hands. The field was a swamp after the game.


  That was a big win for us. Part of me wasn’t feeling it. Since it’s a home game, we’re looking to get rowdy and party. We find one at a nearby frat house that serves us just fine with an endless supply of beer. A few of the other guys went up to catch a concert in town. They tried to talk me into going, more than likely to get tickets and back stage. I have made a name for myself since that cover on Sports Illustrated and these boys like to use that sometimes. I decided to stay around town. I was in the mood to party, sure, but not like they were.


  Long car ride with a bunch of drunks?


  No, thank you.


  Saylor stands from his place beside me and then leaves. A minute later he comes back with four beers and a bong. I get up and leave. I’ve smoked before but not during the season. It’s not worth it to me to get caught. The NCAA takes that shit seriously. I don’t understand the guys who smoke during the season, or even before a game. They all know we have a bowl game coming up and they’ll random test us but it doesn’t seem to bother them.


  I’m sitting in the family room now, away from the guys smoking and I’m about ready to leave.


  “Hey, man, isn’t that your girl, Madison, with Landon?” Declan asks, sitting beside me with a beer in his hand. He’s our tackle and though we’ve played together for two years, I don’t talk personal shit with him.


  I suppose there are some who don’t know Macy and Madison are twins.


  There’s a difference between the two and I can tell immediately. Not a big difference but it’s there. It’s mostly in the eyes. Macy’s have a gray tint to them while Madison’s are more of a brighter blue. Only they’re not anymore. What was once bright are now just dull. Madison’s hair is darker too—naturally it seemed—but their bodies were almost identical. Lately, Madison seems like bones, muscle definition almost non-existent.


  “Madison is not my girl.” I tell him standing up. “And that was Macy, her twin sister.”


  I move through the house and see Macy standing with her roommate, Heather. I take another pull from my beer, the only one I’m having tonight and set the empty can in the garbage as I walk by.


  As I turn the corner, there are couples everywhere, making out, laughing, you name it. That’s when I see Madison come in. It’s not unheard of for her to be at a party where I am. It happens.


  I watch her for just a moment, no smile, no awareness of anything around her.


  Why can’t she just be normal? Why can’t she see me right here, waiting?


  As she moves from the kitchen, down the hall, I see who’s behind her. That fucking drug dealer Jay she’s been seen with.


  He disappears for a moment and despite my gut telling me to leave, to not do a goddamn thing, I go to her.


  I grab her by the waist when she walks by and drag her towards me moving my hips against hers. She willingly lets me. She feels it when a heavy bass thumps throughout the house shaking the windows and my chest. Madison can dance like no one else. She dances like she fucks.


  I watch.


  I move with her.


  My breath hits her neck and I feel her curve around me, melt against my skin, her heat becomes one with my heat.


  I can’t draw my eyes from her hips when she brings them forward and back again to the beat of the bass. Her black hood remains over her head, her arms swung over my shoulders.


  My eyes go from her hips to over her shoulder where I see Amber watching with curiosity, and then to where Jay is watching this. He’s not looking at me. No, his eyes are on Madison’s ass that my hands are on. I look away from him. If I don’t, I might break his fucking teeth for watching her like he owns her.


  We never do this but she’s allowing it and she feels what she’s doing to me. It’s pressing against her ass and I know she wants it with the way she melts at my touch. I’m comfort for her. She can fall to pieces before me and I’m holding it all together.


  She turns around and wraps her arms around my neck, her hips grinding against mine. She’s fucking loving this.


  I do the same and smile slightly when I feel her body curve around mine.


  “What are you doing to me?” I whisper in her ear. She could stab me in the heart at this point and it wouldn’t hurt as much as it does to see her control me like this. I want to walk away but in reality, in my fucked up sense of reality, a world without her in it isn’t worth living.


  Her eyes water and I hold her closer, I want to fucking kiss her in front of everyone. I want to fuck her against the wall in front of this room just to let them know she’s mine. My face is close enough that I smell her sweetness, the coconut of her shampoo but she smells like me too. She smells like my sweat. My scent is all over her and I like that.


  “What?” she asks, her breath hitting my skin. It sends shivers through my chest.


  “You.” Pulling back, I watch her reaction feeling her chest heaving against mine. I can feel the beat in hers thumping wildly against mine. “What are you doing to me?”


  She hesitates to answer.


  I curve an eyebrow at her, she stops moving.


  Nothing.


  She gives nothing.


  And then she lets go of me and turns away leaving me standing there.


  I don’t wait around to see anything. What I do see is that she’s dying inside and I’m going fucking insane. She’s trying to be brave when all she’ll ever be is bent.


  The fact that she’s here, and he is too, pisses me off.


  I say goodbye to Macy and head for the door. As soon as I’m outside, Amber’s there. She’s a cheerleader I mess around with sometimes. Nothing too much, just kissing and shit. I’ve felt her up a few times but I’ve never actually went through with anything. That’s my problem. I have opportunities. I could have any girl I wanted in this school but yet I’m hooked on the broken one. The one who makes me believe there might be more someday, like there used to be.


  She stares at me, waiting to see what I’m going to do. Girls like Amber, they’re only looking for one thing. They smile too easily, flirt too much and spread their legs with their fake little moans.


  Despite that, I take a step her direction. She kisses my neck and leans into me. “Come back to my dorm, Cash.” She breathes, her soft breath hitting my heated skin.


  “You want me?” I ask, my voice low and hoarse. She blushes thinking I’m flirting. She thinks I care about her.


  I allow her lips to find mine and push her up against a car in the street. I’m still worked up from Madison and it’s easy to pretend that it’s her in the darkness of the night. It’s easy to imagine.


  Amber won’t shut the fuck up though and moans when she feels my erection and starts grinding against it. The warmth of being between her legs feels good but that’s about all. Everything else makes my skin crawl because it’s all wrong. Her mouth doesn’t taste the same and her eyes hold nothing. I squeeze my eyes shut trying to ignore it but when she starts giggling, I can’t take it.


  I push back a little, apologize and tell her not tonight. I do this every time. I should go to her dorm. I should fuck her like she wants, give her the side of me these fucking other girls are begging to see but I don’t and it makes me insane that I’m this way.


  Amber laughs at me. “Really, Cash?”


  I don’t look at her. “I can’t.”


  She rolls her eyes straightening out her skirt. “Yeah, I know. You never can because you’re screwing that coked-out whore.” I still don’t look at her as I pull away completely creating about five feet of distance. I don’t like what she’s getting at and it pisses me off.


  “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”


  I turn and walk away.


  When I’m back in my dorm, I stand at the sink with the water running. When it’s cold enough, I splash the water over my face and then stare at myself in the mirror wondering what the fuck my problem is. I could have Amber if I wanted her, could have had her over and over again. Yet, Madison is the only one on my mind. She’s playing around with my psyche more and more lately and I think it’s because deep down I know.


  I know exactly what she’s doing to herself and I know that I’m the only one who can help her. Doing anything more with any other girl is no different than cheating in my mind. Cheating on this undefined relationship that we still have.


  Being a Humanities major, I read this quote by Plato the other day in my Philosophy class and this jumble of feelings I have for Madison literally jumped up and started screaming at me when I saw this.


  “We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.”


  Yeah, that’s where we are right now. Everyone’s afraid of the dark at some point in his or her life but when we get stuck in the dark, afraid to emerge back into the light of fucking life in general, that’s the shit we are dealing with now. This is why I can’t leave her alone, she needs me as much as I need her. We can walk out of these fucking shadows we’ve been living under for three years and come back into the land of the living…at least, I hope and pray we can.


  


  October 12, 2013


  


  I like playing in Seattle. I love home games but playing on the road makes me feel like I’m going somewhere. Like I have more to offer than just college ball. Sounds crazy but that’s me.


  I sit next to Saylor on the bus and use his shoulder to get some sleep. He lets me until I drool a little down his shirt sleeve. Although on the ride up to Seattle, I’m not sleeping. I was with Madison this morning and I can’t forget the way she was looking at me. It made me feel like she was begging me for something. More than what I provide.


  Maybe begging to save her?


  My mind can’t get past that spark I saw there, that unspoken plea that I know is there.


  I take a peek out of the corner of my eye to see Landon sitting two rows in front of me on the bus staring at the iPad in his hand as he watches scrimmage videos.


  When we get to the stadium, it’s our usual routine, pre-game rituals, praying, taping ankles, talking to the offensive coordinator and the starting offensive line. Going over plays. It’s a good couple of hours before we take to the field. When we do, it’s all business. There’s usually very little joking around and game faces in place.


  I know what I can do on the field. I know where plays can happen and where they can’t. I know the strong guys, and I know the ones who tend to get caught up. Landon’s strong, he rarely gets caught up and pays attention. I can trust that if I throw to him, he’s gonna be there. Same with Holden. I know where both of them are at all times and, yeah, I favor them on the field because of that.


  I’m having an amazing game throwing for over 366 yards so far. My passing is spotless even though the guys I favor on the field are covered a lot. In the first and second quarters I’ve run the ball three times already.


  Half-way through the third quarter, I call the play, looking left, then right, seeing the boys poised and ready. The ball snaps, I take two steps back, then another. I see Landon mid-field but then I’m jarred from the left, blindsided, feeling the reverberation through my skull. Right before my head snaps back, I see Colton on the ground when he should have been blocking me. My head snaps back, my helmet goes flying and then next thing I remember about twenty guys are around me.


  If I could have kicked Colton’s ass right then, I would.


  That one knocked me pretty good. I can’t even stand up without seeing stars.


  They don’t let me off the field without strapping me to a backboard. I do see Colton as I’m being hauled into the locker room and make him come closer to give him a piece of my mind. “You need to protect me in the pocket, bitch tits.”


  He says nothing.


  Fucker.


  Blinking, I try to focus. It does nothing and I still can’t see.


  The coaches swarm around me after that as does our team physician. I don’t think he knows what the fuck he’s doing half the time. He’s dramatic and stupid if you ask me. I’m fine. But I’m also bleeding from a cut above my eye. I think it’s making me a little loopy.


  Once they get me to the locker room on that fucking backboard that I find completely unnecessary, Larry Benton, our team doctor, is in my face asking me all kinds of questions but I have no answers. I can’t even see him let alone answer him. Everything’s blurry.


  Coach Lander, our head coach, pats my shoulder. “Let’s get you checked out, kid.” He smiles when I squint at him. “Just precautionary.”


  They make me take a ride to the hospital and it’s uneventful. Mostly people in my face asking me questions I probably didn’t know before the game. About four nurses surround me with two more coaches from my team all making sure I’m all right.


  The do some scans, x-rays and a neurological exam. After a CT scan and x-rays, it’s decided pretty early I have a concussion but nothing more.


  They give me some medication, tell me I’m going to be monitored for a while, and when it kicks in, the pain in my chest eases and I’m feeling good.


  Flirty.


  I laugh suddenly, about the time my body starts feeling warm from the medicine they gave me and nudge Benton with my elbow. He rolls his eyes when I point to the nurse because he knows I’m about to say something stupid.


  “Hey, baby,” I say to her, winking with the eye they’re not stitching up. The nurse giggles as she continues her cursory exam.


  Saylor, who I didn’t know was there, shakes his head when she leaves. I apparently offered to show her my penis, only I don’t remember that. Apparently I did hit my head pretty damn good cause I’m saying stuff I wouldn’t usually say.


  I don’t remember the bus ride back to Eugene. At all. I apparently slept the entire way on Saylor’s lap. He treats me good.


  When we pull up to the stadium he shakes my shoulders. “Time to get up, sleeping beauty.”


  I sit up noticing the bus is nearly empty. “Did we win, coco puff?”


  Saylor laughs. I call him coco puff sometimes. Mostly when I’m drunk. Or obviously when I’m concussed. “Yeah, we did.” He stands and reaches for my hand. “Now am I gonna have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you home?”


  Sitting there for a few minutes I sigh when I see that we are in fact the last people left on the bus. He nudges my knee. “I have to piss man, get up.”


  I do and head inside to the locker room to put my gear away and head back to the dorms. It’s around two that morning.


  Saylor’s in charge of keeping an eye on me. When we get inside our dorm room he’s talking about the game and how Landon and Colton got in a fight after. My mind is not on that game any longer. It’s on Madison when I look at the clock. I start feeling like I need her. I’ll never understand the power Madison has over me.


  Why her?


  Why can’t I leave her alone?


  Because.


  I think I can save her.


  Just when I’m ready for bed, knowing damn well I’ll get up in an hour and text her.


  I lay there and will sleep.


  I do for a while and then stare at the clock as the minutes go by.


  2:58 AM.


  3:05 AM.


  3:16 AM.


  Around four, I reach for my phone and see she texted me four minutes ago. It gives me hope she wants and needs more.


  [image: ]


  


  I watch every game Cash plays in. I may not go to the games anymore, but I watch them.


  I’m at Taylor’s Bar & Grill enjoying their dollar beer game nights. The Ducks are winning when they show the players on the bench. I see Landon first, chewing on his mouth piece looking like his mind is far from the game. Three feet down they show Cash and his numbers for the game pop up on the screen. He’s there with an iPad in hand and the offensive coordinator hovered over him pointing out specifics.


  It’s sometime in the third quarter when the crowd goes wild, I jump and my eyes snap to the screen when I see the concern in everyone’s faces. Cash was sacked on the play but he doesn’t get up.


  He doesn’t move.


  For over three minutes, he doesn’t move.


  I cannot breathe.


  They show the replay and his helmet comes flying off and then the snap as his head smacks the turf.


  My stomach knots but eases when he moves his legs up and rests his feet flat on the ground and then rolls to his side. Breathing a sigh of relief, I finish my beer and then pay for my tab.


  Seeing Cash transported off the field on a stretcher is not easy on me. As I’m walking back to my dorm, I send Landon a text knowing he’d reply to me. He does and tells me that Cash was transported to the hospital and released with a concussion. They’re already heading home.


  In my head I calculate how long it will take for them to get back to campus before I can text Cash. I’m sitting at my window when I see the steady trickle of players come in, like Jet and Colton, then Landon.


  I wait another hour before I send him a text just before four that morning, knowing he’d more than likely be up.


  You ok? I saw that play. It looked like it rocked you.


  He replies within a few minutes.


  I’m good. You up? I could rock you.


  I have to laugh. Cash when he’s high on adrenaline is playful. Like the kid he was in high school sending dirty texts and stealing my panties.


  I’m up.


  Be there in 10.


  He’s right. He’s there in ten minutes.


  I look up, he smiles. I’m gentle, unsure of how much he’s been injured. “Are you okay?”


  “They say…” he stumbles a little, “I’m concussed.”


  He lays down on my bed taking his clothes off and then puts his hands behind his neck.


  “Come on, baby.” His voice is a tender whisper I find endearing and I can tell he’s still on the pain pills they gave him. “I’m up for anything tonight.”


  I give him my own smile and sneak under the covers between his thighs bringing my mouth to his dick.


  Sweeping my tongue over him, I wait for his reaction. He is so hard, so warm. Before taking him inside my mouth, I look up at him pushing the blankets up a little to see his reaction, and he smirks. “Don’t tease me now.”


  As I lower my mouth, I feel his tip touch the back of my throat. He grabs a fistful of my hair and moves my head the way he wants it, with the right speed. Though it’s not forceful, it’s just enough pressure to let me know I’m not going anywhere until he’s finished.


  His hands shake, a groan falling from his slightly open mouth.


  Cash is the sexiest guy to watch while you’re giving a blow job to him. Unbelievably sexy.


  “Mad, do you want to stop?”


  I shake my head and double my efforts. I know that was my chance to stop, had I wanted to.


  Cash is big. It seems his arm isn’t his only gift. I can’t keep from gagging, but apparently it’s working because I hear him groan and twitch against my tongue, and evidence of his orgasm burst hot streams into my mouth. There’s a part of me right then that wants to gag again, I’m not good with this part.


  Cash pushes my head down again, not allowing me to move, his dick hits the back of my throat. “Swallow it, Madison.”


  I look up. He’s serious.


  “Swallow.”


  I do because I love this. He’s never gentle with me. He treats me like he knows I want it. I want this side, the side that never holds back and takes what he needs.


  When I sit up, his lips meet my skin and I am on fire, burning to the beat of his heart and shaky breath over my skin. Lazy eyes watch me, captured by my every move as I lay against his chest. He lets me.


  He lets me.


  He makes me feel okay. He makes me feel like even after everything, I still have him. The one boy I’ve never let go of entirely.


  


  October 15, 2013


  


  I’m studying with Landon for our Statistics class. We’re sitting on my bed with our backs against the wall, our feet hanging off the edge. There’s a pizza box between us and he’s telling me about Macy and him and how they can’t seem to stop fighting, but yet, he can’t walk away from her. Their situation is very much like mine and Cash, only completely different. As couples, we’re wrapped around each other in a lot of ways.


  In the fourth grade, wouldn’t you know it all six of us were in the same class. Alexa and Steven got together first. Then I was said to be Landon’s girlfriend. That was until Cash handed me a “check yes or no” note. Naturally, I checked yes and was head over heels for Cash.


  I let Landon down gently in a note that said. “I’m breaking up with you. Sorry.”


  Landon being Landon, gave me a cocky response. “I thought you were Macy. Didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”


  He was a dick. Back then. Later, he became one of my good friends when he started dating Macy in high school. Where Macy is more reserved, like Cash, I’m wild like Landon. We seem to draw that out in each other on a friendship level. I understood him.


  Through middle school and high school the six of us were extremely close. Where you saw one, you saw all six. Intricately carved pieces of a puzzle that just fit. Yet our pieces for the past few years had been scattered, I have to believe that one day we’ll all be righted and fit together again.


  We had these plans when we graduated. We thought we’d always be together but that changed senior year when Steven died in that accident. Everything turned to shit. When it really hit rock bottom was at prom when I turned to Landon. In more ways than I should have.


  Part of me wondered about what could have been with Landon because we got along so well. It was only natural. And him. He was just as curious. I think in some ways though his heart was always with Macy, he wondered because we didn’t have to try. With Macy it seemed he always had to try. It was an effort to be with her.


  When I look over at Landon, he’s staring at his text book, a slice of pizza in one hand and a beer in another. Watching him brings back a memory out of nowhere.


  “Landon…” I pushed against his shoulders.


  Pulling back, but not away, his eyes snapped to mine but then he pushed against me harder, this time his body felt stronger. “Madison…” he shook his head against my shoulder, his breathing heavier than before.


  I heard the door handle rattle and then open.


  “I just don’t get it,” Landon groans drawing me from my thoughts. I feel bad but I’ve missed what he was just saying. “She fucking acts like my mother at times.”


  I don’t have much I can offer him that he doesn’t know already.


  “You know what I don’t get… I can’t blame Macy for hating me. But what hurts the most is that she forgave you, and not me. I don’t get it.”


  “It’s because I have a dick.” Landon says, conversationally, never breaking his eyes from the text book in his lap.


  “Landon…” I roll my eyes and push against his chest when he leans over to grab another slice of pizza.


  “It is.” He says angling the slice of pizza into his mouth. “She loves me because I have a dick and I fuck her like a boss.”


  “Like a boss?” I level him a serious look and smile. “Cash is pretty fucking good.”


  Landon huffs, lashes fluttering closed in annoyance. He hates it when I refer to how good I think Cash is in bed. “Whatever.”


  And then I ask, because I still don’t understand, “Why do you really think she refuses to acknowledge me?”


  “I’m not really sure.” He sounds annoyed and stares at the book again. “But it’s not right and I’ve tried to talk to her about it.”


  “And she doesn’t say anything?”


  He scratches the side of his head leaving his brown hair sticking up. “Nothing that makes any goddamn sense to me.”


  It doesn’t make any sense to me either. It’s like she wanted to hate me all along.


  “Remember when we made out?”


  Landon laughs pushing the pizza box away. “I can’t believe I ate two pizzas.”


  “Me either.” I pick through his pieces of crust he never eats and nibble on one. My stomach rolls when I take the first bite. My body isn’t craving food. It’s craving numbness.


  Leaning over I reach inside my nightstand for the joint I have in there. Landon watches me carefully as I light it.


  All’s quiet for a moment when Landon sighs and reaches for his beer. “Which time?”


  “What?” I look over at him tossing the crust back in the box.


  “You asked if I remembered the time we made out. We’ve done it more than once.” He points out taking the joint from me. “Which time?”


  “The time we were sober. I think we were studying for our world literature mid-term.”


  “Yeah, I remember. Freshman year, right?” He smiles bringing the joint to his lips but doesn’t inhale yet. “I felt like I was kissing my sister, if I had one.”


  “Uh, thanks.” I tease kicking at his legs that he has hanging over the side of my bed. He laughs, his chest shaking with the motion. It makes me laugh because let’s face it, Landon Hayes doesn’t laugh very often anymore. I can count the number of times I’ve heard him laugh out loud. And every time, it’s made me laugh too.


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “It’s okay. No offense taken.” But then I wonder. “Would you have continued if Alexa hadn’t knocked on the door?”


  Landon takes a moment to think about that. He never lies. And he never pretends he’s anything but what he is. I like that about him. I know if he gives me an answer, it’s his honest take on the situation. “Yeah. I probably would have tried to fuck you. I wasn’t thinking right then. At all. And for some reason I thought you would be the answer. I don’t know why, but I remember being upset that we were interrupted.”


  I take the joint back and inhale. Landon knows exactly what I’m feeling right then. He always does.


  Landon shakes his head, his eyes wander to mine. “You’re not a bad person, Madison. But you’re not mine. I shouldn’t have pushed the issue that night.”


  “I’m not anybody’s, Landon.”


  “Yes, you are. You’re Cash’s girl whether you see it or not.”


  “I haven’t been Cash’s girl since that night.”


  “You know, he’s never with any other girl. Ever. Even the cheerleaders. Never touches them.”


  A gasp escapes me as I look at Landon’s face. For some reason I’m relieved. Though I know I have absolutely no say in anything Cash does, it’s a refreshing to know he’s not interested in anyone. Especially girls like Amber or Bethany, two cheerleaders I know are obsessed with him. I don’t know what I’ll do, and I know the day is coming, when he’s with someone else.


  Landon’s quiet beside me and I wonder if he’s fallen asleep when I look over at him. His eyes are on his beer. He’s concentrating, deep in thought with the way his brow is scrunched. “Would you have let me?”


  “Let you fuck me?”


  “Jesus…” he laughs again, his head bopping to the song that’s playing on my phone. “You’re so fucking crass.”


  “So…” I shrug, the mood lightening up as we pass the joint back and forth.


  “Answer it.”


  “Answer what?”


  “Stop avoiding the question.” Landon looks at me, his expression completely serious as he draws his eyebrows together, piercing blue eyes that beg for an answer. “Would you have let me?”


  It’s my turn to think. “I probably would have let you stick it in.” I smiled when he shook his head. “But then I would have stopped you.”


  “Oh man,” his head falls back against the wall with a thud, “that would have totally sucked for me.”


  We’re quiet after that. Landon concentrates on his phone, and then looks at me.


  “Why do you feel like you can’t talk to Cash?”


  I think about his question. I don’t like the question one bit. I don’t want to answer it either.


  But I do because it’s Landon asking.


  “It’s not that I don’t feel I can’t. He would listen if I asked him to. It’s just that he doesn’t need my shit in his life. He’s always so focused and I feel like he’s trying to fix me. If he knew how bad it really was, how often I think about… well… he would do something to fix that. He doesn’t need my shit.”


  In my mind, I’m right. It’s not fair for me to push my burdens on Cash. There’s also a part of Landon that understands that. It’s exactly how he feels about my sister. He’s never felt like he’s good enough for Macy. In some ways, he’s not.


  


  October 16, 2013


  


  It’s four AM. I know Cash has his workout at five and him still being here means he’s running late.


  But he’s not stopping.


  He can’t.


  We can’t.


  His breath expels in a gasp when I arch my back against his chest. He’s gripping sheets and whispering words I can’t make out but sound like either fuck and something else.


  I push the palms of my hands to his face and bring his kiss to my lips.


  I can tell when he’s been tempted with other girls, trying to forget me. I know because he’s more desperate for the contact, the connection we don’t have, but we both get glimpses of when we’re like this, soaring on the passion.


  I don’t blame him for searching for it with others. It’s only natural when I give nothing in return but the occasional release. There’s conversations and late night texting but no emotion outside of that. I haven’t told him I loved him in three years. He doesn’t say it either. It’s just something where I’m searching for comfort and he’s the arms I need. I bleed and he tries to compress the wound. I crash, he catches me trying to hold the weight of the world on his shoulders. But I’m always the heart I insist on turning black.


  It’s evident Cash didn’t finish with whomever filled the emotional gap tonight. Maybe she tried, but based on what Landon told me, he never gives. It’s me he runs to. It’s me he’s craving and comfortable with.


  “Fuck, baby…” he grunts, sitting back on his knees, he brings my legs over his shoulders, his hands on my upper thighs driving me into each thrust. I scream out in pleasure, pleasure only he gives me. He’s the only one that ever gives me an orgasm, the only one.


  I’m sure Jenny can hear us. I want her to at times. I want her to know Cash is still mine no matter how many times she makes eye contact with him and watches us fuck in the mornings when he runs to me.


  We fuck for hours sometimes when time allows it.


  However long he wants me for.


  I never ask him to leave, but he does because there’s nothing left of me to give.


  Cash’s body slumps forward, parting my legs for a moment, he finds my breasts, drawing my nipples in his mouth. He doesn’t stay there long before he brings his chest against the backs of my thighs, fisting his hands in my pillow, my knees against my chest. He moves one hand to adjust the blanket and cover his bare ass, but then brings it right back to the pillow. His forehead rests against mine. Sweat covered and panting, we make eye contact. It’s the only time I can make eye contact with him though my knees are pinned to my chest, I love this position because of how deep he is… almost like he’s reaching in to my very soul, it’s an intimacy that’s shared between us when nothing more needs to be said.


  His thrusts come faster now and he’s louder than before, panting and grunting with each movement.


  He pulls away just slightly, enough to part my legs once more so his chest slides against mine. A sheen of sweat covers both of us as he bites my neck. I feel his teeth sink in and I know he’s leaving a mark, I flinch at the pain. I gasp but he doesn’t say anything, he usually doesn’t. Cash is the quietest guy I’ve ever fucked around with. The most he’s ever said is “fuck.” The passion we share when we are like this doesn’t require words.


  I can feel when he’s close but he stops for a moment, attempting to hold himself off but he can’t. He comes, unable to stop. I can feel his dick swell, twitching a couple times but he doesn’t pull out, instead, mumbles against my lips, voice like gravel ripping my wounds open, “One more…” and goes for another. One is never enough for him. He’d go days like this, inside me, if he could.


  I want that too. I want more I just don’t know how to give it so I wrap my legs around him drawing him in deeper. He groans at the position as his lips finally find mine. Giving me intoxicating kisses, he’s searching for an answer, one I can’t give. He’s asking me what this is with the passion infused with our kisses. And every time he gets the same answer. Two people afraid to let go. If there was anything I was holding onto, just within reach, it’s Cash.


  The blanket falls away leaving our naked bodies—just like our hearts—bared to the world. It’s then that he doesn’t care because just a moment later the rumble that leaves his heaving chest, the way he throws his head back and the way that million dollar arm pins me to the bed is worth the whole world to see. He looks down at me as he shakes, body trembling, eyes dark as he stares at me, his brow scrunched in concentration. His breath expels in heavy gasps when he draws his bottom lip in. I know what he likes so I push him back, my hand on his chest, and kneel in front of him for a moment and remove the condom tossing it on the floor next to my bed. Taking him inside my mouth, I taste the latex from the condom but I don’t care, I have to have Cash like this, all of him, in the most intimate way. In the low light of the early morning, I can see Jenny’s awake by the light in the bathroom, watching us. When I see the door’s cracked, I know for sure. It’s weird that she does that but I can only assume it’s because she has a thing for Cash. She’s curious about him and why he’s drawn to someone like me.


  Despite knowing she can probably see us, though my room’s dark, we don’t stop.


  At least I don’t.


  Cash leans forward, his hands on my ass, body slumping against mine as he thrusts his hips into my movements. He moans, one hand moves from my ass to fist my hair in his hand, and I grab onto his hips driving him into my mouth as hard as he wants to go. He comes again, just as strong as the first one, hunched over and clinging to me, I feel my mouth flood with the warmth of him.


  This is what I give Cash Bryant. Release. I don’t give him love the way he craves it, but I give what I can, what I feel right now. I give him a girl so bent she’s wrapped around him, but not touching. Like a cuff bracelet. Always there but just hanging off your wrist. Never attached.


  When I know he’s done, I pull back and watch him, sitting up on my knees like he is. He’s not looking at me, his hands on his knees and he pants. His lashes flutter, a quick peek at me and then he pulls away completely. As soon as he’s a foot away, I feel the coldness creep over me, the warmth of him so far away.


  When he stands and pulls his jeans on, a wave of nausea hits me. I’m not saying anything to him and that feeling of utter despair overtakes me.


  There are times—when he’s leaving my room at four in the morning that—I feel I’m holding him back.


  


  October 17, 2013


  


  I drink.


  I smoke.


  I pray for darkness.


  I find it.


  My problem is finding it in ways I shouldn’t. Ways that lead me to trouble.


  It’s Friday night, I’m on my knees in a room that’s too dark, too loud and filled with guys I don’t know. Everything’s spinning and I’m gone. My stomach burns when images of Cash flash behind my closed lids.


  


  Check yes or no.


  Is it me or him? He’s too young to say this. He’s too young to feel this intensity. He’s nine years old, but he does. We do.


  Promise me. Promise what? Forever.


  I want to ask you something tonight? Anything. Stay with me.


  You’re killing him.


  I am. I know I am.


  What are you doing to me?


  I’m destroying you.


  


  I roll on my back and stare at darkness. There’s a steady rain falling and I’m outside now.


  How’d I get out here?


  I don’t know.


  I blink.


  And I blink again. I breathe. And then again. My chest feels like someone is on top of me.


  I’m in the middle of the yard, grass green surrounds pitch black. I’m hot so I reach down to my chest to see what I’m wearing. I have on football shoulder pads and my panties. Nothing else. No bra.


  Raising up on my elbows, my fingers dip into the wet grass, nails embedding in the dirt.


  As I look around, a pair of strong arms tug me closer and slide my panties down pushing me flat against the grass. The heat leaves my body all at once and I start to shake.


  A guy hovers over me, spreading my legs apart.


  I blink.


  And again.


  I think it’s Jet but I can’t see, everything is so blurry and dark. Headlights spark in the distance and I see that it is Jet. His hands go to his jeans and he’s unbuttoning them, pushing them down past his hips.


  I try blinking again. Maybe it will stop.


  More images. It’s all wrong and my stomach turns, my throat tight as the vomit rises.


  The boy above me, he’s the wrong boy. Always the wrong one. I cling to his neck imagining Cash, needing him. Wanting him.


  I say his name.


  He doesn’t respond.


  I look up at the sky, there’s one star I focus on before the clouds cover it, rain pelting my face.


  Raising my hand, it feels so weighted, I push against the heaviness on top of me. “Stop…” I don’t say it loud enough.


  I try to move back but he doesn’t let me. “Come on, you know you fucking want it. Just take it.”


  He’s wrong.


  I don’t want him. Or this.


  “Get off her!”


  That voice is familiar.


  “Get lost. She’s asking for it!” I feel the guy pull out.


  My body is heaved by strong arms that hold me close to his chest. I think maybe he wants his turn, but I know that smell and I know his voice.


  It’s Landon.


  He’s saving me from the bitter cold again only he’s there too. I smell it on his breath and skin.


  He takes me to his car but we don’t move.


  “Madison…” his voice is distant but he helps me get my panties back on.


  “What are you doing?” I ask trying to pry one eye open. It’s hard. An effort I don’t have.


  “You’re naked. I’m trying to get your panties on.” He taps my knee. “Help me out. Lift up.”


  I do and smile, lightly when he’s struggling. My head falls back against his seat, my legs dangling over the edge. “Are you taking them off?”


  He laughs, he’s high too. But he’s not as far gone and still making sense. I’m not.


  “I’m usually taking panties off, not putting them back on.” His brow scrunches, he’s trying to figure out how to get them on since they’re sticking to my thighs. “This is surprisingly difficult.”


  I think I laugh again. I’m not sure.


  I close my eyes and when I open them, I’m on Landon’s bed and puking. Colton’s holding a bucket, Landon’s holding my hair and rubbing my back.


  “Jesus…”


  “What did she take?”


  “Fuck…”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Should we call Cash?”


  I moan shaking my head. Please don’t. I can’t actually speak the words. He can’t see me like this. He’ll never talk to me again.


  There’s voices all around me, I turn my head to the one that’s familiar. Landon.


  “Madison…” They’re shaking me. I curl into myself wrenching in pain as my stomach turns and twists.


  “I think we should call 911.”


  I moan again. “No…” I manage to get out.


  I’m not okay, but I know this feeling and eventually I’ll pass out and this pain will subside.


  I pray for the dark.


  


  October 18, 2013


  


  I’m feeling better the next day. Landon said I gave him a scare the other night. I don’t remember much of it.


  Cash is in my room that morning, I’d only left Landon’s dorm not more than twenty minutes ago but I couldn’t not answer a text from Cash. Every day I wake up and I think to myself, you’re a fucking train wreck. But every morning, I get up because there’s something to look forward to. It’s a text message.


  It’s the only reason I get up.


  The only reason.


  I know Cash knows that I get high. He doesn’t know the extent of this though. He has no idea how bad it’s gotten. How desperate I am. I’m sure even after the other night, Landon’s never indulged that information to Cash either. It’s not his place and the last thing Landon will do these days is overstep a boundary with Cash.


  “What the fuck is this?” He’s standing at my nightstand, his pants unbuttoned, shirt on the floor.


  My eyes shoot to the bag in his hands, my heart in my throat. Cash has known for years that I do drugs. But as far as he’s concerned. It’s weed. Dime bag shit. Certainly not the 8-ball he’s holding in his hand now.


  “It’s nothing.” I try to blow it off and remove my shirt leaving me completely naked in front of him. Distracting him.


  “No,” Cash shakes his head and throws the bag at me. “It’s something. It’s fucking cocaine, Madison! What the fuck are you doing with that shit?”


  I grab the baggie and toss it inside my night stand slamming the drawer shut. “I don’t use it very often.” I say this as if it makes a difference to him. Which it doesn’t. He grabs it from the drawer again, walks the ten steps to the bathroom and I hear the toilet flush and then the door slam.


  Cash sighs standing before me again. “Where’d you get it from?”


  My heart pounds rapidly knowing that was all I had left.


  “Why does it fucking matter?” My voice is annoyed, because I am. He has no right to be questioning me on this or flushing that shit down the toilet. “Why do you care?”


  “Why do I care?” His voice stings my face when he kneels in front of me. “Are you serious? IT’S COCAINE! Are you trying to kill yourself?” He roars practically spitting in my face.


  I flinch back at his tone.


  “Maybe I am.” He starts to interrupt me again but I cut him off and stand myself leaving him kneeling on the floor at my feet. He stands and follows me. He’s not letting this go that easily.


  “I’m not going to let you kill yourself. You need to stay away from Jay Lucas!” He says through gritted teeth looking over my body, his shaking with anger and annoyance. I’m still naked and he can’t help himself no matter how mad he is at me. When Cash gets angry, or emotional about something, it’s hard to focus on anything but that. I can’t help myself either.


  “Cash…” I shake my head. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”


  “Is that so?” He picks up my arm where the bruise is and glares at me. For a moment, he’s quiet and it sends my heart racing. “Sure looks like you can fucking take care of yourself.” He lets go and I feel my heart in the pit of my stomach, burning like the acid it’s become. “Stay away from him. It’s one thing to smoke pot. It’s something else entirely to be fuckin’ around with coke.”


  “You gave me bruises.” I shouldn’t say it but I do.


  “Never in anger.” His eyes watch me, jaw set and rigid, but he backs up to the door reaching for his hoodie on the floor. But he doesn’t leave.


  He can’t.


  I see the muscles in his back flex, his fists clutched. He turns, his gaze on the ground. He groans and stalks over to me.


  “I’m not going to let him hurt you.” He whispers covering my body with his. His clothes are discarded quickly.


  “You don’t know how much trouble he is.” I tell him wrapping my arms around him. I feel what I crave give slightly like maybe this might give me the rush I need.


  It could.


  It might.


  His mouth presses to mine, hard and relentless. “I don’t fucking care.” He pushes forward giving me what I know will be the salve on my wounds.


  I gasp at the feeling of him entering me.


  This.


  This is what I need.


  Cash turns his head, his mouth at my ear, his breath so hot it’s scorching my skin. “You want me to tell you a secret?”


  No. Don’t say anything.


  I nod.


  I don’t want to know.


  He groans slamming himself into me, his hand raises to press against my throat. “You’ve broken me.”


  He’s right. I’ve broken everything.
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  He doesn’t leave right away this time. Instead he stares at the ceiling. Sometimes I think he wants to stay. Like maybe staying might make the pain go away.


  Only it doesn’t. It doesn’t feel right, or good. It only makes it worse.


  I know what this is doing to me. Not Cash, the drugs. It’s killing me and it’s killing him because of it. At first it was good. I could cope with anything. I didn’t have the nightmares and I could finally pass a class without even trying. You make something appealing enough and people forget that it can destroy your life. For a while I only saw the appeal. Then I started to realize what it was doing to me.


  I noticed the weight loss.


  The nose bleeds.


  The sore throats.


  All of it.


  Cash stirs beside me, he doesn’t look at me but his knuckles brush over my cheek. He pauses, like he’s trying to get his thoughts together. He’s either going to ask me something, or give me words of advice he thinks I need.


  Don’t ask me if I love you.


  Don’t ask me that.


  Please.


  I love that feeling of his hands touching my face and the intimacy it gives. He leans in and it hurts to feel his heat. It burns my skin. “You choose happiness, Mad. No one can choose it for you.”


  I watch him leave this time, my heart pounding furiously against my ribcage. Normally I can’t bear to see him leave but this time I torture myself with seeing him disappear.
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  I get in the shower after he leaves, letting the warm water wash over my skin. I feel my ribs and the bones in my hip protrude. It’s gross but food doesn’t hold any appeal to me. I’m lucky if I can get in one meal a day. As I stand there under the spray, my dark hair a heavy curtain over my left shoulder, I wonder what classes I have today.


  Sometimes I feel like time passes me by so quickly I have no idea what day it is.


  Where am I is another story but at least during the day, I have an idea.


  I’m here in body, but mind, it constantly feels like it’s slipping more and more.


  “What’s the name of this class again?” Landon asks nudging my shoulder. “I’ve been looking for my book for a like a week.”


  I pointed to the board where the name was written in white on the black chalk board.


  Landon laughs. “Oh… right.”


  I laugh too when I look down because I’m no better. Landon looks at my text book for my photography class. “Clearly you didn’t remember either.”


  “At least I brought a book. I can pretend I know what I’m doing.” I turn in my chair so he can’t see my book. “You’re gonna look like you forgot.”


  He looks at me, studying my eyes and the way they look. He sees the dark circles and the weight loss. He sees the way I only ever wear hoodies or long sleeve shirts and jeans to hide how much my body isn’t my own any longer.


  The problem is he’s scared of what it’s turning into.


  “Are you okay?”


  I roll my eyes. “I’m fine.”


  He shifts in his chair and leans toward me, our shoulders touching as he slouches. “What did you take?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  I don’t. He knows I’m not lying.


  There are girls in front of us who are giggling and they have the laughter that makes me scream inside. High pitched and rich. Like they go to fucking school to sound like that.


  “Who is that?” I ask Landon pointing to the one who keeps saying Cash, loud enough for me to hear. I know who it is but today, I’m not sure. She looks different from the last time I saw her. Darker hair maybe.


  We may not make public appearances but it’s known around this school that we fuck. Most girls know that he’s taken though he doesn’t clarify what this is that we have.


  Landon looks confused for a half a second, like he can’t remember and then says, “Amber?”


  He’s not positive either.


  I’m not quiet when I speak, but I’m not exactly loud. “If she doesn’t shut the fuck up about fucking Cash, when I know she’s not. I’m going to rip out her hair.” When I say that, I realize the change. She dyed her hair darker. It’s almost as dark as mine.


  Figures.


  “Go ahead.” Landon says, seeming bored. “It’s fake.”


  Amber turns around, her red flush could have been endearing if she wasn’t so fucking fake. “I can hear you, Madison.”


  I’m surprised she knows my name.


  “Well, good.” I lean forward over the table so that she can hear me a little better. “I wanted you to.”


  “Why are you such a bitch? You’re just jealous that Cash talks to me, and not you.”


  “Are you jealous that he fucks me, and not you?”


  “No. I’m surprised he does.” She turns. “Do you even remember it? Or are you completely brain dead now? What is it that you do these days… fuck a drug dealer for blow?”


  “Fuck you.”


  When I sit back in my seat, I sneak a glance at Landon who’s shaking his head. He waits until I’m breathing evenly before he says, “I’m utterly amazed that you’ve never been arrested.”


  “Me too.” It gets me thinking and I know the answer, but I can’t help myself when I ask, “Has he slept with her?”


  “Cash?”


  “Yes.”


  Landon shrugs stealing my notes from last class and then realizes they’re not even notes but doodles and holes where I’ve stabbed my notebook. “No.”


  “Would you tell me?”


  “Yes. I’ve seen him with her, I know they’ve kissed, but I don’t know if they’ve fucked. My guess is no.”


  The entire rest of class I make blow job references and use my pen like a dick to make Amber uncomfortable. I do it to the point I actually choke on the damn thing.


  Landon only looks the other way for so long before he shifts in his seat leaning away from me. “Will you stop it?”


  “Why?” I don’t stop and lean forward. “Hey, Amber, want some technique advice?”


  She doesn’t answer. Fucking loser probably does the one-handed, lick the tip blow job.


  “Get your pen out of your mouth.” Landon glares at me. “It’s distracting me.”


  I jam the pen down my throat on accident and gag.


  “Stop it. It’s like watching live porn.” He kicks my leg. “Knock it off.”


  I don’t, because then it becomes my only personal game that he’s so annoyed with me.


  I only stop when he reaches over, takes the pen and tosses it across the room.


  “You’re an idiot.” I tell him when the professor starts rushing out orders for our next assignment before the one hour class is up.


  Class gets out right then so the students standing allow for our little stunt to go unnoticed.


  We’re about to leave class when Landon pats his pocket. “Meet me at my truck?”


  “Yeah.” I nod and head to the cafeteria for some coffee.


  Twenty minutes later we’re in his truck doing what we do best. Forgetting life by way of the smoke drifting between us and laughing at Amber getting all flustered over my pen scene in class. I see Saylor cross the parking lot with three other players and I look over at Landon.


  “What are you going to do? Don’t they test you for drugs?”


  “They won’t.” He shakes his head believing himself. “I’m good.”


  “And if they do?”


  “Fuck them.”


  “Uh huh. You won’t be saying that when you’re sober.”


  “Probably not.” He looks over at me. “There’s a lot I don’t say when I’m sober. And I think you and I know that the intoxicated times far outweigh the sober so it’ll be awhile before I realize it.”
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  October 19, 2013


  


  There’s something about the crowd here at Autzen Stadium. They’re loud to the point you can’t even hear at times. It makes it hard to call plays on the line but the fact that these fans showed up here is all that matters me. We opened that game against the Washington Cougars when I found an opening straight through to the end zone and ran the ball for a 57-yard touchdown. That seemed to kick things off for us right away and left the team eager for more.


  All game long number forty-eight on the defense kept cheap shotting Landon and I was sick of it. After the touchdown we scored right before the half, I went over to him and laid my helmet into his. “Next time you do that,” I fist his jersey in my hands, “I’ll lay your ass out myself, asshole.”


  He shoves me back, Saylor’s there as well as Landon to catch me as we head into the locker room. I’m called on taunting and a penalty but it doesn’t matter. It was worth it. Nothing gets me more fired up than guys never getting called on penalties when it was clear he has clothes lined Landon more than once after the play.


  Inside the locker room, coach is going over the first half when Landon looks up at me and nods. It’s his thank you.


  I do the same.


  For once.


  Though I had two turnovers, two fumbles, and I remember those, we stomped the Cougars that night. It left all of us on an adrenaline high that wasn’t stopping tonight. I was at one party, drank probably four beers and was looking for a better one when I saw Macy outside the frat house, looking pissed.


  “You okay?” I bump her shoulder.


  “I’m going to kill Landon.” She cries against my chest. “I hate him so much sometimes.”


  I don’t know what to say to her. I’m not good with this shit but I help her have fun tonight and make her forget about him for a while.


  “I know of a party!” I say wrapping my arm around her shoulders.


  “Thank God.”


  We’re sitting beside each other at another party three houses down, I’m telling Macy about finding cocaine in Madison’s night stand, drink in hand when Macy looks over at me, her face sincere and curious. “Do you ever think about us together?”


  I look at her funny surprised by her question. “What?”


  “Me and you?”


  I choke on my beer, completely caught off guard by that question. “No.” I answer honestly. “Never.” It’s never crossed my mind like that. She’s always been Landon’s girl. And though he’s made moves on mine, and probably hundreds of others, that’s not me. I don’t do shit like that.


  “Oh.” She nods and I can see the tension roll over her.


  “Well, fuck, I didn’t mean it like that, Macy but it’s the whole ‘bros before ho’s’ thing.” I wrap my arm around her. “I just meant that you’re like my sister in so many ways that it would be weird to think of you as anything else.”


  “Got it.” She says barely able to speak the words.


  I want to fucking punch myself for saying anything.


  “Are you mad?”


  “No.” She shakes her head and I know she’s lying.


  “I do find you attractive.”


  “Well, you should.” Her tone’s mocking as the beer she’s drinking drifts to her lips. “You’re dating my twin sister.” She takes a drink and then continues peeling off the paper label on the outside of the dark bottle.


  “Whoa, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.” There’s amusement in my voice and I’m hoping it relaxes her. “I fuck her at three in the morning… occasionally. Don’t go putting a fancy title like dating on it.”


  Macy starts laughing to the point where she’s snorting. But then she looks sad. I should probably clear some things up.


  “You know I find you attractive and you’re an amazing girl… but I’m hopeless.”


  “Me too.”


  I raise my beer. “To hopeless hos.”


  “You’re so weird.” But then her smile grows as she raises her own beer. “To the broken bitches!”


  When I’m around Macy, we don’t think, we just laugh. She’s funny to me with a laid back easiness and always popping off with random shit. We people watch too and try to make up what we think couples are talking about.


  She points to a guy flirting with who I think is a cheerleader but I’m not positive. I certainly don’t know all of them. “I bet he’s thinking about how far that fist will fit up that bitch’s ass.”


  I choke on my drink for the second time tonight.


  When I look closer at the guy, I can’t help but laugh. He literally has the skinniest fingers I’ve ever seen. “Look at that guy’s fingers! They’re like green beans.”


  Macy starts laughing so hard her entire body is shaking. “You can’t trust a man like that.”


  “Oh, hell no,” I nod. “You can’t.”
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  We’re still at the same party, only now we’re in the kitchen after doing shots with Saylor and Austin, another football player. We’re all laughing and having a good time when Macy looks down at her phone noticing a text from Landon. I know she’s thinking of ditching me to run to Landon to see what he needs, if anything.


  “There’s always a choice, Macy.”


  “Sometimes there’s not, Cash.” She’s trying to spin this on me, her eyes accusing.


  We move back into the living room where it’s less crowded. “Yes, there is. You can choose to make a choice. You can choose to be who you are, or someone different. That’s on you. Don’t say it’s not because you know I’m right.”


  Macy rolls her eyes, she looks concerned and I want to laugh at her when she tries really hard to look rigid and mean. “You need to take your own advice there, buddy.” She cracks and then smiles. “Would it be totally inappropriate if I sent him a text that says I miss his penis?”


  “Probably. But that’s pretty classy. I want someone to send me a text saying they miss my penis.”


  Macy takes her phone in her hand and types out a message. “Done.”


  Picking my phone up, I look at the text I just got. I miss your penis.


  “You’ve never seen my penis.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Have you?” I’m shocked we haven’t talked about this. I saw her naked once. I thought it was Madison. And they look different naked so I clearly figured that one out rather quickly.


  “No. I’m teasing. I’ve never seen your penis.”


  I wink. “Do you want to?”


  “Cash!”


  I hold up my palms. “I’m teasing!”


  “Yeah, sure you are.”


  “Mostly, I was.” I wink again. She knows I’m just fucking with her but at this point, I’m drunk enough I would probably have shown her. I’m not really shy about that kind of thing.


  We stand against the wall when a song by P!nk comes on and Macy starts singing along to it. She has an amazing voice. Not only can she cook some of the best food I’ve ever tasted, her singing talent alone could give her a life she only dreamed of.


  “You should get on that America’s Got Talent or American Idol… whatever that shit is called.”


  She waves me off dismissively finishing her beer and setting the bottle down on the counter behind her.


  “You need to, Macy. You have the talent.”


  She stares at me pointing her finger in my face. “Cash… drop it.”


  I do only because I don’t want to piss her off tonight. Maybe tomorrow but tonight I want her to have fun. She deserves that much.
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  Macy and I take to dancing when “Blurred Lines” comes on.


  “I love this song!” She squeals in my ear, pushing me toward the fireplace where there’s less people around.


  I’m safe for her to dance with. She knows I’m not going to push anything or grab her inappropriately. But I am drunk so my hands wander. A little.


  When they fall on her ass, she doesn’t do anything to stop me. Instead, she turns around and presses her back into my chest looking over her shoulder at me. The way her body feels against mine reminds me of Madison, only Macy’s hair is shorter and lighter.


  My problem is she’s fucking working her ass against my dick and I’m not gonna lie here, you grind against a guy long enough and they’ll get hard.


  And that was happening. With probably my best friend these days.


  Not cool.


  I step back and create a little distance between us but I don’t let go of her hips. I know when I do, guys will be all over her. She’s not looking at me but then she moves her ass closer again and works it. And I do mean works it. She fucking had her hips grinding like she was trying to get me to come. I probably could have, had I been closer. I felt instantly sick to my stomach. It was wrong that I actually thought about it, but fuck, she put those thoughts there when she asked me if I ever thought about it.


  Now what the hell is she doing?


  Testing me?


  It confuses me, makes me wonder what she’s thinking so I lean in. “Stop, Macy. You’re making me hard.”


  Her cheeks flush and she swallows, eyes fluttering closed like she’s embarrassed. “Sorry.”


  “I’m not trying to be a dick. Just… I’m drunk.” I whisper in her ear and then brush my lips over her cheek. “You keep that shit up and I’ll do something stupid.”


  You know what? She kept it up.


  Macy smiles, too seductive for her own good. She doesn’t know bad, but she tries. She’ll never be bad. It’s actually kind of cute in a Macy way.


  My eyes drop to her hips when the song changes to a slower beat but one with a lot of bass. I recognize the song but can’t place it. Macy turns throwing her arms around my neck. “I’m so drunk.”


  That’s obvious. She is. She’s so fucking tossed but so am I. We both laugh and start dancing again. This time one of my legs is between hers. She starts grinding on it like she wants me to pursue this. Every few beats, she brushes against my dick and it’s only a minute into the song and I feel myself growing hard. Another minute and I’m straining against my jeans. She’s wearing this tiny little skirt and I know, based on the fact that there’s only thin fabric separating her from me, she feels my dick. I hate that it feels good every time she pushes against me. I hate it because this isn’t right and I’m no different from Landon if I allow this.


  And then she looks at me. She’s going to say something.


  Don’t say it.


  Don’t.


  “Do something stupid.” Macy says, whispering in my ear, still moving against my hips and panting.


  Ah fuck. There it is. She’s testing me.


  She wants me to and it’s such unfamiliar territory for me because she’s Macy Thomas. She’s Madison’s twin sister. She’s Landon’s girl. She’s my friend…


  I grab her by the wrist, a little rougher than I probably needed to and lead her down the hall where there’s about ten people making out in seclusion. She looks at me as I back her against the wall and press myself against her.


  “Is this what you want? Me?” I whisper in her ear and then pull back to look at her. Bright blues question my intentions. “I’m not Landon, Macy. I don’t fuck like him either.”


  Her eyes widen, she doesn’t know what to make of that statement, and I know she’s curious now. I can tell she is by the way her breath expels faster and her cheeks flush again. I let my eyes travel south and back up just a touch creating an inch of space between us. When I look at her like this she reminds me of Madison before the accident and it’s kind of refreshing. But still, she’s not Madison. She’s not the girl who owns my heart and wrecks my fucking life. I won’t make a bad situation even worse.


  I think she’s expecting me to say something else. I don’t. I don’t have any other answer for her. At least not one she’ll be satisfied with.


  At first, she doesn’t press for one either. She shouldn’t.


  Macy shifts her feet and leans against the wall with her shoulders sticking her breasts out. My eyes drift south again. It’s only natural. “I wouldn’t know…”


  “Know what?” I let my stare find hers.


  “How you fuck.”


  She’s gonna make a fucking fool of me. I know it.


  “Fine,” I take my left hand that’s pressed into the wall beside her head and reach for the button of my jeans. “Wanna find out… right now? You’re barely wearing anything. All I’d have to do is push your panties aside.” I raise an eyebrow at her.


  I don’t want her to answer me.


  Don’t.


  Macy swallows when my lips are an inch from hers. I’m not going to kiss her. I can’t. But she thinks I am and it does exactly what I’m trying to prove to her. She doesn’t want this.


  Her eyes are distant, like she’s imagining what I’m like. I don’t want her thinking that way but I don’t stop her.


  I don’t say anything. I let my mind wander that way too. She’s a softer touch. And warmer smile. I press against her hard, her back hits the wall again.


  A shaking hand rises and she swallows again. “Don’t…”


  I give her a smile and bury my head in her neck. Macy needs this, right here. She needs to know that no matter how bad Landon treats her, one, he still loves her. And two, she’s sexy.


  “You’re a fucking tease.” I say, biting her neck.


  She giggles and pushes me back wiping away the wetness my mouth left on her.


  “And you made my penis hard.”


  That gets her relaxing again and she rolls her eyes. “You’re such a fucking weirdo, Cash.”


  “Well, come on tease. I’m hungry.”


  Macy tenses and I have to laugh. Shaking my head I pull her with me. “For pizza. I’m hungry for pizza.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  I never had any intention of doing anything with Macy. Never would. She’s off limits and I’m not Landon. What I meant to do was show her that just because she’s my friend and Landon’s an asshole doesn’t make her invisible.


  We went and ate pizza, drank more, and the night was going good until I decided that sticking a straw in a bottle of Jack Daniels was easier than taking shots.


  It wasn’t all bad. Well, it was when Macy spilled her drink on me. But hey, not gonna lie, that shit was refreshing. I was burning up. I feel like someone slipped me ecstasy or something.


  We’re on our way back to the dorms because campus security politely asked me to remove myself from the middle of the road, where I was apparently sleeping at one point. I’m a lazy drunk. I get drunk and tired and then crash wherever. My freshman year I even earned myself the nickname Crash.


  I once slept on the floor of the frozen food section of Walmart because I got sleepy looking for frozen pizzas one night after a party.


  Everything is swaying as I walk and I feel like I’m walking in a straight line, but it’s an effort. Like walking up a wall or something.


  “I’m hot.” I could feel the sweat beading down my back. Or maybe it was rain? I can’t tell at this point.


  Macy laughs. “Yes, Cash. You are.” She tries like hell to pull me along. “Come on, bud, let’s get you to bed.”


  I stop walking. “No, I mean. I’m sweating.” I look down at her. “Do you think that’s why people get drunk and fuck?”


  Her look becomes concerned.


  “I think it’s because you get hot, take your clothes off and then once you’re naked you have to have sex.”


  “I think you think too much.”


  “I don’t understand. It’s a great penis and she doesn’t appreciate it!” I yell in the courtyard, for everyone to hear.


  “You don’t have to run to Madison, you know.” Macy says, trying to make me see that there are other options. It’s pretty fucking pathetic that I’ve had the same booty call for three years. “You could use your hand.”


  “I do. A lot. My hand gets pretty sore at times.” Macy starts laughing to the point she can’t walk. Which is a problem because she’s holding me up. I point my finger at her. “If you tell anyone that I’m going to kill you.”


  She laughs harder.


  And harder until she can’t breathe.


  “That wasn’t supposed to be funny, Macy.” I try my hardest to keep a straight face but I can’t.


  Soon we’re sitting on the grass laughing at each other, practically in tears. “But it’s more than that with Madison.” I say when I can speak again. “I don’t go there for that. It happens but most of the time when I call her… it’s like I’m barely holding on any more. I can’t take one more hour without seeing her.”


  “How often do you guys get together?” Macy stands and brushes off her jeans, then reaches down to help me up. “I thought it was like once in a while.”


  I raise an eyebrow at her when she helps me up. “Ha. It’s like once a week. Well, maybe not that often but like when football practice starts up there are times I go over to her dorm every morning before my morning practice.”


  “That’s called an obsession, Cash.”


  I sigh, completely defeated, if I wasn’t earlier. “See… stop putting titles on my fucked up life. It’s depressing.”


  We’re inside her dorm and I’m not entirely sure why I’m not in mine but I give up trying to figure that out and fall on her bed with her.


  “Were you really going to kiss me?” Macy asks when my head is on her shoulder.


  “No.” I say honestly, because I wouldn’t. “But I totally would have licked your cheek.”


  “Do you really want to see my penis?” I ask, tucking my hands under my cheek. “I mean… you sent that text.”


  “Cash?”


  “Yes?”


  “Stop offering to show me your penis.”


  “Ok.” I sigh, my eyes drifting closed. “But it’s really very nice. You’re missing out.”


  “Uh huh.”


  


  October 20, 2013


  


  There’s something stabbing my side and I realize it’s an elbow. Macy’s elbow as we lay side by side, fully clothed on her twin bed. “What the hell is wrong with you? You’re like trying to sleep next to a fucking chicken wing.”


  “I like my own space.” She pushes against me trying to get more room. “And no one said you had to stay at my place.”


  “Apparently you like your own space.” Clutching my side I groan and curl into myself. She rocked me harder than some of the hits I take. “I think you kidney punched me last night.”


  Macy grabs a hoodie from the floor and pulls it over her shoulders. “Don’t be a bitch. Like I said, you could have went to your dorm.”


  “Whatever. I couldn’t walk last night much less find my own dorm.” I point out. “I could have been date raped.”


  “Highly unlikely.”


  “I’m attractive.”


  “Uh huh… and I saw your penis last night. So we’ve covered that and we’re even for you seeing me naked junior year.”


  I’m a little surprised by her remark, but then again, I’m not because I’ve been known to whip it out whenever when I’m drunk. “When did you see it? Did you date rape me?”


  “No, dumb ass, I didn’t date rape you.” She shoves my shoulder, laughing. “You had to pee and just whipped it out. You owe me a new plant by the way. I don’t think it liked urine.”


  “Shit.” I look over at her plant next to the door. “I peed on your plant?”


  “Yep. And on the floor.”


  Heather, Macy’s roommate, comes around the corner from the bathroom and into Macy’s room and stands there—staring at me—wearing her footie pajamas.


  I watch her for a second and then smile. “Morning.”


  She winks at me, turns around and takes a selfie so she can see me over her shoulder, and then gives me that once over, her smile growing.


  I shake my head laughing when Macy yells at her and tells her to go back in her room.


  “What’s her deal?”


  Macy smiles. “She tried to see your penis.”


  I turn to look at her again, smiling. “You really saw my penis?”


  Macy rolls her eyes and tosses my hoodie by the door at me. “Yes, Cash. I saw your penis.”


  “Was it nice?” It’s clear I’m still drunk, even the room is still spinning.


  “Cash?” Macy looks at me seriously, and I think she’s about to burst out laughing but she doesn’t.


  “Yeah?”


  “Shut up.”


  I nod. That’s probably a good idea. Penis conversation isn’t good with your friends. The nodding makes me realize how bad I’m fucked up today. “My head hurts. And my stomach. Jesus.”


  She looks offended. “You didn’t have to sleep in my bed.”


  “Why did I?”


  “Because you were scared of the dark and said you saw a spider.”


  I nod, I do shit like that when I’m drunk. Freshman year I slept in Saylor’s bed with him once. He wasn’t pleased with me after that but I’m a loveable guy and he couldn’t resist me.


  “Go to practice.” Macy says, yawning.


  Holy fuck. I check the time and see it’s six and I was supposed to be at practice in the gym an hour ago. “Shit!”


  “Yeah.” She nods tossing my shoes at me, one at a time.


  “I’m so fucking dead!” I run toward the door.


  “Cash?”


  I turn to face Macy again. “What?”


  She motions to my lower half. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  I look down and see my pants are gone. “Right…”


  


  November 24, 2013


  


  The next few weeks I’m playing game after game and six days a week of practice. Then on Sundays we go over game footage with the team and practice afterwards.


  We travel to California to play Stanford. It’s not an easy loss, 26-20.


  It destroys our hopes at a national championship.


  The following weekend we get our game back and beat the Utes, 44-21.


  The entire month it’s rare I’m not at the gym or practicing.


  I tell myself I’m not going to go to her. But I still go to her in the mornings. I go more often than I should.


  I can’t help myself. I want to but it seems the longer this goes on, the more I crave it. It’s never far from my mind what’s happening either. I told her to stay away from Jay and the cocaine but I can tell by the dilated eyes she’s not listening. It hurts. I see what’s happening but there’s nothing I can do to stop it.


  I turn my aggression toward football.


  After we play Arizona, and we lose big time, 42-16, none of us are in a very good mood when we get back to campus. Sunday night, despite school tomorrow, most of us get wasted.


  Parties aren’t my thing but there’s nothing else to do in college at night when you don’t feel like studying. So we party.


  I’m wandering, annoyed with our playing the last night and looking to forget. Though I had some good numbers and threw 308 yards with two touchdowns, I also had two interceptions.


  What I remember most were those two throws that got picked off. I can tell you every pick I’ve ever thrown. They stay with you. Always.


  I can tell you the game, the quarter, hell, I can even tell you the players who picked it off.


  I’m not even sure why I can tell you all that. When did I throw my first touchdown pass?


  No clue.


  But those picks, man, they always did a number on me because I was always so precise on the field.


  That game wasn’t easy on any of us and we can only hope to get a chance at a BCS bowl game now after our second loss.


  Couples surround me, some fucking against the wall I’m leaned into, while others try to engage in conversation with me. I don’t bother. There’s no sense.


  This house is one I’ve been to before, another football player, Tathan, who’s on defensive that’s graduating this year. It’s clear his roommate is a photography major by the endless photos on the walls in the hallway. To my left, my eyes scan over the ones from a birthday party they had for Tathan here a few weeks back.


  A few don’t hold my attention but others that haunt me. It’s the ones of Madison, high, tossed, and in the arms of the guys on my team, assholes I’ve warned her to stay away from. It’s clear they’re making out and maybe more. Lip locked and lost, she’s looking for them to solve her problems. I don’t focus on that as much the fact that I don’t want them touching her.


  That’s my girl they’re touching. That’s the girl I made a backseat promise of forever with. The one I had wrapped around my side all of high school. The one I run to when nothing else makes sense and she gives me what I need.


  I close my eyes and when I open them, there’s more to my right. These hurt worse because she’s half naked in them and it’s Jay’s lap she has her head in. Jay. That fucking drug dealer. The one I’ve told her to stay away from. Begged her to. For three years she’s left me hanging, wondering, and wishing she’d see that I would always be there for her. And what am I given? I’m handed this shit.


  I don’t want to see what I see. It’s a soul-crushing pain. A breath-stealing and heart-shattered love gone with the bend in the road.


  I look away, the images disappear, but I know I’ll never forget them and I soar out of control, maybe further than ever before at what I’ve seen.


  It’s hours later, maybe longer, and I’m in a low-lit bathroom feeling lost with a cheerleader. I’m taking my need with a girl who only wants my dick. I don’t even know her name. She doesn’t care who I am or what I want, she just wants what her tossed body is craving. She reaches for me, dancing around in the small space, looking for a reason to break my faith more than it has been broken.


  I’m not this guy.


  I don’t search for this shit to satisfy me.


  There’s only one who can do that for me. If this girl knew how fucked up I really am, she wouldn’t give me the time of day. She gets my belt buckle undone and goes to push them down when I step back.


  Rap music pulses, the wall vibrates against my back as I stumble showing this cheerleader my own dance moves.


  By the look in her eyes, she knows who I am.


  She blushes when the realization hits her.


  A giggle captures my attention, my head snaps up. A smile breaks across my face, my mouth searches hers.


  Look at this girl, she’s willing and I’m wasted. What frustrates me is that all these girls are all over me except for the one who covers my heart with the dark shadow of her avoidance.


  When I look at this girl, whatever her name is, she knows I’m king and would suck my dick in a heartbeat.


  Why can’t I just do it?


  My hands move and cup her ass, her legs wrap around me instantly.


  I want this. I want to fuck this girl against the door.


  I want this.


  I do.


  My dick rubbing against her confirms this. She wraps her legs tighter, grinding against my straining erection.


  It feels good, it feels so fucking good.


  My body arches at the contact, I feel shivers run up my spine and it makes me press against her, my belt digging into her. It’s a hungry kiss that never feels like enough, never satisfying, a needing touch that gets to be too much. My arms wrap around her waist and cling to her, pushing her down on my erection again. She pulls away just enough reaching between us. She’s got my jeans undone all the way now, her hand slips inside to palm my dick.


  Pulling back, I look at the girl, blonde hair and begging blues shine back. I don’t want that.


  Where’s that dark hair that hides what the world can’t see?


  Where’s the lifeless blues I die to save?


  Fuck Madison.


  FUCK her and the way she controls me.


  Happiness shouldn’t be hard. It shouldn’t be achieved in anger, or when your blood finally turns to alcohol and you can’t deal until you’re craving what shouldn’t be. I need more of her like I always do. She fucking controls me and I hate her for it.


  I hate the control.


  My heart starts pounding in my chest, the bile rises.


  With a gasping breath, I step back away from the girl. “I can’t.”


  I don’t wait for an answer, a plea, nothing, I back away and button my jeans, my hands on the counter. I grip it, so hard I wish it could ease the pain. It won’t, I could tear the world apart and it wouldn’t matter. I could destroy it, nothing would matter.


  I start shaking, my body trembles with an ache I know only one can cure.


  It’s pouring outside, rain pelting my face and soaking my t-shirt. I don’t care. I still walk in the rain.


  Before I know it, I’m on the third floor and approaching her door, my shoes squeaking on the concrete floor. Taking my phone from my pocket, I send Madison a text.


  You up?


  She answers right away. It’s locked. Hold on.


  My shoulder hits the wall, I lean into the door waiting for her to unlock it. A couple holding hands and beer passes by me. I don’t give them the time of day, even though they bump my shoulder and congratulate me on the season though we lost last night.


  Fuck football at this point.


  I’m angry.


  So fucking angry.


  I know I should have known that she was this girl but the fact that she kept stringing me along, that has me so pissed.


  I thought it was more.


  That’s my problem. I thought.


  When Madison opens the door, she’s dressed in my jersey from freshman year… yeah, the one she stole, and it’s a fading fucking reminder of what we used to be. I want to rip it off her body like she rips my heart out.


  When I step inside, she’s not looking at me and she won’t. She barely ever does.


  “What are you doing here?” Her voice is low and hushed as she reaches to close the bathroom door.


  I step inside raising an eyebrow at her, but I don’t look up, I can’t. The thump is louder, her proximity is suffocating. We don’t touch as I speak. “You don’t want me here?”


  She shakes her head, hopeless eyes fail to find anything they’re looking for. Slumped shoulders give way and she wraps her arms around me bringing our bodies together. Her hands slide over my wet shirt, catching as it clings to my body. She kisses down my jaw until her lips find mine. She captures me, right then, consuming me with her kisses. Our lips never fumble, maybe frustrated we can never get close enough, but they’re sure kisses that designate what we are, for the briefest moment.


  We’re this, right here, right now.


  A three AM text and no questions, only mumbled words of acceptance.


  I’m here for something and she knows it, her mouth finds mine again fisting her hands in my t-shirt, pulling me into her. We stumble, the wall meets her back and I’m dying, falling, soaring into the high only she can give me. I close my eyes and ignore the thump in my chest, ignore the fact that’s she’s never gonna love me the way I love her.


  It’s just not going to happen.


  Ever.


  Stop beating. Stop believing in anything but never.


  The moment her tongue meets mine, I can’t breathe again. I’m screaming in pain that she can’t see what she does to me, how she makes me feel.


  We fall against her bed and I don’t even look to see if Jenny can see us. I’m too far gone now. I need to be inside Madison and feel. Feel something.


  My teeth sink into the tender skin of her neck as I’m held up by one hand, undoing my jeans and ripping her underwear aside. It’s impatient hands and intensity I only feel with her, a burn she knows, a burn she gives. I hear the tear of fabric and I don’t even bother pulling my jeans all the way down.


  I’m too consumed.


  I just get them to my knees and plunge inside her in my next movement. It feels so good that I’m almost forgetting what I’ve done.


  I know my mistake right away though. The last thing we need is a baby.


  I pull out, though my body screams for me to continue. My hands are shaking, trembling with desire and hurt, I reach inside her nightstand and see only one condom in there. I ignore the fact there’s a fucking baggie of cocaine in there too.


  I ignore that because of the way that missing condom splits my goddamn chest open.


  It slaughters me and takes my breath and heart with it.


  It’s done beating.


  Two days ago when I fucked her last, there were three. I used one.


  Where’s the other?


  My eyes sweep to hers over my shoulder, she’s not looking at me. Her eyes are on the wall.


  I’m pissed, my anger is evident in my eyes and the way my body tenses, but I don’t stop.


  I can’t now.


  I won’t.


  My jaw clenches, my heart cracks, my hand goes to her hip and I force myself inside her after I get the condom on. Her body tenses around me, her eyes on mine. She can feel the cold radiating from them. It gives her chills that freeze these blue eyes I want to sink into everyday but know they never feel.


  She feels something now.


  She knows I know in that moment.


  Fuck you, Madison. Fuck you for breaking me.


  Her hands clench my back and try to bring me closer, but I don’t go. She needs to see this. She needs to see that she’s fucking wrecking me. She’s destroyed everything about me.


  She’s done this.


  


  Fucking take it. See what you’ve done.


  “You’re killing him. You. Are. Killing. Him.”


  You are. You did.


  You. You. You.


  Why not me? Why is it always you?


  Why can’t you see me! Why can’t you love me?


  


  I’m having a hard time controlling myself and if I wanted to, I could come with each thrust, but I don’t. I’m holding on because she’s letting go. Someone has to hold on. In so many ways she’s letting go.


  And this time… this time I’m letting go.


  I try to be gentle but I can’t. Not now. She wants what I’m feeling and I’m hurting.


  I give it to her. I cover her body with mine, my belt digging into her thighs. With a gasp, she spreads them wider allowing me to fuck her harder. I raise up on my hands and watch, as much as it hurts to do so. A breathtaking beauty only she holds. A power she’s had over me but this king is letting go.


  Her hair’s fanned on the white pillow that captures the tears falling, her eyes closed off and forced open when I grunt and move my hand. It captures a handful of hair and pulls, but she doesn’t wince, only watches me. She knows I’m angry and I’m sure she knows why. She has to but I’m not stopping.


  Beat motherfucker. Beat now. Breathe now.


  Madison moans and her chest rises off the bed, a soft scream falls from cherry red soaked lips that know mine as I rock against her, searching for need. She claws at my skin, breaking me, ripping me open with her force. I feel her everywhere that it’s overwhelming and consuming. She’s like a forbidden fruit. A death sentence.


  How can she do this? Why? Why me?


  I blink, it’s slow. My glare is so dark she shivers. I don’t hold back. I can’t. Not anymore.


  She knows what this is so I fuck her like she wants. Like she expects me to. I don’t stop either. Even when she tells me it’s too much. I don’t stop because deep down, she fucking wants it.


  “Feel what I feel.” I whisper harshly, moving my mouth to hers. I take her breath and break her soul. “Fucking feel it… ”


  Her body sobs, I shake, my body begs to release. I’m holding on, I’m lasting this time, anger is the only thing keeping me here, keeping me from finishing and being done with it. I should be done with it, I shouldn’t have started but I won’t fucking stop myself now.


  My body breaks out in sweat, my hips slide against hers, rocking, shaking, consumed. Reaching down I take her right leg higher and angle myself inside her, our hips grinding against each other, deeper, letting her feel what I’m taking.


  She screams out this time, her head thrown back so I can see her neck straining, her heart pounding, and I know Jenny’s awake now. I don’t give a fuck.


  I.


  Don’t.


  Fucking.


  Care.


  This is me. This is what I’m left with. I’m the light and she’s the dark. Together we’re a hurricane destroying love in our path. She’s the wind, I’m the rain. She’s knocking over trees, I’m uprooting them.


  Jenny turns on the bathroom light, I don’t stop.


  See what this girl does to me. I want the world to see. I want the world to hurt like I do. Crack and bleed like I do. Die like I do.


  They see me as strong, that king, that motherfucking saint who leads them. I’m none of that in the presence of Madison Thomas.


  “Jesus, you two! I can hear you next door.” Jenny grumbles, still inside the bathroom but looking around the corner. “It’s three in the morning!”


  She’s always fucking spying on us. I know she watches and this time, maybe I’ll give her something to see.


  Maybe.


  Slowly I turn my head, my eyes rake over Jenny’s body as she hides half inside the bathroom, half outside, all the while, I don’t stop from moving in and out of Madison.


  It feels so fucking good and I’m not stopping.


  But I do watch Jenny for a minute and her reaction to what I’m doing. I’m not sure what she sees in my eyes but she gasps, her hand raises to her mouth and she backs away inside the bathroom and closes the door.


  Madison’s hand raises and brings my face back to hers. I can’t give her my kiss. She doesn’t deserve that from me right now. She takes too much already.


  We stare. We shatter. We’ve been destroyed.


  That’s it. Take it. Take what you want from me because you know there’s nothing left.


  My eyes squeeze shut and I know she sees the pain, it’s falling from me and landing on her heart where I’m no longer held, a wetness that doesn’t dry, a river that flows to nowhere, an ocean that breathes and crashes, a sea that storms and sinks ships. She turns her head, she doesn’t want to see the pain she caused.


  She wants my pain.


  She wants me to fuck her, take her body in the ways I want, the only ways she gives me.


  I do. I fuck her harder than ever before. It’s enough that I know she’ll have bruises—and for a moment—I don’t care.


  I want her to feel what I’m feeling.


  For once.


  Forever.


  I can hear the rain hitting the window above her bed and it almost makes me smile that while it’s storming outside, it’s storming in here, the darkest ways.


  When I come, I fall against her chest, my body shaking with sobs that aren’t just from pleasure. They’re from the pain of knowing that beat’s gone. Tears soak her neck, bathe her skin in acid as she cries too. My hands curl around the back of her shoulders, slamming her into my last thrust. It’s the last light of day crumbling, a backseat promise destroyed, freedom and innocence ruined by choices she made.


  I’m panting as I pull away. I don’t look at her, I can’t. My left hand reaches between us removing the condom. I toss it in the trash next to her bed and lean to the side to get my jeans up around my waist. My chest heaves with labored breaths as I reach for my t-shirt beside me. Sitting up on my knees I look down at her, my jersey pushed up around her breasts, her legs spread open, her forearm over her face. She’s crying. She’s sobbing so bad her body is curled up, the muscles in her stomach clenching.


  I’m too fucked up to care. It doesn’t change anything.


  I swallow over my tears, wipe my forearm over my eyes and move to sit on the edge of the bed facing the Oregon Ducks poster on her wall. It’s one of me holding a football in the air when they announced me as starting quarterback my freshman year. It makes me sick that she has that up and fucks other guys in this same bed.


  Madison curls into herself facing the wall, her bare ass visible now. My eyes travel the length of her body and then crash. Hanging my head, my body wants to collapse right next to her, beg her to take this pain she caused away. I sit there for a second, gasping, trying to leave. When I hear her cries, the ones that shake the bed, like she’s starting to hyperventilate. I stand wiping my hands over my eyes once more and make the ten steps to the door. I look back, she’s not watching me leave. She can’t. Maybe it’s breaking her too.


  Why not me?


  Why is it always you?


  Why can’t you see me!


  Why can’t you love me?


  When she hears the door open, Jenny looks to me, her head peeking around the corner of the bathroom again, as I stand at the door zipping, buttoning and righting my belt. She’s shocked at what she’s seen.


  Never would someone expect to see Cash Bryant like this.


  I don’t care. Fuck her, too.


  I get just outside her dorm and across the courtyard before I throw up. Not only from the liquor but the wrenching pain in my gut that’s consuming me. What. Have. I. Done?


  My mind flashes with memories as I stare at the ground. I remember flag football for kisses and grape Jolly Ranchers shared outside school waiting for the bus. I remember check yes or no and praying for yes.


  I don’t want to remember tonight.


  It hurts to remember.


  Hurting makes you do stupid shit. Makes you love people you shouldn’t. Makes you lie to your heart. Fuck her. Fuck her for being stupid, tasting like grape Jolly Ranchers and sweet sugar lips. Fuck her bleachers and the way she kissed me after that championship game. Fuck that night. Fuck the ring I still have, and most of all, fuck her for killing me when she does, fuck my text messages and those three AM blue-lit mornings.


  


  November 26, 2013


  


  I haven’t calmed down from the other night. In fact, I’m worse now with rage than I was that night. If that’s possible at this point.


  I suppose that’s mostly because of who’s in my face right now and it’s been a rough fucking month.


  “Where was Madison last night?” Colton teases.


  I close my eyes willing myself not to react. Fucking asshole.


  Don’t turn around.


  Don’t.


  I take my pads off and toss them aside, on the ground at my feet, I don’t bother even looking at him. “On my dick, why?” I mumbled running my hands through my sweat soaked hair.


  Saylor and Holden laugh beside me. I don’t even crack a smile.


  I’m being cocky but my stomach clenches, anger and adrenaline rushing through me at the thoughts of what he’s getting at. Colton doesn’t say shit like this to me unless it’s leading somewhere.


  I don’t like where this is going.


  Colton laughs folding his arms over his bare chest, his eyes burning into mine willing me to react. “No man, before that?” His chin raises and he gives me a head nod. I want to knock his motherfucking teeth in.


  He’s trying to piss me off and you know what, I’m the fucking bait and turn around.


  “Why are you asking me this?”


  Colton laughs, and I’m ready to kill him. “Maybe because she was sucking Jay’s dick in a parking lot for blow.” He thinks this shit is funny. “She was begging him for it.”


  No fucking way.


  She wouldn’t do that.


  She loves me, right?


  Wrong.


  As pissed as I am right now, I find a little humor in his remark. A little. I’m not even sure what part. Maybe all of it. Maybe the part about what she asked for. Madison doesn’t ask for anything. She doesn’t know how to.


  Or does she? I know what I need to do first. Who I need to see.


  Landon knows where I’m about to go.


  He holds up a hand to stop me, as if he can. Deep down he’s dealt with me enough to know trying to stop me is pointless. “He’s dangerous.”


  “Don’t you have to go get high or something?” I brush past him hitting his shoulder with my own.


  There’s danger in this world and it doesn’t come from what you’d think.


  It doesn’t come from violence or a gun. It comes from hatred.


  It comes from anger that blinds you.
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  Jay Lucas isn’t hard to find. Look in any alley around school and you’re bound to find the guy. I’ve known of Jay for about a year now. I’m surprised it’s taken me this long to go to him. I should have went to him when I found the cocaine the first time knowing damn well Madison wasn’t going to stop unless the temptation was gone.


  I know enough about Jay to know he’s not someone you want to have any encounters with.


  I find him at a frat house down the street from campus. He’s on the deck dealing shit he has no business dealing. The guy’s nearly thirty and dealing to kids shit they can’t afford.


  When I take the first step, the wood creaks under my feet. There are two other guys leaning against the railing, skinny as fuck and strung out. My eyes sweep to them and then back to Jay.


  For a moment, Jay ignores my presence and focuses solely on the ground, like I’m not even there.


  Then, when he does look at me, he studies me, dark troubled eyes find mine, his black hoodie pulled up over his head.


  One would think he’s wondering what this kid wants when really, he’s looking for my weakness. The problem is, he knows my weakness before I even approach.


  “You need to stay away from Madison.” I say standing right in front of him. I can smell the alcohol on him from two feet away. The empty bottles on the table beside the white plastic chair confirm he’s already had a few.


  He doesn’t say a goddamn thing and sits down in the chair with his legs kicked out as he slouches to one side, as if my presence here means nothing to him. There’s a part of me that doesn’t want to do this right now because I know the outcome.


  I shove my hands in my pockets knowing this was a bad idea and I feel it in my gut all of a sudden. It seems I piss him off, if not for my presence, but the fact that I opened my mouth in the first place.


  “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” He’s not looking at me, he’s staring at the ground. “I can’t control who wants it and who doesn’t.”


  Bullshit. It’s all fucking bullshit. He knows who I’m talking about.


  I don’t want to do this right now but if he wants it, I’ll gladly show him how I play this fucking game.


  He’s fucking lying.


  I step forward and his boys beside him watch me carefully, waiting on his word to step in. “Hey, look, she has a problem.” I try to be calm about this. Yeah, I’m angry but Jay Lucas isn’t exactly a guy I want to start a war with. “You’re hurting her. You hurt her, and I’m going to hurt you.”


  “Is that so?” He smiles, my words entertaining to him. “They all have problems. She wants it. Who am I to deny her?”


  “That’s the reason it’s a fucking problem!” Fuck being calm. I’m getting pissed and he knows it. He’s counting on it. “Stop! Don’t give it to her! She doesn’t know what she wants?” I’m shaking and losing control. He’s taken my life from me and he knows it.


  He fucking knows it.


  He knows what he’s doing to her.


  He leans forward pushing himself from the chair, his body steady. He’s not looking at me, instead his eyes are on the ground and that’s somewhat more intimidating, if I was intimated by a guy like Jay. “So what… you think it’s you she wants?”


  “You think you know her but you don’t.” I say, in sort of a whisper but my voice carries with the wind as I look down at him. I have probably three inches on him and maybe twenty pounds. “How long have you been fucking her?”


  He laughs.


  Laughs.


  Like this shit is funny.


  It probably is to him.


  “Tell me,” he finally looks up at me, dark brown eyes seem darker than they should. Dude’s smoked too much of his own shit if you ask me, “what’s your problem? You mad about the drugs she takes or that you’re not enough for her so she sucks my dick too?”


  Anger’s a funny thing.


  I like to think I can handle my own and when I’m mad, even better for me because anger is on my side. I want to fucking kill this guy for the shit he’s done to Madison. It’s not like I stand a chance against him and his boys, and I know this. But I try despite that. I try because this is my girl he’s put in danger. My girl he’s been fucking. And that is what makes me see red.


  I should be afraid of Jay Lucas. What this son of a bitch should fear is the man who has nothing left to lose.


  He’s far more dangerous.


  It’s not even her doing drugs. Or him giving the drugs to her.


  It’s that he’s been fucking her. That’s what kills me. I thought I came here to tell him to stop giving her the drugs when really, I want him to stop taking her.


  I don’t know why I was so blind. It makes me hate backseat promises and forever.


  As angry as I am, I know there’s some boundaries with a guy like Jay. I’m not stupid. It has me hesitating.


  My blood starts boiling as I imagine the shit he’s done to her and what she’s let him do. I don’t say anything else, instead, my temper gets the best of me and I shove him back against the chair he was just sitting in.


  He finally looks at me, his body tensed as he picks himself up and stands straight. “Am I going to have to teach you a lesson?”


  “Fuck you!”


  It’s as sudden as I expect it to be when his fist connects with my jaw. It hurts. But it’s not the first time I’ve been punched in the jaw. And probably not the last.


  I get smart and I don’t push Jay any further. I have a career to think about and as pissed as I am, he’s not fucking worth ending it over.


  He gets two hits in on me, I get one and shove him back when I hear the commotion behind me. I turn my head, get popped in the fucking ear and see Saylor behind me grabbing me along with three other players from our team.


  “You good?” Saylor asks, holding me up and wiping away the blood pouring from my face.


  I don’t answer.


  I’m not good.
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  An hour later, I’m sitting in the cafeteria with Macy, trying to calm down when she tells me that I shouldn’t have been surprised by this.


  As if that’s going to make me feel better.


  The taste of blood coats my tongue from where my lip is split. I run my tongue across my lower lip feeling the gash. “You knew she was having sex with him, didn’t you?”


  Macy shakes her head. “You didn’t?”


  Deep down, I always knew. But I didn’t want to see it.


  “I knew she was getting drugs from him. I didn’t know she was fucking him.” I squeeze my eyes shut, pain shoots through my head when I do that. “How long?” I can barely get the words out and when I do, I want to vomit.


  My gut twists in pain, regret, anger, you name it. My breath comes faster now, my hands begin to shake. Setting down the glass of ice water, I push it about a foot away.


  She doesn’t answer. Macy tries to hide her feelings from me, lie to me, but she can’t.


  Fear gets the best of me and I kick the chair she’s sitting in, she jumps, her eyes snapping to mine. “Answer me, Macy!” About twenty students around us look at me and my outburst.


  “Probably since she met him.” Macy says, glaring at me. “I don’t really know but the word around campus is that she’s been fucking him for drugs for years.”


  I’m far from stupid. That means she fucked him in the same night she fucked me. Colton was right.


  I grip the edge of the table we’re sitting at and flip it over. Our drinks go crashing to the floor and the people around us gasp, but it’s not enough.


  I shouldn’t go see her, but I’m going to. She’s going to fucking explain to me what this was.


  Macy grabs my shirt and tries to stop me. “Cash, don’t!”


  “Fuck you.” I rip her hands away glaring at her. “Don’t touch me!”


  Macy knows when I’m pissed and not to mess with me. Now is that time. She backs up and turns around. I feel like a dick but I’m also too consumed right now.


  It takes me ten minutes to get to Madison’s dorm. I’m getting answers. Ten minutes of my rage boiling to the point where it’s overflowing and I’m actually concerned about the outcome and what I’m about to do.


  I don’t even wait for her to answer the door, I throw my shoulder into the center, grunting when it connects with a solid hit. I feel a sharp pain rip up my arm knowing I could have just destroyed my shoulder.


  Who cares?


  I don’t.


  “Open the fucking door, Madison!” When she doesn’t, I kick it and slam my fist against the wood. There’s scuff marks from my foot and splintered wood from my shoulder. “OPEN IT!”


  This time she does. She’s not hiding from me. She’s expecting me. She’s there and backs against the wall when I enter the room, frozen blue eyes that want to drown catch mine. I don’t bother closing the door just yet, instead, I leave it open for the world to hear my anger. These fucking assholes around here think I’m perfect. Yeah, well, they’re about to get a new view of perfection.


  Jenny’s to my left, standing in the bathroom. My eyes sweep to her first, I glare, she better mind her own fucking business for once. She doesn’t though, and that’s her problem.


  “Cash…” Madison whispers, tentatively testing my mood, or maybe begging me not to make a scene. I want to smile that she thinks she can calm me down now.


  Calm this down, baby.


  My heart pounds but there’s no beat, it’s gone, there’s only a rushing blood and the crash.


  My eyes snap to hers as I take her laptop that’s sitting on the table beside the door and throw it across the room. It smashes against the wall chipping away chunks of sheetrock.


  In anger, I step towards her, harsh breaths and uncontrolled actions. Pain and adrenaline prick my stomach, it sits there, finds home, feeds there.


  Nothing fazes her. She just stares at me.


  We’re that hurricane. She’s my wind, she forces me to the edge of destruction, never releasing me from her grip.


  See what you’ve done.


  “You’re killing him. You. Are. Killing. Him.”


  Eventually, Madison does say something. And it only pisses me off. Makes me see red tides and lies that sink. “I know what you’re going to say to me.”


  Oh yeah? The fuck you do.


  “Then let me say it.” I say, slamming the door shut with my foot. “Tell me, Madison.” I take another step, I’m not going to touch her, I never would in anger, but she feels the hate radiating from me. It trembles her body and catches her breath. It takes eyes that are drowning and suffocates them completely. “How many more ways are you going to rip my heart out?”


  “I’m sorry!” She cries into her palms covering her face. “I’m so sorry!”


  I reach out and rip her hands from her face to see her tears. “You’re sorry?” Raising my eyebrow, I smile and then grab for the chair that sits at her desk. “YOU’RE FUCKING SORRY?!” Taking it over my head I throw it at the window above her bed. It shatters on impact, the sound deafening in the small space. People scramble outside her dorm room, Jenny starts screaming next door and tells me she’s calling the police.


  Go ahead. Call them. I want to say, there’s your fucking king, assholes. Worship that.


  Madison doesn’t move from her place against the wall at the end of her bed, her arms wrapped around her waist, curling into herself.


  She’s afraid of me right then.


  Good.


  “How many more ways are you going to break me? How many more ways, huh?” She’s not answering me, and it makes my anger soar higher. “Goddamn it… ANSWER ME!”


  Something in her changes and her own anger takes over, a side I haven’t seen in a while, surfacing and raging, spit through gritted teeth and tight lips. “I’m sorry!”


  “Yeah?” Feeling my lip bleeding again from where Jay got me, I run the back of my shaking hand over my mouth. “You sure about that? You fucking positive?”


  Madison nods, cold but collected, still crying. “I am.”


  I hope your tears burn as bad as my stomach does.


  “Sorry it happened, or sorry I found out?” I can barely even get these words out, there’s so much anger emanating from me that speaking is an effort.


  “All of it.” Her voice breaks, like the glass beneath her and I feel a jolt of nausea hit me. I swallow over the acid rising up. “I’m really sorry.” Tears soak her cheeks and lips, her shirt and my heart. “I… didn’t mean to hurt you. I love you.”


  “Love me? Bullshit. Bull. Fucking. Shit. You don’t love me.”


  I back up from her, just a step, I can’t take the heat, the way she controls me. I’m defying her, I’m taking my fucking stand for once.


  But then I think, go ahead. Show her what a piece of shit you can be.


  “I hate you right now, Madison. I fucking hate you for who you’ve made me become...” My eyes shift from hers to the floor, the wall, the window, then search bloodshot blues that have no depth. “A broken piece of shit who loves a girl who will never love him back.”


  I’m saying things I might not mean. I should shut up. I should but I don’t. I want her to feel the agony I feel. The agony I’ve always felt and she feeds. “I’ve tried to fuck around on you. I try all the time. I wanted you to feel just an ounce of the pain you cause me. But I get so far, and I stop. I stop because it’s not even close to the way I feel when I’m with you.” My eyes burn so I turn away, hiding what she doesn’t deserve to see. But then I turn back because fuck her, let her see it. Let her feel the pain. Tears stream down my face when I look at her. “I wanted to be able to tell you I was with someone else. I wanted to see your face when I told you that I fucked someone else. I never could though, because I couldn’t do that to you. I never wanted you to feel what I feel right now, like my heart has been ripped from my goddamn chest.”


  She obliterated me. Like there was never even a choice at all.


  I avoided it because I thought she felt it. I thought she loved me.


  I’m so frustrated and lost and consumed by this anger I can’t even see straight. The words spilling from me, from my chest, leave me bitter and never so vulnerable as I am right now. The anger makes me hazy and I’m doing and saying things I might not mean. I drag my eyes from hers, sighing. I’m exhausted. I’m so fucking done with this.
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  He’s breathing heavy, panting, trying to control himself but I see it. He’s gone.


  I can’t help but notice his appearance and that he was in a fight before he came here.


  “What happened?”


  Just below his right eye is a bruise forming, welted red and purple. His nose looks like it was bleeding at some point along with the split in his lip.


  “I met Jay.”


  I flinch when he says that and he sees it. My stomach twists, my heart pounds in my ears as I start to shake.


  Oh God, no. Please tell me he didn’t. He did though. It’s obvious.


  “What did he say to you?”


  Cash raises his eyebrow. “Does it look like we said much of anything?”


  No. It certainly doesn’t look like any talking took place. There’s a layer of guilt I can’t ignore. I drove him towards Jay. That was on me.


  He’s been quiet for a minute staring at the broken window and the chair below it.


  “Who was it?” He mumbles pushing himself from the wall he’s leaning against, refusing to sit down. “Who did you fuck before me the other night?”


  “What?” I’m caught off guard by his demand and the lowness of his voice. He knows who it was. Why would he torture himself like this?


  “Say it.” His head turns to me, his eyes narrow. He stares at me for a second, much longer than I would have expected before his gaze drops.


  “Cash… I… ” I reach for him, trying to make him sit down but he refuses and flings his arms away.


  “Enough lies. Don’t make any excuses.” He turns to face the broken window, arms crossed over his chest. “Own up to it. Say it,” his eyes find mine as he looks over his shoulder at me. “Say his fucking name.”


  “Jay.”


  “How many others have there been?” He asks with a slow exhale, his face contorted in pain.


  I don’t answer and that’s enough, he knows that even I don’t know.


  “You don’t even know, do you?” I shake my head and he flinches, a dagger to the heart. “And I’m supposed to believe that?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did I tell you?” He’s in my face again, demanding, refusing to let up. “I told you to stay away from Jay. He’s the one guy I asked you to stay away from. I fucking begged you.” Cash turns and I brace myself for what he might throw next but he doesn’t.


  “Colton knows too.” He paces the floor, his feet crunching in the broken glass and he bites his nails, a nervous habit he’s had since he was a nine-year-old boy sending me check yes or no notes. “He’s probably told everyone by now.”


  “He wouldn’t do that.” I tell him, staring at the floor.


  “Yes, he would, Madison. YES, HE WOULD! You are so fucking blind to everything around you.” He pants, the rage is consuming him but he’s trying to calm down. I can see him struggling with it, wanting it, but resisting.


  I’ve never seen Cash like this.


  Ever.


  I’ve seen him happy, consumed with lust, soaring, sad, carrying a casket with his best friend in it, crying, but never like this. He’s never shown much emotion around me but this, he’s breaking.


  Piece by piece he’s breaking.


  He’s not just angry with me. No, there’s more to this than just me cheating on him. That night is giving him rage too. Feeding him in ways he can never imagine. It’s all coming back and he’s finally placing the blame.


  “Why? Why wasn’t I enough?” He asks slowly, rough with unsteady anger. “I gave you everything you wanted. Why couldn’t I be enough to save you? Why couldn’t you have waited until we got there?”


  I catch the meaning behind that question before he does. He’s so angry he doesn’t even see his slip up.


  “I don’t need saving.” I shake my head and wrap my arms around myself, cold, shivering from the ice emanating off him.


  “You’re right. You’re fucking broken. And I’m done.” He swallowed, tears flowing over his red cheeks. “The way I loved you was consuming.” He spit, clouded, rage filled eyes stabbing me with his past tense words that rip my skin wide open. “I can’t fucking do it anymore. The best thing that has ever happened to me was seeing that missing condom, and hearing it from Colton that you fucked Jay.”


  No. The best thing that could have happened to him was leaving me years ago before I had a chance to destroy him like this.


  I deserve everything he’s saying.


  I deserve so much more.


  I’m a horrible person not only for what I did that night, but everything I’ve done since then.


  To Cash.


  To Macy.


  Everyone.


  Just when I think he might leave, he doesn’t and lets out a strangled breath. “I can’t,” he crashes finally and braces himself against the wall. His legs give way, his feet sliding against shards of glass. “I can’t do this anymore.” He sobs into his hands.


  There it is.


  I destroyed the last piece of my life that was giving me light. It’s gone, and probably forever. My chest constricts, every muscle tight waiting for him to say something.


  He doesn’t.


  It hurts more.


  This isn’t love.


  This right here is hate.


  He finally hates me.


  There’s so much pain, hatred and sadness pouring from him that his words rip open wounds I didn’t know were there. Screams I’ve let die inside me release and I cry next to him, not just any cry, it’s the kind of crying you think might never stop. It hurts more to look at him, burns even worse and kills me just as much. There’s no relief from crying, it only hurts more.


  Minutes pass. Could be three. Could be three years.


  Cash won’t look at me now. I should say something, anything. I should tell him he’s right and it’s better this way. He’s finally doing the right thing. I want to. The words are there, they burn as badly as the tears that keep falling from both of our eyes. Instead, my words are trapped where my heart was left, buried six feet deep.


  His feet slide and he attempts to stand, trying to brace himself but he can’t. Instead his head falls to his hands. “I don’t want you. I don’t want to want you. It’s destroying my fucking life. Eventually there’s going to be nothing left of me. Nothing.” His head shakes but he still doesn’t raise it to look at me. “It’s all you, and me trying to save you. I can’t do it anymore because it’s killing me.” And then he stands, strong and tall, hands that have held me for years shove deep in the pockets of his jeans and he steps toward the door. “I’m tired. I’m fucking tired of your shit and Landon’s. You two might as well have died in that crash too. You know that? To me, to Macy, it’s like we lost three friends that day.”


  When he’s at the door, I ask, “So this is it? We’re breaking up?”


  I know he’s done but I have to hear it. I have to.


  “Breaking up?” He laughs. “We haven’t been together since you tried to fuck my best friend. I should have left then and never looked back.”


  He should have. He’s absolutely right on that.


  “We’re toxic, Madison. We’re a disease with no cure. We kill each other inside.”


  My turn to laugh. And it’s just as bitter as his was. “You don’t think I know that? You think I want to feel this shit?”


  “Yes, I do. We did this, Madison. We did. We broke each other. That’s how much control you have over me because I let you. I LET YOU!”


  His anger shakes the room, one last crash and my hands fly to my ears when my bookshelf collides with the ground.


  “And you control me!” I scream, because he does and he has to know.


  “No. I don’t.” He shook his head violently. “I love you. That’s the tragic part!”


  “Then stop loving me.” I drop my hands and let them fall to my sides. “You shouldn’t.”


  “I can’t.” Cash takes a deep breath, as if he’s been dying to take that breath since he came in here. “That’s my problem.”


  He’s heading for the door, stepping over everything he’s destroyed in the room when there’s a knock at the door. It’s the campus police checking on me.


  Cash sighs and backs against the wall where the bookshelf once sat. His eyes are deep and hurt.


  “We received a noise complaint, ma’am.” The officer looks past me and to Cash. “Do we have a problem here, Bryant?”


  Cash looks at the ground, and then me out of the corner of his eye. “Nope.”


  “Did you do this?”


  “Yep.” He’s not hiding anything. Cash never does. He doesn’t need to.


  “Why?” The officer leans into the door frame, relaxed with his arms crossed over his chest. He doesn’t seem too concerned, but he’s also not letting Cash leave.


  By the way he’s shaking, he wants to leave. He’s had enough and can’t even look at me without breaking. His tears are still present but not falling, just there pooling.


  Cash starts to speak and it’s clear he wants to be anywhere but here as he shoves his hands into his pockets. “She fucked my friends, fucked her drug dealer, and broke my heart. That’s why.”


  I let the words sink in as he spoke them. The impact of his words almost make me feel like I am being tortured.


  I think campus security sees there’s no harm, Cash wouldn’t hurt me. They leave a minute later and Cash is lingering by the door, tears slowly falling. He’s all messed up but he can’t leave.


  “You don’t think I know that? I know what I’ve done to us.”


  “Know what?” he’s refusing to even look at me now.


  “Broke your heart.”


  “Don’t you see… I do love you. But you’re constantly leaving me hanging.” He tells me, his voice softer now. “You basically walk away when you want, and expect me to be there when you come back. If you don’t want me, end it. I can’t take it anymore. I can’t end it. You have to do it.”


  I say nothing.


  I can’t do it either.


  “Now I’m asking nicely,” he says, his voice even and soft but still holding tension. “Put me out of my fucking misery.”


  It’s my turn to be hurt. And I am. I know exactly what I need to say to him. “We were never together, remember?”


  He stares at me for the longest time, like he’s watching the final seconds of a game count down.


  “Yeah…” he pauses, as if he can’t believe I just said those words, his chin shakes as tears fall from both our eyes. It takes him a second to get around his breaking words. He swallows and drops his eyes to the floor. “You’re right.” As he passes by me, he pauses and leans in so that I feel his warmth and I know I’m going to miss it. I feel the beat in his chest, his breath on my face. “If I text you… don’t answer it.”


  And then he’s gone.


  Forever.


  I stare at the door at it closes and then springs back from where he broke it.


  I fucking stare because there goes the rest of my heart.


  


  November 27, 2013


  


  Pain makes you do stupid shit.


  “What do you need?”


  My eyes are barely open, my skin ice cold and aching. “I need something.”


  I want this pain gone. It’s what I’ve tried to destroy for years and I never succeed and now it seems I’ve made the pain so much worse.


  “I didn’t know you had a twin sister.”


  It’s not a question.


  Jay’s referring to when he gave Macy the pills he promised me a few weeks back. Without looking at me, he hands me another bag of Vicodin and Oxycodone.


  “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”


  He raises an eyebrow at my tone and pushes me back against the bed. “I don’t need to know a goddamn thing.” He says unbuckling his belt.


  Pain makes you believe you’re not worth it. Makes you feel like you’re not worth it.


  


  November 28, 2013


  


  I’m a wreck.


  All I can do is cry.


  Then I get high. And when that doesn’t work, I call Landon because my misery needs company and maybe he can talk me down, because I’m feeling hopeless and thinking crazy.


  It’s Thanksgiving and I’m alone staring at the destruction of my room I haven’t bothered to clean up. While most students go home with their families, I stay on campus.


  “What did you expect him to do?” Landon asks taking the bong from me and hands me a turkey sandwich.


  “Do you think we should have Thanksgiving dinner?”


  “Listen,” he takes a hit and then reaches for the sandwich. “We’re having a turkey sandwich with cranberries on it. That’s the same.”


  Landon plays with his phone for a half a second and then turns to me smiling and bobbing his head. He thinks he’s being funny.


  “What kind of bastard would play that song right now?” I shake my head when “Single Ladies” comes on.


  “Me.” Landon smiles and I kind of hate him for it. Raising his hand, he scratches the back of his head. “I would play that song right now.”


  It’s funny.


  I refuse to admit that it is though and don’t even crack a smile.


  “I’m glad you find my misery so fucking entertaining, Landon.” I don’t laugh. I can’t. Because hearing that song makes me think of that night and then pain takes over.


  “Hey, I’m just trying to make you laugh.” He bumps my shoulder when he passes the bong. “It’s what friends are for?”


  “Does Macy know you’re here?”


  Landon sighs, smoke rising between us as he takes a hit and inhales, slow and relaxed. On the exhale, he speaks. “No. She’s back in Canby probably. I don’t really know.”


  I take the bong next and do the same. “I screwed up, Landon. I really screwed up this time.”


  “Hey, it could be worse. You could be me.”


  I finish the sandwich and it’s actually good. Landon takes that moment to look at me.


  “Did you call him?”


  I sigh because it’s all I can do. The thought of him breaks my heart and sends a sharp pain through my veins. “What am I going to say?”


  Landon shrugs. “Tell him the truth.”


  “I don’t even know what that is anymore.” I say, because I don’t.


  Cash had every right to say those things to me. I intentionally hurt him and now I felt like an ass because he was right.


  If I could have taken back everything I’d done to him, I would have. There’s just some things you can’t take back. You can’t undo them.


  I stare at the clock when Landon leaves around one the following morning.


  3:03 AM.


  I check my phone.


  Nothing.


  “If I text you, don’t answer.”
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  November 29, 2013


  


  Civil War Game Day


  Autzen Stadium Eugene, Oregon


  


  I don’t want to think about Madison but I do. For minutes, then hours, then days. It’s all that’s on my mind.


  The morning of the game when I should be one hundred percent in the zone, my mind is on that girl and those lifeless eyes I never could save.


  I toss and turn and stare at the clock.


  1:13 AM.


  2:13 AM.


  2:28 AM.


  2:49 AM.


  3:03 AM.


  My heart pounds. Is she thinking of me?


  I get up around five when sleep doesn’t come and get into the shower. Then work on my paper before heading to the field.


  It’s not easy to go on with school and football after the last few days. Nothing’s easy.


  Before the Civil War game tonight, I have to finish up my paper on the influence on architecture during the Renaissance. The subject ordinarily fascinates me because during the Renaissance time period people lived their life for the church. Devoted everything to it.


  Sound familiar?


  Art was designed around religion, paintings were painted about religious subjects.


  Hell, even buildings were designed to reflect that devotion with architectural ornamentation and structures like flying buttresses that soared to the heavens. Every aspect of a building reflected God and how spiritual people were.


  They believed so strong in God, though they’d never seen Him, they worshipped him enough to live their life for Him. Their faith, love and devotion to the unknown was all-encompassing.


  I felt like in a way, I understood that feeling.


  What would these people do if they realized all that was a lie?


  I felt like that now.


  I felt like everything I knew was a lie. One I saw all along but avoided.


  As I get ready for the game, I look in the mirror, the man there is not someone I know. Red welts cover my face, my lip is swollen and cracked, a visible gash present. My eye is swollen with a deep purple mark lining in the crease. I run my fingertip over the gash on my lip and it stings. Burns. Much like my heart.


  “Who fucked you up?” Jet asks, amused with himself.


  I turn my head toward him, raising an eyebrow. As I absently grind my teeth, I can barely keep myself from knocking his fucking teeth in knowing he slept with Madison at some point. Every guy on my team, when I look at them now, I imagine they’ve fucked her and it makes me sick.


  I think Jet knows I’m not going to answer him and turns around and looks back at his locker.


  I throw my pads around and reach for my Gatorade. After finishing the last of it, I toss the container in the garbage and sit down on the bench staring at my hands with my elbows rested on my knees.


  Landon stops before me. I see the question dancing in his eyes. He wants to ask me something, anything, but he doesn’t have the fucking balls to do it right then.


  He walks away.


  I finish getting on my uniform and head into the dark tunnel with the music blaring around us, slap my hand against the “Win The Day” sign as we exit the tunnel and are greeted by nearly sixty-thousand screaming fans awaiting the toughest match-up we’ll see all season long. Oregon State Beavers. Finally my mind fades a little and I play football. The one place I can get her out of my mind even if it is just for one play at a time.


  The game is close and it isn’t until the second half when we finally wake up. Our turnovers are ridiculous so I make the call to run the ball. I get 21 yards and the safety comes up on me, hesitating knowing who I am and then goes for my feet. He makes a good solid tackle and I can’t fault him for that.


  Next quarter, Landon is held up off the line of scrimmage so I lob it in the air where I think he’ll be. He catches it in his lap for the touchdown. He stands and tosses the ball to the ref, no reaction at all as the guys pat his back. I give him a nod, a congratulations, he does the same.


  With twenty-nine seconds to play, we make one final drive with a final 12-yard pass to Landon in the end zone to win 36-35.


  It was a bad throw but Landon deserved credit for that one. He scored every touchdown that game for us. Best performance I’ve seen out of him all year. The team and fans rush the field after the game.


  I walk off.


  Everyone is celebrating as we change, as they should be. For eight years the Ducks have defended this rivalry with the Beavers and we didn’t disappoint. It was a nice change after that loss on the road to the Wildcats.


  Standing at my locker, I wanted to be happy. I should be. That win got us a possible chance at the bowl game.


  Only I’m not happy. I can’t be.


  For so long all I’ve wanted was this. Be who I am but it doesn’t feel right without her.


  I’ve given everything to make her see and I got nothing in turn.


  Nothing.


  I can’t take this pain. I can’t take this void and the fucking reality that she’s gone and what I said to her. Fuck her. Fuck her for making me say that shit. Fuck her for destroying me.


  The guys are talking about the game, living it up on the high of the win against our biggest rival and I’m pissed. Not only at the game, there was a point when I didn’t think we would win it, and my mind isn’t here right now. I do pick up on Landon’s mood. There’s something off with him too and I don’t actually care what it is.


  He looks over at me but doesn’t smile. “Good game. Best throw you made all year.”


  I should acknowledge him. I should say thank you but I can’t make myself do it.


  Maybe I’m an asshole.


  Or maybe I’m just done.


  “Hayes? You’re up.” A rep from the NCAA says looking at Landon.


  They test all of us after the last game and after a bowl game as well. Landon knew that heading into the game. It wasn’t like this shit was a surprise.


  “I’m sure Steven would have loved to see this shit.” I mumble when I see that Landon’s going to be tested as he holds the plastic cup in his hand. I know for a fucking fact he isn’t passing.


  Landon glares, his eyes on the cup. “Don’t you fucking say his name around me.”


  “Why?” I’m being a senseless bastard tonight but I don’t care. “Does it hurt to know you were responsible?”


  “Fuck you, Cash.” He brushes past me toward the bathroom.


  “Yeah, right. Fuck me.” I turn back toward my locker.


  “That girl jerked you around.” Colton says when he notices that I’m ripping away gear and slamming shit in my locker. We just won.


  I should be happy. I keep telling myself that. Over and over again.


  I should be fucking stoked but I’m none of that right now.


  I’m fucking none of that.


  There’s laughter behind Colton’s words and that makes me see red. I’m not in the mood for this shit. Not after last week. I’m just not. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” I put my pads in my locker and hang up my knee pads on the cooler and push the shelve up out of my way before I knock my head on it like I do every other time when I reach for my shoes.


  “Yeah, sure.” Colton laughs.


  I drop my shoes on the floor and turn around to face him. “Listen to me, motherfucker!” I slam him up against the wall. “You know nothing about Madison Thomas. Nothing. You know a girl who sucked your dick when she was high. I can guarantee you that she doesn’t remember your dick from Jay’s. Keep your fucking mouth shut!”


  “That’s all I need to know about her. She gives good head, what else is worth knowing?”


  He’s laughing.


  The motherfucker is laughing.


  I pummel his ass right then and there with as much force as I can muster. Our bodies slam against the lockers. Guys start breaking us apart and I’m so pissed that I can’t even think straight. I want to kill him for saying that.


  Landon laughs returning to the room, standing between me and Colton with his hands against my chest. I knock his arms away, and it fucking pisses me off to no end.


  What the fuck would he have to laugh about right now?


  “It’s not even about you just being an all-around dick anymore.” I say watching his reaction to my every word. “It’s about you having a fucking drug problem.” I shove him backwards into Coach Lander. “You not only let me down, you let Steven down. You let the whole fucking team down, you piece of shit!”


  He says nothing.


  He hesitates.


  Hesitates.


  Only he doesn’t back down as his body tenses. He’s pissed. Most emotion I’ve seen out of him in years.


  “You sure you want to do this right now, Landon?” I say putting no space between us despite us being pulled apart. “You sure you want to have this conversation, here, right now?”


  “Yes.”


  No hesitation.


  None.


  I can’t believe it. He laughs, like I’m joking with him but I’m not and he knows that too. He knows I’m about to say shit to him that he’s not going to want to hear.


  I shove him roughly against the wall.


  His arms catch him against the lockers, metal rattling as he eyes me carefully.


  The smile’s finally gone. “You ready for me to break that million dollar arm?”


  It’s my turn to laugh at him. I’m shaking my head as he watches me, testing and then provoking. “I'd like to see you try, asshole.”


  He shoves me getting in my face. “How long have you been fucking Macy?”


  I admire his bluntness and fight off a smile. There’s nothing funny about it but I smile. Maybe that’s why he smiled.


  “Don’t say shit like that unless you want an honest answer.” I’m making his head spin and feeding him lies without even saying the words. It makes him see red. It’s not technically my fault if he’s misconstruing what I’m saying as the truth. I didn’t lie. He just isn’t gathering the truth from my cryptic words.


  It’s by design and if he knows me at all, he knows that.


  “You warning me?” he asks, his expression controlled in a way, but fading in others. His voice has a dejected tone to it. It would kill him if he thought I touched his girl that way.


  You know what, fuck you, Landon. Fuck you because you touched mine.


  “I guess I am.” I smile. “Don’t ask unless you want the truth.”


  He waits. His eyes scanning my face like he’s studying me. He’s looking for the lie.


  He says nothing. He knows I don’t lie. I don’t need to.


  I shove, harder than he does but not nearly hard enough. I don’t like where this is going and he doesn’t either. “How long have you been fucking, Madison?”


  I’m really fucking curious what he’s going to do next. Landon’s not dumb but when he’s like this, resentful and moody, he’s a fucking asshole with problems that go deeper than even a therapist could handle.


  For the second time in a week, I’m punched in the face.
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  “I like a man with battle wounds.” Bethany says, taking in my split lip and the gash above my eye that I had stitched up mere hours ago. Landon got in a few hits but he’s nursing a broken nose so I feel like my mission was accomplished.


  I feel good about the beer in my hand too. I’m hoping it takes this pain away. Something’s got to, right?


  I laugh and take my hat off running my fingers through my hair nodding for her to sit down beside me. Bethany takes that as her opportunity and it’s one I’m giving her as I replace my hat pulling it down to shadow my eyes. I give it to her because to my left I see Madison come into view.


  Fucking Madison.


  There goes that beat in my chest. It thumps wildly knowing she’s here.


  She’s wearing a dark hoodie with the hood pulled up over her face. I know it’s her though. I know that girl. I’d know her in the daylight, in the moonlight, in the darkest of nights. She looks awful, like she hasn’t eaten in days and has been high just as long.


  I know her.


  Behind her with his hand on the small of her back is Jay.


  That hand should be mine.


  Her gaze darts to mine.


  She finally fucking sees it. There’s a small part of me that thinks she wants me to be upset and see this. Only she’s not looking at me.


  Should I be upset?


  That’s a fucking understatement.


  I’m a fucking mess.


  You know what, fuck her for showing up here. Fuck her for being with him. He sees me before she does and smiles at me. Fucking smiles.


  I give nothing in return.


  I turn back to Bethany, a smile curves her lips. My eyes drift from hers and to Madison. Bethany moves onto my lap and straddles my waist. I let her. I bring the beer to my lips and I let her. My head falls back against the couch.


  I look at Madison again, she’s staring at me.


  I hope she’s a fucking mess like I am.


  I hope she feels this pain and heartache I breathe and die for.


  I hope she’s miserable.


  For so long I’ve felt alone in this anger that takes over everything I am. It’s controlling me, taking over everything I try to understand and confusing me. How could she not see that? I believed in her. My life was built around that faith I had that I could change her, be there for her until she saw it. It never worked.


  She’s watching me, her eyes intent on mine to see what I’m doing with this girl on my lap.


  This could have been you. It was you. Fuck you.


  Smiling at Madison, my mouth lowered to Bethany’s. It’s a condescending smile I offer Madison. A smile that asks, how does it feel to be used?


  This is revenge and she knows it.


  Keeping my eyes locked with hers, I kiss Bethany. It’s not a kiss I’d give Madison but I put some emotion behind it. And from her view, it looks like I’m into it.


  Bethany looks at me, I know the look, she’s wanting this to go further and she holds up a condom. I nod and undo my belt buckle and the buttons on my jeans. Apparently this is how this works because she goes for it. You’d think she’d want some place private but no, not this girl. She wants the world to see who she’s fucking right now.


  With one hand on the edge of the couch, the other on Bethany’s hip, I let her lean back and roll on the condom she dug from her purse. My dick’s guarded with the way her dress is bunched up around her waist but if someone walked by the couch we’re on, they’d know. It would be fairly obvious but there’s also four other couples doing the same thing in the house, against walls, on the lawn, where ever there’s a flat surface.


  Madison knows what we’re doing. Her eyes penetrate me.


  Fucking take it. You stole my heart. You destroy my beats. You’ve done that. Take this shit.


  Pushing her panties to the side, or maybe she’s not wearing any? I don’t know. Bethany lets out a moan when she raises up on her knees and then slides down on me.


  It feels wrong. My stomach tightens and not in a good way. Though I’m hard, nothing about this feels good to me.


  I’m an idiot and just like every other fucking football player here fucking in the hall, on counters, on couches, or in the hot tub.


  I’m not like them though. This isn’t me.


  I’m sweating, my face feels like it’s a hundred degrees in here and I can’t focus. Bethany wraps her arms around me tighter, grinding against me, rocking her pelvis into mine trying to move faster.


  I see the tears stream down Madison’s face and I shouldn’t care.


  I shouldn’t.


  I’m disgusted with myself. I feel the burn rising, the bile, the beat, it’s back and looking to destroy.


  My fingers dig into Bethany’s hip bones as I rock my hips against hers moving inside of her trying like hell to forget. I can’t take this.


  “I can’t.” I say but she doesn’t hear me. Bethany just keeps moving, her tits bouncing in my face. “Stop…”


  She doesn’t hear me.


  I grab her hips when I hear a door slam shut and flinch at the sound because it feels like my fucking head was slammed in it. I stare at the door over Bethany’s shoulder, my head pressed against the side of hers. That door. It’s the one Madison is now behind.


  I stare because I’m not her.


  This isn’t me. It never will be.


  “I can’t.” I say louder, in her ear. Bethany hears me now and opens her eyes, staring down at me like I’ve lost my mind. I have. She has no idea. “You need to get off me. I can’t do this!”


  I swallow trying not to vomit but it’s coming, I can feel my throat get tight and dry. I practically throw Bethany off me and run for the door pulling my pants up as I do so. I make it to the door and I’m puking just outside of it.


  I’m burning, rising, and falling. Forever failing.


  I can’t.


  I just… can’t.


  I go back to my dorm with the beer and drink despite just vomiting. And then when that’s not enough I take the bottle I know Saylor keeps under his bed for special occasions.


  This was a special occasion. It’s fuck you day.


  When I wake up in the morning, Saylor is hovering over me shaking his head. “Dude,” he kicks me in the stomach. Not hard, but enough that I’m sitting up. “You puked on my bed last night.”


  I steady myself against the wall when I sit up, my hands in my hair as I try to regain some sort of composure. “Sorry, man.”


  Saylor looks at my face, the marks covering it and the stitches above my eye. I don’t look like a star football player or someone who maintains a solid GPA all year long. I look like a goddamn train wreck. “Word on campus is Jay’s been asking around about you.” I say nothing, he raises an eyebrow. “I’m not about to start a war with a drug dealer over her.”


  I know what he’s referring to. He’d protect me, should I need it but he’d refuse to do it for someone like Madison. A girl he’s never trusted.


  “Then don’t.”


  He looks at me, and then walks out the door. After last night I can honestly say I gotta give props to Saylor for still talking to me. I remember bits and pieces of it and I did puke on his bed. While he was in it.
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  November 30, 2013


  


  I can’t forget what I’m see that morning. Cash Bryant is fucking a girl in front of me at three AM. He wants me to see that.


  My heart wrenches in pain, lingering in despair and melancholy, only nothing makes that feeling go away. Usually I can get it to ease. Find a way to pull myself from it.


  Not anymore.


  The Cash I know has always been a happy guy. That’s what I love about him. Not only does his smile get you, he’s fucking pure down to his soul. He’s not mean. Ever. What he said to me, what I see him doing, I deserve all that and then some. I’ve taken this happy boy and destroyed him. I’ve made him hate me in ways I never thought was possible. I made him believe he hated me, when really, he doesn’t. He’s lying to himself. He wanted to but he can’t. A soul as pure as his can’t.


  I want him to be happy. I want him to see that there’s light away from me.


  He’s dying and I feel it. I feel it radiating from him. I’ve shattered the innocence in his heart. It’s in his violent posture when I see him and the way his hands shake when he reaches for Bethany.


  I can’t blame him for hating me. I hate myself.


  I turn my back on him.


  Again.


  Addiction—and what you’ll do for that addiction—is not something to mess with. It can ruin your life.


  It’s ruined mine.


  I’ve gone through withdrawals from cocaine and it’s not fun. I’ve had days where I feel like my skin is being ripped from my bones, layer by layer, and my heart is beating outside my chest. I’ve woken up thinking I’m holding it in my hands, blood all over my hands only to see it’s my nose bleeding.


  Do I stop?


  No.


  I don’t because I’ve also experienced the high it provides and when I’m on that, it’s good. It’s really fucking good. Nothing bothers me. I’ve thrown up, had nose bleeds and a sore throat that feels like it’s there for life. Stomach pains, cramps, rapid heartbeats. All that.


  None of that compares to Cash leaving and the feeling I have now.


  So I take three pills and stare at my hands. They shake. I shake.


  Despite what I saw just now, he’s still pure.


  Nothing can shadow Cash. Nothing in my eyes.


  My eyelids fall, the images blur when the pills kick in, the voices around me begin to fade with each breath. There’s no action, no noise and finally I feel at ease.


  Jay approaches. He’s angry and I know what the anger in him does to me. If I could move, I would. I can’t. With each movement he makes towards me, I’m helpless.


  He stares at me, hovering over me, his hands restraining mine. Turning my head, I look at the whites of his knuckles as his hands grip my wrists.


  Darkness.


  Fuck your darkness.


  Fuck the light too.


  He looks at me then, turns my head so I’m looking at him and laughs. “Your boy’s in deep.”


  I want to spit in his face. I want to say something back, beg him to stay away from him. From me. I can’t so I only moan and try to curl into myself. He grips me tighter forcing me to look at his dark eyes that see no gentleness right now. “I could kill him.” His breath hits my face like a gust of wind and I flinch. “Remember that.”


  I fade, my body limp, and that’s what I’m looking for. Only the memory of him doesn’t fade. It can’t. That’s my fault. My memory holds him deep within.


  My heart slows and my body stops shaking. My eyes drifting close.


  


  December 6, 2013


  


  I don’t deal with December fifth very well. I know four others who don’t either.


  I know one who’d give anything to have another one.


  Another moment.


  Another day.


  Another breath.


  Another I love you.


  Instead she’s left with a memory of what she had.


  I have something right in front of me and I constantly leave it hanging.


  Leave it lying at my feet when all I need to do is pick it up.


  It’s early, I can’t sleep and I’m sitting by my window holding a brochure I got from my counselor on substance abuse, staring at nothing again, smoking when my phone rings. It’s Landon.


  “You up?”


  “Yeah…” I wave the smoke out the window and close it looking around on my floor for my hoodie. “What’s up?”


  He hesitates as he speaks, slow and relaxed. “Alexa tried to kill herself last night.”


  My heart stops.


  It takes a minute for it to beat again.


  “Are you going back to Canby?”


  “Yeah.”


  I start throwing shit in a bag, hoodies, jeans, shoes. “Can I ride with you?”


  “Yeah… meet me outside in ten minutes.”


  When I get out there I see that Macy’s in the driver’s seat of his truck. She gets out and lets me climb in the back. It’s strange seeing her. She looks at me like I’m not good enough to even be in the same car with her.


  I’m not.


  The seat hits me in the face when she pulls it back and I glare at her in the mirror. She did that shit on purpose. “Did anyone text Cash?”


  Macy rolls her eyes. “He already knows.”


  And I hate that she can answer that. It should be me. I know she’s friends with Cash and they still talk. It doesn’t bother me. I know she would never do anything. I also know Cash wouldn’t. He may not talk to Landon anymore but they’re very different. Despite the damaged relationship, he wouldn’t make it worse by making a move on Macy.


  The entire hour-and-a-half drive back to Canby was the most uncomfortable ride ever. It reminds me of Steven’s funeral when Cash, Landon, Macy, Alexa and I went to the football field. Not a word was spoken by anyone for over three hours that day. We all just sat there on the field staring at the sky.


  I fall asleep at some point. When I wake up we’re in Jackie’s driveway and Macy has her arms wrapped around Jackie.


  I make my way over to them, my hood pulled up over my head. I stand near Landon when he asks, “So, what happened?”


  “She almost overdosed on Vicodin.” There’s a pain to my heart right then knowing I take that shit daily. I also know where I get it and think maybe, that might be where Alexa got it. Maybe. “She just kept saying she wanted the pain to go away and be able to sleep without thinking of Steven.”


  My heart hurts the more she talks.


  I know that feeling.


  I know what it’s like to just want to sleep without thinking.


  “Is she okay?” Landon asks.


  Jackie nods. “You guys should go see her.”


  Macy gives Jackie one more hug. “Thank you for calling us. We’re going to go check on her.”


  I look to Landon as Macy walks toward the truck. “Can I come with you guys?”


  He nods and offers me a wink, his way of trying to tell me it will be okay.


  I’m not so sure. Nothing feels like it’s going to be right again. Between Cash and me fighting, and now Alexa, and now looming silence when I look at Macy, everything feels wrong.
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  It’s been a year since I’ve seen Alexa around campus and now, when I step foot inside the hospital room, I wished I would have made more of an effort. She looks awful. Skin and bones, her face pale but cheeks flushed from the tears. I know that sadness but in reality, I have absolutely no idea. I haven’t lost what she lost. And what I have lost is my own fault.


  Landon and Macy are downstairs getting something to eat in the cafeteria. Macy already went in there. Landon refused to. He hasn’t faced Alexa since the day of the funeral when we left that football field.


  I kiss her cheeks and sit beside the hospital bed with her my hands holding hers. “I’m so sorry.” I tell her, crying.


  She says nothing at first. Embarrassed maybe but as the minutes pass, she realizes that I’m still her friend. I’m that same girl who used to braid her hair and stay up all night with her when she wanted to talk like the night she lost her virginity to Steven.


  “What are you doing here?” It seems like a silly question but Alexa asks it nonetheless.


  Why wouldn’t I be here for her?


  And then I think, it’s obvious over the years why it seems strange for me to be here. I’ve never reached out to her. Never. Not since prom.


  “I wanted to be here. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”


  She looks out the window.


  “Are you okay?”


  That’s a dumb question, Madison. She just tried to kill herself. Of course she’s not okay.


  “Am I what?” Her eyes don’t move from the window watching the snow fall.


  “Okay?”


  “I’m tired of hearing that.”


  “I bet you are.”


  “You didn’t have to come.” She says, fidgeting with her IV, and then looks at me. I feel her pain right then. “And you look like shit, Madison.”


  The corner of my mouth curves as I try to comb the knots in my hair with my fingers. “I know.”


  “Tell me something, Madison.” She pauses and catches my stare. “Why do you do what you’re doing? Why do you want to forget?”


  I shrug. There’s no answer good enough for her.


  “I wanted to forget. I want out of this pain. When I close my eyes, I see him and that’s all I wanted was to close my eyes for a little while.” Alexa admits. “But my body won’t let me. My heart died a while ago but my body… it’s hanging on. I have a reason. What do you have?”


  She’s right. She’s absolutely right.


  Alexa turns back to the window. “They have me on a twenty-four hour suicide watch. Do something before this is you.”


  I tried to put myself in Alexa’s shoes. Losing Steven. It’s not the first time I’ve done this either. I do it a lot. Try to imagine the life I’m wasting.


  How would I have felt if I would have lost Cash?


  I would have been like I am now. In reality, I’ve lost him. Not by accident either. I had the chance to change it and didn’t.


  “Where did you get the Vicodin?” I ask her.


  Only she avoids my question. I know exactly where she got the pills.


  Alexa seems to know exactly where my mind was going and that it’s on Cash. “What are you doing, Madison? He’s alive. You’re alive. And he loves you. So much. But you’re constantly breaking his heart for no reason. If you don’t see a future with him, end it.”


  I know what she’s doing. It’s the same thing everyone does. They want me to see what I’ve done to Cash. Like I don’t know. Like I don’t hold myself responsible for that night, and now what I’ve done to the boy who would never leave my side.


  I fucking know it.


  It’s why I avoid it.


  But…


  This could be me right now. This right here. This girl in this bed on a twenty-four hour suicide watch all because she was swimming with a memory she couldn’t drown.


  Was she trying to make me see that?


  Yeah. She was.


  “I don’t want to blame you for what happened that night. But I do.” Her eyes hold truth. “I blame you and I blame Landon.”


  “You should.”


  She watches me carefully pushing her red hair from her face and then drops her hand to her lap. “Don’t do what I do. Don’t give up on him, or you. It’s not worth it.”
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  December 6, 2013


  


  When we get to Canby, I stay away from where I know the girls are. At the hospital. I want to see Alexa but I can’t be around Madison right now. There’s no way. So I stay back at Steven’s house with his mom, Jackie. It’s been since last summer since I’d seen her.


  “What happened?”


  She’s referring to my appearance. “Hmmm. Well, I met a drug dealer, threw a chair through a window and this,” I point to the stitches above my eye, “that’s where Landon shoved my head into a locker.”


  I figured she’d get mad.


  So I thought.


  Instead she starts laughing. “And I hear you guys just secured a bowl game?”


  “Yep.” I nod. “December thirtieth we play the Texas Longhorns in San Antonio.”


  “And Heisman Trophy contender too?”


  I smile. She knows everything. Jackie was always that mom at every game keeping track of all of our stats for us.


  We start talking about Alexa, she knows I haven’t seen her yet. “What did she take?”


  “The doctor said they found Vicodin in her system and alcohol.” Jackie gives me a pained expression. "I went to Steven’s grave to talk to him and found her. If I hadn’t, she would have died.”


  “Do you know where she got the Vicodin from?”


  Jackie shrugs. “I’m not sure. She said some guy at school.”


  Some guy? My jaw clenches.


  I know who that some guy is but I can’t tell Jackie that right now. That’s the last thing we need to get into.


  After some small talk, she looks at me. “You should have seen it coming.” Jackie says. “She’s barely hanging on, just like Madison and Landon. You and Macy are the strong ones. You have to show them the light or they’re just blinded. They’ll cover their eyes. But you, you can’t shine without a little darkness.”


  Jackie is wise beyond her years. Steven had that. What she’s telling me, the looks I’m getting, they’re all Steven.


  I won’t sit here and tell you that it hasn’t crossed my mind that Madison would kill herself. It has. She could easily be Alexa right now and that scares me more than it should.


  “You need to be there for her.”


  “For Lex?”


  Jackie tips her head. “Her too. But I’m talking about Madison.” He face twists in what looks like pain. “She looks awful, Cash. She looks worse than Alexa.”


  I know that. I’ve seen it.


  Madison looks like hell these days and it’s part of the reason I can’t look at her.


  I can’t because it’s been a downward spiral that I watched on the sidelines, like a fan at one of our games, and I did nothing about it.


  That hurts.


  I want to say fuck Madison but I’ll never say that around Jackie. And there’s still the issue of despite everything she’s put me through, I still love her damaged heart and her tortured soul.


  There’s no way around that for me.


  So I don’t say anything.


  “I know you two haven’t had the easiest relationship but if you love her, and I know you do, say something before it’s too late.”


  Too late?


  Just thinking that possibility isn’t easy.


  I feel the stab as the words hit my heart and I imagine it for a moment. What would I do if she did overdose?


  I would… die. There’s no way around that. I can’t live in a world that she’s not part of.
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  I’m at Jackie’s house for another hour looking through old photo albums of Steven over the years that she shows me every time I’m over there. It’s hard to see but it makes her feel better and if that’s what she needs from me, to do this each time, then I can be that little bit of solace for her. It’s the least I can do.


  I head back to my dad’s house around the block. He’s remarried now. I was six when my mom died in a car accident. I don’t remember much about her but I remember how she smelled. Like cookies.


  Sometimes when I walk into my childhood home, the house he built with her, I still smell those cookies and smile like she’s there.


  Dad married Julia about five years ago but she’s been around since I was eleven. I really like her but I’ve never been able to call her mom. I just can’t. It seems weird to me to call someone mom who’s not really your mother.


  As soon as I’m inside the house I go up to my room and set my bag on my bed. It looks the same as it did when I left it in August. I usually spend the summers here for a short time and work with my dad. He owns his own accounting firm and though I’m not good with that shit, it’s a summer job and gives me some extra money.


  I open my bag and pull out a couple hoodies and jeans. I throw my Ducks hoodie on and then find my gray hat I like with the lime green Oregon logo on it.


  As I stand there in my room and watch the sky turn lighter knowing the snow is on the way, I hear heavy breathing and the drooling of my favorite little monster. I smile when I feel the tug on my jeans and reach down to pick her up.


  “How’s my girl doing?”


  Bentley smiles at me reaching for my hat. She says something but who knows what that might be. It’s more of the baby noise I can’t understand just yet. Sadly, I don’t get to see my ten-month-old little sister very often. It’s a relief that she remembers me though.


  “How are you, pretty girl? Keeping out of trouble?”


  I don’t expect her to talk but she starts saying something and acting like I should know. I hear a knock and Julia appears at my door. She smiles taking in the sight of us. “She misses you when you’re gone.”


  I set Bentley down on my bed and sit beside her. She goes through my entire bag digging out clothes and the football I have in there. “I thought she would forget me.”


  “She’ll never forget you, Cash.” Julia sits down beside Bentley. “Every Saturday afternoon she’s glued to our television.”


  “He watches my games?” Julia knows who I’m referring to.


  “He never misses one.”


  I don’t know why but it surprises me that my dad watches my games. He wanted me to play for LSU or even Florida State. Never for the Ducks. Wasn’t even on his radar. He didn’t think I’d get the attention I needed to go pro playing for Oregon. It wasn’t about going pro for me it was about being with my friends. I almost let the scholarship go after the accident but I was committed at that point and I never back out of a promise.


  I went because Steven would have wanted me to go.


  I think Julia can see how tired I am and what the last month has done to me. “Are you okay? I heard about Alexa.”


  Looking down at Bentley, she’s handing me a hat so I take off the one I have on and put the one she gives me on top of my head, all the while she’s giggling like we are sharing a secret between just the two of us. She does this two more times before I answer Julia, it’s my way of stalling. I’m not okay.


  “No… it’s just been a rough month.”


  “I can tell.”


  I’ve never given Julia the credit she deserves. I’m curious as to how she even puts up with my father but she’s a good woman and I know I’ve never given her a chance to be a mother to me, though she’s been a better parental figure than my dad has been over the years.


  I don’t do much that day. I know I should be over at Jackie’s or checking on Alexa but I also know that if I go over there Madison and Landon will be there and I can’t do that just yet.


  Instead I watch TV with Bentley and get introduced to her favorite show. Bubble Guppies.


  Just being with her all day lifts the ease in my chest. I feel guilty the whole time. The reason I came back was for Alexa and I hadn’t done that.


  


  December 7, 2013


  


  “Are you seeing Macy?” Julia asks when Macy leaves that morning. She came into my room while I was sleeping and crashed the sleeping in party I intended to have.


  “No… she just needed a friend.”


  She did need a friend. This whole thing hasn’t been easy on any of us and Macy feels so much. She can’t help but feel too much at times. I also had to apologize to her after the night I got in a fight with Jay. I was a dick to Macy and that wasn’t cool. She did nothing wrong.


  My phone vibrates in my jeans. I pull it out and look down at the message. It’s from Macy telling me they’re releasing Alexa from the hospital and to meet them at Jackie’s house.


  I don’t like that.


  I don’t want to see Madison or Landon but I know I have to.


  I tuck my phone back in my pocket and smile down at Bentley before leaving. I give Julia a hug before grabbing my wallet and keys and head down the street to Jackie’s house.


  They still live in the same house they did when we grew up. They remodeled it a few years back but on the outside it’s mostly the same. Every time I pull up to it I think Steven’s going to come out with those bright eyes and goofy smile.


  Josh, one of Steven’s three older brothers, comes outside when he sees my truck pull up. He looks and acts just like Steven. It’s bittersweet to see yet helps me remember my friend.


  “Hey, man, nice game against Washington.”


  I hit the button to my alarm and lock my truck and then glance over to see Landon’s truck parked in the driveway. It makes my stomach knot but I push that aside and smile at Josh. “Thanks. You catch the game?”


  He nods walking with me to the door. We step up on the porch, his hand reaches over and pats my back. “I did. It was strange to see you fumble the ball.”


  He had to mention that.


  Ass.


  I laugh it off but I don’t like that he had to point that out. Sets my mood off for the night.


  I don’t say much more because when I get inside the house I see Alexa laying into Landon. At first it’s surprising because I would have thought that she would be weak from recovering. Here she just took enough Vicodin the other day, enough to kill a horse, and now she’s fine.


  Physically.


  Mentally, I would say she’s far from that. They had put her on a twenty-four hour mandatory suicide watch and then allowed her to go home after that.


  I’m betting Landon wishes they would have kept her longer. It’s almost entertaining to watch.


  Almost.


  Looking at Landon, it’s clear that nothing Alexa says to him right then can make it any worse. He’s already been so hard on himself that he doesn’t know the difference.


  Alexa shoves him, her tiny fists connecting with his chest. “Just because you’re fucked up,” she then motions to Madison who’s standing against the wall next to Macy, “or she’s fucked up, doesn’t mean we’re not, you selfish bastard. I’m tired of seeing you two like this! It doesn’t mean that Cash and Macy aren’t dying inside either. We’re all fucked up forever.”


  That statement washes over all of us. I feel it. It needed to be said and finally, someone did, and it took an act of desperation like attempting suicide to bring this to a head.


  Landon looks at me. Only me. And then walks out. I know where he’s going. Finally.


  I give Landon a couple hours. I sit and talk with Alexa in the other room and never look in Madison’s direction. I can’t.


  I give my attention to Alexa and hold her while she cries against my chest. I don’t say anything right now because I think saying anything at this point isn’t what she wants. She’s having a hard enough time facing reality without Steven. She doesn’t need another “I’m sorry.” What she needs is her friends reunited so we can help each other heal.


  What she needs most was buried three years ago but maybe the broken pieces of us all can reconnect to form one whole. Who knows, all I know is that what we have going on right now is most definitely not working.


  So I hold her like I did that night. Just hold her. Somehow that seems to be what she needs at this moment.
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  It’s nearing sunset when I leave Alexa at Jackie’s house. Never once did I look at Madison. It wasn’t easy. When I get to the cemetery, it’s quiet. There’s no one there and it’s a relief. I don’t want to see anyone. It’s clear by the jersey laying on the headstone that Landon’s finally been here. For once I’m proud of him.


  I’ve been to Steven’s grave about ten times since he died. Mostly after big games. We talk a lot. Well, I do, but if he was here, I imagine him talking to me. He would. I tell him about the Civil War game and how close it was. I tell him about Alexa and that I’m going to keep a better eye on her.


  I had no idea she’d dropped out of school six months ago. If I hadn’t been so caught up with everything else, I would have noticed. I would have been there for her if she needed me.


  I stare at his headstone and the words written over its smooth surface.


  


  Steven Daniel Griffin


  October 10, 1992 – December 5, 2010


  Your memory will always live on within the souls you touched.


  


  I’ve never been here and not cried. Today’s no different. I sit down in front of the grave and stare at it. Madison and Landon think I’ve never grieved Steven’s death… that I moved on too easily. That’s not it at all. I grieved. I did maybe even more than they did but I’m doing right by my buddy and living for what he would want. If you let it, grief controls you and infects your blood just like depression does. It makes you weak. Takes your beat.


  Drawing in a deep breath I look up at the gray sky that feels so bright I squint and squeeze my eyes shut. It still hurts from where I was punched. The ground’s cold and hard, the dirt beneath my feet crumbling as I raise my knees to my chest, the football in my hand hanging over my left leg. I look at it and the signatures of all the Oregon Ducks players stares me in the face. After the Civil War game we all signed it and then coach gave it to me and said that I should find a good place for it. He was right. I did.


  I sit there and the words flow as easy as a smile would around him. “I’m really sorry I’ve let things go. I feel like I’ve failed you and haven’t…” I draw in a shaky breath. “I should have been there for Lex. I’m sorry for that. I shouldn’t have let her get so far gone that she tried to kill herself. I know you would have never let Madison get that way. You would have been there for her no matter what.” My chest constricts as I try to speak the next part. “Honestly, I’m angry. I say that I’m not but I am. I’m so fucking angry at everyone. I feel guilty for being angry. I thought I was okay but then I see Madison and Landon and it makes me fucking livid. Everything’s went to shit. Madison is fucking all strung out on drugs, Landon’s right along with her and I know they blame themselves but it doesn’t help matters. And Alexa… I just don’t even know what to say.”


  I’m crying by the time I’ve said what I’ve said and it takes me a moment but I know I need to say something else.


  “I sure miss you, buddy. So fucking much.” I clutch the football in my hand and raise up on my knees and then kiss it before setting it next to his headstone. I sit there for another moment wishing I could remember what his voice sounded like or see his face. It’s sad that time steals those important memories away from you. I see pictures of him every now and then but they all seem so distant to me. Like his memory is fading and I hate that. I fucking hate it.


  As I’m leaving, I give the gravesite one last look before walking away. A gust of wind hits me then and I smile.


  Back at ya, man…back at ya.
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  I wander around town, no specific destination in mind but I end up at the high school football field next. I’ve been here a handful of times too. I’m there maybe ten minutes when Landon shows up.


  I’m not ready for his shit. It’s been a long week and I swear I haven’t slept since that fight Madison and I had. I’m physically and mentally exhausted. The last thing I need is another fight.


  I’m sitting in the bleachers looking out over the field when he sits down behind me a few rows up. If he knows what’s good for him he’ll keep his fucking mouth shut.


  He doesn’t.


  “I’m sorry” are the first words out of his mouth.


  I say nothing. He shakes his head at my silence. It frustrates him about as much as it frustrates me that he’s fucking talking.


  I also know it helps him. He needs to say these things to me.


  After a while, I do say something. What I’ve been dying to ask him since prom.


  “I want you to tell me why? Why did you fuck my girl when you had your own?”


  “I didn’t fuck her.”


  I don’t believe him. I want to but something tells me not to.


  “Did you want to?” I turn and raise an eyebrow at him, letting him know that lying to me right now isn’t wise. “Don’t bullshit me either. Tell me the fucking truth.”


  He sighs. “Honestly… at that moment, yes. I did.”


  I consider that, he told the truth at least. I have to know what happened though. “What else did you do with her?”


  “We made out freshman year while we were studying. We were sober and wanted to see if there were any feelings there. There weren’t.” He watches my reaction, I have nothing to give him. My heart starts pounding as I imagine them making out. It makes me sick as I clench the beer in my hand.


  Then he asks, “Did you sleep with Macy?”


  He’s always thought this. Always. It’s like he’s got it in his mind I would do the same to him when that’s not accurate at all. “No. I never touched Macy like that. Never even thought about it.”


  “So you didn’t do anything?”


  He thinks I’m lying to him and it’s entertaining in a sense. “I bit her fucking neck once trying to prove to her that there was nothing between us.”


  I say nothing more and turn back to the field. Fuck him for thinking that. Fuck him for treating Macy like shit for so long and turning to my girl.


  What gets me is that he called Madison a whore when he and Macy were arguing. He’s no better. What gives him the right?


  “You had no right to call Madison a whore.”


  He doesn’t hesitate to apologize. “You’re right. I’m sorry for that too.”


  We’re silent for a long moment, both of us staring at the field we used to dominate together when I ask, “Why couldn’t you see that it wasn’t just you hurting?”


  “I’m sorry that I don’t want to feel. Forgive me for being selfish.” Landon says with a bitter edge. “What I can’t understand is that people can’t see that I’m not doing this for them. I don’t do it to feel this way. I do it to not feel.”


  For a moment, when I finally look at Landon and see, I see what it’s done to him.


  To her.


  To me.


  To Macy.


  To Alexa.


  That night leveled any chance at being normal again.


  “It’s never gonna be the same man.” Landon says bringing the beer to his lips.


  “I know.”


  Raising an eyebrow, he looks over at me. “Do you?”


  My frustration gets to me. He’s so fucking blind to shit but yet he acts like I am. “You have so much goddamn God-given talent but you waste it! You fucking waste it because you’re depressed. Yeah, I get it, I was there too. But the eighty percent you play at is better than most who give one hundred percent. If you put forth the effort you do into forgetting, you could go pro and probably be a number one draft pick.”


  He nods, he knows just how true that statement is.


  “Earn it. Being like this is a slap in the fucking face to him. He died. You lived. What good did it do that you were saved and you’re living like this? What do you think he’d say about that?”


  Most of the time no one is more grateful to be alive than someone who thought they were going to die and then they live. They get that second chance. But Landon doesn’t see it that way. I’m not sure he ever will. Neither does Madison.


  “What would you do if it was you?”


  Heavy question.


  I’m not sure how to answer it. What if it was me who was acting crazy that night?


  It’s a damn good question if you ask me.


  If you ask me.


  And if you do, I’d normally say I have no answer because I don’t. I wouldn’t have been doing what he was. I don’t act that way.


  “I would do what I do now. Live my life because dwelling on it doesn’t rewrite history. It happened. We can’t take it back.”


  Landon thinks about that for a half a second and then stares at me. “Why do you hold on to the past with Madison then?”


  Hmmm. Heavier.


  His choice of words make me grimace because of her.


  Why am I with her?


  “I have no idea.” I say to him. “I guess I do because I want to.” I look out to the field. “There are parts of our lives we can’t change, Landon. I know that seems like I’m being hypocritical, but second chances don’t happen often. I’m still holding out for my second chance with her. Hell, I still want to finish my first chance. We were robbed of that opportunity, it was stolen from us.”


  “But you’re not together.”


  It’s not a question. But I answer. “I know. But it doesn’t stop me from wanting that chance at forever with her again.”


  He stands from his place and nods to the field. He’s not going to say anything. He doesn’t need to. I stare at the field. When you look at this place, it’s like time has left it alone. It’s what makes this place feel like home to me.


  I don’t blame Landon for anything that happened that night. It could have happened to anyone. I blame him for dying inside himself. That he has control over.


  I don’t know where we’ll go from here. I honestly don’t.
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  December 7, 2013


  


  I have more than one bad habit and more paralyzing fears than most realize. There’s the glaringly obvious habit you notice when you look at me. Coked out and addicted. They see that I’m suffering. They suspect addiction but what they don’t see is what drives me to that high.


  They don’t see the one who controls me far more than anything I use to numb the pain.


  3:13 AM.


  There’s the addiction I can’t shake.


  I think of him and stand from the floor, my legs and arms struggling to support me. Turning on the water, I stare at it coming from the faucet and then slowly look up.


  I don’t even recognize the girl in the mirror, dark tired eyes stare back at me. I’ve spent the entire night on the bathroom floor vomiting, shaking, and willing myself to sleep. I want a drink, or more.


  I don’t sleep. I can’t. I stay up all night and stare at the wall in the bathroom. If I do sleep, the nightmares I have keep me awake the rest of the night. I don’t even know what they’re about, just that they’re so terrifying that my mind won’t stop. I wake up drenched in sweat and confused, afraid to open my eyes and see that those nightmares might be real.


  It’s been three days since my last high.


  Three days.


  Though I’ve gone weeks before, even months, this time is different. It’s different because I went from using a gram a week to nothing. The crash is unbelievable.


  I’ve tried to quit more times than I can count. Maybe every day. I once went three months.


  One morning I succumbed and went back to it at 6:18 AM when I didn’t get a text message.


  Drawing in a deep breath, I’m not sure I can do this.


  And if I think this is the worst of the withdrawals, I’m wrong. The times I’ve tried to quit, I know it’s weeks after you stop that’s the worst. That’s when most relapse. I’ve never admitted to anyone all the drugs I’ve done. Not even to myself.


  To think I put myself through this, a little bump for a thirty-minute high that leaves me feeling like shit.


  I check my phone. I’m tempted. Jay would give me what I need, if I asked.


  Don’t call.


  I’m too tired to call. So I drop the phone on my bed and raise my shaking hand to my flushed cheeks and stare at myself in the mirror again.


  “What happened to you?” I ask myself.


  It’s obvious what happened. But to my friends and my parents, it’s not as easy. When my mom and dad saw me last night, the first time they’ve laid eyes on me in a couple of months, they gasped.


  I see the worry on everyone’s faces.


  Mostly Cash because he’s been witness to this the entire time.
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  When I can get up from the floor, I walk the mile it takes to get to Jackie’s house. The cold feels good and though my body is so weak, the fresh air helps.


  This is a conversation I’ve been avoiding for a while and Jackie sees that right away. She’s gentle when she speaks, like she knows how to give talks like this.


  “I’m sorry.” She says to me.


  I don’t understand what she means by that. What in the world would she have to be sorry about?


  I glance into the living room where Alexa is with Macy. I should be sorry about them. What I’ve done to both of them.


  “Don’t be sorry for me. Don’t ever say that. Feel sorry for you having to bury your baby. Feel sorry for Adam, Josh, and Connor. They lost their little brother. Feel sorry for John. He lost a son. Feel sorry for Alexa. She never got her forever. Because of me, and Landon, they all lost something so great nothing will ever compare to that.”


  “What about you?” Jackie asks. “You lost something too. You lost a friend. A good friend who loved you.”


  I’ve never really looked at it that way.


  “Have you talked to Cash lately?”


  “No.” It hurts to hear his name and immediately sends my heart into rapid beats. “We got in a huge fight and haven’t talked since.”


  “Sweetie, you see things in black and white. Cash doesn’t.” And now I see where she’s going with this. “He sees everything in color. You need that in your life. You need the color he gives you and he needs the shadows that you provide for reprieve in the life he has… in those colors. It’s blinding for him at times.”


  I take in a deep breath staring at the tea in my hands, cupping the warm ceramic cup. Bringing it to my lips, I take a sip from the steaming mint tea.


  “I don’t know if he’ll even talk to me.”


  Jackie smiles. “You’ll never know until you try.”


  She’s right. I won’t.


  And then she looks at me and I know what’s coming next.


  Me.


  She sees what I am right now. The flushed cheeks, the bony appearance, the dark circles under my eyes and the fact that I haven’t stopped shaking since I got here.


  “How bad is it?”


  I swallow, afraid to admit it and knowing I need to. “Bad.”


  “Are you okay or do you need help?”


  I asked Alexa this question and now I understand why it seemed so stupid to ask. Is anyone ever okay?


  I don’t think they are. Deep down something in everyone’s life bothers them to the point they want to change it.


  “No… but it’s better being here than at school.”


  Jackie reaches forward and retrieves my trembling hands from around my cup. “I can’t lose you kids. I can’t.” Her chin shakes. “I lost my baby boy. I don’t want to see you kids intentionally trying to kill yourself over this because what would that say to him? To me? To his family?”


  She makes a point and one that’s hard to accept.


  I’m willingly doing this to myself.


  Steven died in an accident and I’m willingly giving up.


  “You need to get help before you unintentionally do what Alexa tried to do. Then what?”


  She’s right. Then what?


  I consider her words and I’ve known this for years. Only now it’s starting to hold a different meaning because if I don’t, I’ll lose what I have right in front of me, if I haven’t lost it already.


  Cash.
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  It takes me hours of fighting with myself before I decide it’s time to try.


  It’s not hard to find Cash. I know where he’s at so I walk the mile from Jackie’s house to Canby High School’s football field later that night. Sure enough, he’s there in the bleachers. Drinking. I’ve never seen him drink this much, but lately, every time I see him he has a beer in his hand.


  I can’t say I blame him.


  “What are you doing here?” His eyes don’t lift to mine.


  It’s not a question he’s looking for an answer from. He says it trying to get me to leave. He thinks this cocky attitude will deter my mission.


  “I came to check on you.” I’m hesitant, my hands trembling as I force myself not to vomit right there. It’s hard to judge how he’s going to react to me after our last encounter.


  He laughs lightly, taking his hat off to run his fingers through his hair. “That’s not true.”


  “Don’t be indifferent to this.” I say moving closer to him because every second that I’m standing near him, my knees threaten to give out. I’m sweating though it’s freezing, burning alive. “Don’t. Not tonight.”


  He groans when I sit, like that’s the last thing he wants me to do. Then he flips the question around in my mind.


  He’s shocked. Replacing his hat, he looks at me. “Me, indifferent? All I’ve done in this is feel too much. And it fucking sucks, Madison. It sucks.”


  He has a point. And it’s a good one. If anything, Cash was always indifferent. He ignored the best he could.


  “I miss you.” I say mumbling into the night.


  His shoulders flinch at my words but he catches himself from being exposed. “Do you miss me, or my dick?” He laughs, some humor, some annoyance but there’s also a bored frustration to his tone. “Dealer not that great in bed?”


  I guess he has a right to be this way. I actually expect it.


  “You’re drunk and you’re angry.” I pick at the frayed ends of my sweatshirt, feeling like my nerves are just the same. “I get that.”


  “You don’t get shit.” He snaps, shifting his eyes to mine, briefly, and then back towards the field. “Don’t try to understand how I feel.”


  I know he needs to calm down so I sit there. I’m giving him this. Me staying and waiting, hoping that he’ll talk to me. He’s accused me of always leaving so this is me, staying.


  After twenty minutes, about the time the snow starts to fall and I’m shivering so bad, he asks, “Did you fuck Jay that night?”


  I know what night he’s referring to. The night he fucked Bethany on the couch and I had to watch. “Yes” I swallow over the lump in my throat.


  “Figures.” He looks back at the field. I watch him, my eyes on lips that used to smile anytime he saw me. Now I’m met with frowns.


  “I’m not going to lie, it wasn’t easy seeing you with Bethany.”


  He laughs, bitter, hiding his eyes from mine. “I can’t say it was easy on me either to see you look at me like that.” He says, with almost a casual arrogance.


  “Are you seeing her?” I have no right to know this but I ask anyway.


  Another bitter laugh, but this time he takes a nervous drink of his beer. “I didn’t even finish. You disappeared behind that door and I left and threw up in the bushes like a fucking pussy.”


  We’re quiet, and then he’s demanding answers all of a sudden.


  “I want you to say something.” His voice carries drawing my eyes to his, only he won’t give me the chance to look at him, really look at him. “I want you to tell me why? Why wasn’t I good enough?”


  “It was never that you weren’t good enough, Cash. It was that… I don’t know.” I don’t have an answer for him. At least not one that makes sense. He deserves so much better and I can’t even begin to describe the ways I’m not good enough for Cash. Still, I’m here, hoping he might see past that.


  “Why did you do it?” He asks, holding back emotion he doesn’t want me to see, or I don’t deserve to see anymore. I’ve ruined what we had and I know that. “What made them better than me?” He doesn’t look at me when he speaks and I’m glad he doesn’t because I can’t take his blue eyes staring back at me, demanding to know the truth. He has every right to demand the truth from me.


  It takes me a minute to reply and he hands me a beer, which surprises me but I take it anyway because he’s offering. My stare is on the field that captures our innocence and holds it captive. It’s buried deep under those white lines and green grass. Right now, in this moment, I miss Canby and this place and the feeling it gave me. Fresh cut grass, bloody knuckles and dirt soaked knees, blue eyes that promise in the backseat, a crowd roaring with anticipation of what the Kings of this school gave us. A small town hanging on these boys of Fall. It’s the chill of the night huddled in our hoodies with Bryant, Hayes, and Griffin last names plastered over them. Proud as we were, we never thought that feeling would be lost forever.


  Nothing lasts forever.


  Now what was I left with?


  A pain so deep I didn’t think I deserved anything but this remorse, this despondency, this bloody fucking misery. I’m left with feeling like I won’t make it one hour let alone one day. I’ve done that to myself.


  I’ve done that to him.


  “It hurts to look at you, Cash.” I finally say, still staring at those painted white lines on bright green now peppered with a light snow cover. “You blind me.” My head hangs at my admittance, the beer in my hand evident I haven’t changed much. “So I drink. And I get high. And I hope that I don’t see that light anymore. I see darkness and there’s so much of it I think that I live in it. I do drugs, I get so lit there’s no way back down because when I’m down there, it’s so cold. It’s unbearably lonely. It’s where I should be.”


  “You broke me.” He says. “You’ve constantly given me hope where there’s nothing. You did that.”


  “I know.”


  “When did you first fuck Jay for drugs?”


  I know exactly what he’s referring to.


  “Freshman year…”


  Cash nods, and looks the other way shaking his head. He takes a moment and when he speaks again, I know just how badly it’s hurting to ask this right now. His voice breaks right along with another piece of his heart. “Who else?”


  “I don’t really remember.”


  He considers that for a minute. “From my team then?”


  I don’t blame him for wanting to know this but it’s hard because I know it’s going to hurt him to hear this.


  “Jet and Colton. Maybe others.”


  He turns his head and looks over at me. “You’re the reason Jet broke up with Chrissy, aren’t you?”


  “I’ve destroyed a lot of people, Cash.” My voice is as dejected as it should be. “I’m not proud of it.”


  “And Landon?”


  “I never had sex with Landon.”


  “But you wanted to?” His eyes fall away.


  “No.” I shake my head immediately.


  “Have you ever wanted to?”


  I think about it, for a moment and then give him an honest answer. “The high me has wanted to. The normal me? No. Never.” He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t even look my way. But then I’m curious. “Have you?”


  “Have I what?”


  “Had sex with anyone else besides Bethany?”


  He stares at me and my heart beats faster anticipating his answer. “No. I tried. I wasn’t lying when I said I was a broken piece of shit. I’ve tried so many times and I can’t.”


  “And Macy?”


  He shook his head. “No.” His answer was immediate which makes me feel better.


  “Landon said that you she sent you a text that made him think you were together.”


  “It was a joke. She wanted to send a text to Landon that said she missed his dick. So I said I wished someone would send me one like that. So she did.”


  I laugh though it’s not loud, because that’s exactly the shit drunk Cash would find entertaining. I should have known Macy would never go for Cash anyway. She’s better than stooping as low as I did.


  Cash sniffs and takes another drink of his beer before standing. He takes the bottle in his right hand and then sends it flying toward the trash can at the end of the bleachers the sound of glass hitting metal echoes around us. His eyes stay on the field as he stands, higher than me in so many ways. The sight of him looking over the field takes my breath away. He deserves to be out there with the lights of the field shining down on him.


  “So you couldn’t face me, and turned to them?” He speaks as if he’s speaking to no one in particular as he stares at the field.


  “Not exactly. I was avoiding you. So I turned to them. I turned to anything that would make me forget. But I could never turn away completely. You were always there, giving me hope, giving me the last sliver of light I had.”


  We’re silent again, the only sound is our breathing mixing with the steady snowfall. I’d forgotten how quiet it was out here at night.


  “Cash… I miss you.” I tell him again, wondering what he’s going to say next. I’ve hurt him so much that I know nothing will ever be the same between us. I’ve wrecked this beyond repair but he needs to know how I feel. “Can we… ” I can’t even say it, his presence is too much.


  He sighs and sits back down beside me and this time our shoulders touch. Reaching forward he grabs another beer from the six-pack. He offers me another but I shake my head. It’s pounding so bad I can barely see.


  “I wish I could say that I don’t miss you.” He says, bringing the beer to his lips taking a slow drink. Turning his head, his eyes travel the length of my body, taking in what he clearly does miss. “But I do. I can’t go back to what we were, Madison. And I’m sorry but I can’t be friends either. It’s all or nothing with me. If you give me a moment, I’m wanting a minute. If you give me a day, I’m gonna want a decade.”


  “So what does that mean?” The pain I feel right now is unreal. Withdrawals have nothing on this feeling.


  “It means…” he pauses, he doesn’t want to say it. But he does, and it burns like the acid of my tears falling. “If I can’t have all of you, even the broken parts, the forever dark parts, I can’t do it.”


  “So that means what?”


  He says nothing.


  “I can’t even think without you.” I shake my head bringing my hands to my face, my fingers to my lips. “I feel like I’m trying to fill this hole and it’s not an option. I can’t make myself not love you. I’ve tried.” I tell him through tears I can’t seem to control right now. My nerves rail, my mind reels as I yell, “I’ve tried!”


  At the tone of my voice, he lifts his head searching for truth in my words. “And so have I!” He gasps and struggling with emotions raging through him. “I’ve tried to not love you. I’ve tried to hate you. And there was a time when I thought I did.” Cash looks at me, his eyes searching mine. With what he’s met with, he sees it. He knows. “You need to get some help. Give it a legitimate try. Make an effort for yourself.”


  “And then what?”


  He’s caught off guard a little by my instant reply. “And then…” he pauses and stares at the field for a while, leaving me hanging. “I can’t even begin to explain the way I hurt for you. It’s something that never goes away. It’s here in my gut, deep, it’s just so fucking overwhelming for me. I think of what you’ve done to yourself and everyone around you, and it makes me sick to know what you did. It hurts to know you’re killing yourself. I was right there. For three fucking years I was at your feet waiting for you to see I would do anything for you. Anything.”


  I nod because forgiveness from a guy like Cash is earned. It’s something I might never have.


  “I know.”


  He knows that’s not what I want to hear and my tears break his control a little. “I don’t know, Mad.” He shakes his head, tears falling, biting his shaking thumb nail, and I see just how hard this has been on him. Three years. Three fucking years I’ve ripped his heart out over and over again and now I expect him to let me do it again?


  It’s not fair.


  It’s anything but right. I can’t do this to him anymore. I can’t do it to anyone.


  So I stand, the movement slow and shaky, much like my mind.


  “I’m sorry.” The words seem inadequate but I say them anyway. “I’m so fucking sorry I’ve done this to you.” I sob into my hands and turn away. I can’t take it. I can’t do this to him anymore.


  I’m a foot away when I hear the scrape of his shoes on the metal bleachers as they squeak and he’s grabbing me by the waist. I’m pulled into his hard embrace. I turn, wrapping my arms around his neck and bury my head in his neck and hoodie.


  It’s that smell.


  The one I miss so fucking much.


  The one I’d die for just to smell the rest of my life.


  It’s Cash.


  When Steven died, I was sure that pain, that guilt would be something that would hurt worse than anything I’d ever experienced. Deep down, I knew it wouldn’t. I knew that someday, somehow there would be a pain worse than that.


  This.


  Him.


  This forever we’ve let slip through our fingers because of me.


  This pain is so much worse because we did this.


  We let this happen. It wasn’t an accident.


  My body shakes as I cry in his arms. At some point, I don’t even know how long I’ve been crying but I know why. I’m crying for him, for Steven, for Alexa, for Macy, Landon, and me. I’m crying because life handed us something we couldn’t handle and took forever away. I don’t like how I handled it or what I did to everyone around me. That’s on me and I finally see it.


  Cash moves slightly, his arms tightening around me like he’s never going to let go and he buries his head in my neck. I feel the wetness hit my neck and it makes me cry harder when his lips find my heated skin. Though it’s barely thirty degrees out here, he’s the only warmth I need and want.


  It’s the first time in weeks that I’ve felt him this close. It’s almost too much. I gasp and tremble. It’s a natural reaction to have between us. When we’re close, our bodies take over. I know he’s crying and trying to hide that by kissing me. His hands move from my hips to cradle my face. I shut my eyes with the anticipation of his mouth on mine.


  There’s no hesitation.


  None at all as he brings his wet lips to mine.


  It’s urgent and passionate and everything Cash is to me.


  He gasps when he slides his tongue against mine, barely able to breathe but still he can’t stop himself from feeling. Our kisses answer nothing. We shouldn’t be doing this but when you feel too much, it’s only natural. My knees shift on the metal and I raise myself from his lap just slightly, his hands drop from my face, to my hips, he doesn’t want me moving. Grazing up my hoodie under my tank top to the bare skin he hasn’t felt in a while. He moans against my lips and pushes me down on his lap. I slide down his hard erection straining in his jeans. A wave of pleasure shoots through me, this time I moan.


  What are we doing?


  It’s wrong and we both know it because this isn’t the answer. It’s a fucking Band-Aid and we know it.


  Just as I question this, Cash moves his left hand to the button of his jeans and gets them undone. Then he’s working on mine. Is he planning on having sex out here?


  I can feel my tears running down my cheeks and mixing with our kisses. Frustration shakes him, takes his need and sends it flying. He rocks my hips against his and he moves his own grunting when it’s not enough. Pushing me down harder, he’s grinding himself into me like he doesn’t care where this is taking us. He doesn’t care that it’s snowing now, or that this isn’t that answer. He does this a few more times and I know if he keeps it up, I can come like this. It’d be so easy with the friction of our jeans. Suddenly I’m back to these very same bleachers when we were fourteen.


  


  “Cash…” I moaned against his lips.


  “Hold on, baby.” He said, panting, moving his lips to my neck and into my shoulder as I straddled him. He’s in his football pants and I’m in a tiny pair of cotton shorts. Neither one of us know anything about what we’re doing, just that it feels good to be this way.


  “That feels so good.” I arched my back and rocked against his pelvis feeling his erection.


  Cash threw his head back, the sunlight catching the sweat over his flushed cheeks from practice. His shirt was off, his stomach muscles flexing as moves me on top of him. “Fuck, I’m gonna come.”


  “I love you…” I whisper against his lips, summer heat surrounding me.


  


  The memories flood my mind and I start to cry harder at what I’ve let go. No matter what happens, I’ve destroyed parts of him that will never heal on their own.


  He pulls away, panting and gasping for breath and trying to gather himself but he’s crying so hard he can barely get the word out. “Goddamn it, Madison. Fuck! Why do you do this to me! WHY? I told myself to never let you affect me this way again and now look at us, you start crying and I try to fix it. Only I try to have sex with you! Can’t you see how badly you’ve fucked me up?”


  I don’t have an answer because he’s not seeing that I’m the same way. I’ve tried to leave him alone. I want to. I need to. He needs something better but I can’t. He draws me in and holds me captive in ways only he can.


  We’re frozen in time here.


  We always are around each other.


  I’ve seen heartache, I’ve seen death, I’ve been high, stoned out of my mind, drunk on my ass to the point I can’t function. I’ve seen love, I’ve been in love. But there’s never a moment more consuming than the ones I have when I’m looking at these bloodshot eyes and see the promises I’ve destroyed.


  “What do you want to hear, Cash?” I sob pushing away. “That I’m fucked up? That I have a drug problem? That I go through a bottle of vodka in a week sometimes? That I fuck my drug dealer so he gives me more? Do you want to hear I’ve gone through a gram of coke in a week sometimes or what I do to get it? Is that what you want to hear?”


  He doesn’t want to hear any of that. In fact, is sets him off.


  “Don’t you see… you’re fucking struggling, Madison!” His posture turns violent and shaking, consumed in thoughts he can’t control. “So I’m struggling. And you turned to Landon, or Jay, or Colton. Never me. Why not me? Goddamn it,” His palm hits the bleachers in annoyance, “WHY?”


  “Because!” I shout turning away but then I face him because he needs to see this. “I never wanted you to see how bad it had gotten. I thought that if you saw that side you’d want nothing to do with me.”


  His eyes penetrate mine with honesty. “That’s not true. I would have been there for you.”


  I feel like he’s going to say more, yell more, scream, but he doesn’t and his breathing evens out. He sighs.


  Nothing.


  I wait.


  He’s trying to help me now. It’s in his nature even if he doesn’t want to care. “You know, it was never your actions that gave you away and told me what was going on. It was your eyes. They were drowning that night. I watched you when the paramedics took Steven away as we sat there on the street. It was as if that night, that moment took away the light in them. And I haven’t seen it since.”


  It takes me a minute, and then I give him some truth he’s deserved for years. I look at the snow as I talk to him. “I was nine years old when I knew my life would never be the same. I knew, I just knew when I opened that little note that said check yes or no, that I would never be far from you. I can’t tell you why I did what I did. All I know is that while I wanted to be dead, wanted to trade places with Steven, you were what kept me alive. Just when I was drowning completely, you were the breath I needed at three AM.”


  The thing was, I was never alone in all this. I had Cash. All I had to do was look for him.


  His brow scrunches as he speaks. “Don’t you see though, this is so much worse than watching Steven die. With him it was instant. I knew when I saw him, when I lifted up his shirt there was no saving him. With you, it’s been years of this shit. You fucked around on me. You used me. But I let you. Now this,” he gestures to my appearance. “It’s sickening to see you this sick and I feel like I let it happen.”


  “It’s not like that, Cash.” I’m trying to make him feel better.


  “It is like that. And you’re not entirely to blame for that. All you had to do was look my way and I followed.”


  I start crying again. And I don’t want to. I don’t feel like I’m ever going to be able to stop.


  He stands and reaches out to cup my cheek, but somehow, I know this is a goodbye for now. Not a goodbye forever. I feel it in the warmth of his touch and the way his eyes soften when he looks at me.


  “Madison, you have to believe. You have to want to believe there’s good in this world. When you do, maybe then you can love yourself enough to give that love to someone else.”


  He hesitates for a half a second and then walks away. When he’s at the end of the bleachers and standing on the snow covered grass, he gives me one last look and smiles.


  He smiles.


  It’s not forced. It’s just him.


  I know that being happy shouldn’t be so hard.


  It’s supposed to be easy, falling for forever and living inside someone else.


  Then life happens and the ugly creeps in to suffocate you. It’s like a crack in a windshield. At first it’s just a chip and then over time it spreads across the entire windshield. Before you know it you’re looking through the cracks just to see. You know they’re there and you see them every day. There’s no hope for them just magically disappearing no matter how hard you try to look around them. If anything, they’re a reminder the crack was there to begin with. A weakness.


  But if you replace that windshield, are those cracks gone forever?


  I don’t think they are.


  I have cracks down deep in my soul that I know will always be there.


  I walk back to my parent’s house. My tears haven’t stopped by the time I get there and I pray everyone is asleep so I don’t have to face anyone.


  When I sneak through the back door, my dad is up, sitting at the kitchen table staring at a glass of water and a magazine I was sure wasn’t holding his attention.


  He’s waiting for me.


  I want to pretend I don’t see him, walk right past him, but he doesn’t allow it.


  “Did you talk to him?”


  “Who?” I stop in front of him and sit across from him.


  “Cash. He called to make sure you made it home.”


  The corners of my mouth twitch into a small smile as I wipe my face free of tears. “Yeah.”


  Dad nods and then gives me that look. The one all fathers get right before they’re about to give you some advice in the form of a life lesson. He gestures to me with a wave of his hand. “Where do you get the money to maintain this habit?”


  My heart pounds, I get defensive. “Why does it matter?”


  He doesn’t like that. “I won’t keep paying your tuition and have you waste away the education on drugs.”


  I know what made me think no one back home wouldn’t notice. At school, it’s less shocking. Here, my parents haven’t seen me since the beginning of September. My appearance has a little more of the shock and awe effect, I suppose.


  Dad stands from the kitchen table and rubs my back. “I love you, Madison. Very much.” His lips press to my forehead. “Don’t forget how many people do.”


  I haven’t. Sometimes that’s the problem.


  When my head hits my pillow that night, my eyes drift closed. Maybe it’s that I’ve gotten a little off my chest, or that I’m finally being honest with myself that I have a problem. Whatever it is, sleep comes for a little while.


  


  December 8, 2013


  


  When I wake up Sunday morning, I’m staring at the picture of me and Macy I had on my nightstand. It’s the night before Steven died. Beside it is one of Cash and I after the game while we were on the field. He’s sweat-soaked and all smiles. And so am I.


  I can’t remember the last time I smiled like that. I want to go back to those moments in these pictures.


  “You have to want to believe there’s good in this world.”


  My eyes shift to the one of Macy and me again. I want to believe we can fix that too.


  I’m not sure how to talk to Macy. Maybe that’s been my problem all along. Deciding how to say you’re sorry is that easy. She’s my twin so you’d think it would be easy for me. Despite knowing everything about her, I’m having trouble even knowing how to start this conversation. It’s two words that really need to be said but just the words mean nothing if they’re not followed by something more.


  When I show up at Jackie’s house that morning with Alexa, I know Macy is in there. I find her in the kitchen with Jackie making cookies.


  Alexa pushes me forward. “Here’s your chance to fix this. Don’t let this go. She needs you too.”


  I stand in the hallway. Macy hasn’t said a word to me, but something in the way she’s watching me lets me know that she feels this too. It’s time.


  I nod outside wanting to give Jackie a moment alone with Alexa. I’m also hoping that maybe that nod might open the door to our conversation that needs to happen.


  It’s cold when we step outside, a breeze picks up when we step on the porch. We sit down on the front steps, the concrete colder than the air. My chest feels heavy, my skin burns and I know I need something, but I’m resisting. I have no drugs left on me and I don’t plan on getting anymore. I can’t. For him and for her but mostly, me.


  When I look out at the grass the light dusting of snow shines and sparkles under the sunlight that creeps through the clouds.


  I’m still not sure what to say after five minutes, so I start simple. “I’m sorry.”


  Macy draws in a deep breath, her arms wrapped around her waist. “I know you are, Madison.”


  “I’m sorry that I chose him that night and broke your trust.”


  She says nothing.


  Three minutes go by before we speak again, this time it’s Macy drawing me in to her words. “I hate what you’ve done to yourself. I hate that Steven’s gone and that Alexa wants to be. I hate that you’re slowly killing yourself. But mostly,” she pauses and waits for my eyes to find hers. When they do, we’re both crying. “I hate that I’m letting you do it.”


  I reach for her, wanting her warmth to comfort the pain that is shaking my soul right now. I’m crying so hard my entire body trembles next to hers. I know what she means. Ignoring a problem is just as bad as creating one. We’ve all ignored it in our own way and caused the problem to grow even bigger than it was before.


  “Can you forgive me?” I ask, my face buried in her hair as I hold myself against her.


  Macy pulls back and cups my cheeks. “I’m going to try. You need me.” She gestures to my appearance. They all do. “I can’t stand seeing you like this. I need you, Madison. I need you to get better. I need you off the drugs.”


  I’ve never been so relieved to hear those words.


  I also know we have so much more to talk about and there are things that need to be said. Right now.


  Macy knows that too. “I hate that you turned to Landon. And I don’t want to hate anymore. I’m exhausted.”


  “He was just there, Macy.” I pull away from her completely but keep my body turned toward hers. “Haven’t you ever been curious… about Cash?”


  Her eyes are distant, her cheeks flush and I know she has been. “Yes,” she admits. “I have.”


  “And?”


  “I would never act on it.” She sounds defensive.


  “But you thought about it…”


  She nods. “Yes.” And then it dawns on her what I meant. “I suppose the reason I didn’t act on it is because Cash is different. Cash wouldn’t ever let anything happen.” She frowns. “Landon on the other hand acts before he thinks.”


  “He loves you, Macy. Only you.” Her chin shakes when I say those words, like she doesn’t quite believe them but wants to.


  She knows that but the past is sometimes hard to forget and actions harder to forgive.


  Though nothing lasts forever, I’m beginning to understand I had that chance, a memory, a moment to begin with.


  Some don’t even get that.
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  December 8, 2013


  


  Things change quickly sometimes. They say in the blink of an eye. I believe that.


  I’ve experienced that.


  Never did I think that five days ago I would be in a car with Landon and Madison and not want to knock their heads together.


  Now here I sit with all of them on our way to the beach.


  Steven’s parents still have that house on Cannon Beach they bought when we were kids. I’m not sure why but they gave us the keys this weekend and told us to go there.


  I fall asleep on the way there, on Alexa’s shoulder, Madison on the other side of her. When we pull into the pebble stone driveway, we all sit there waiting to get out but none of us make the move.


  Alexa pushes on my forehead and laughs. “You drooled all over my shirt, Cash.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut and try to wake up when I hear laughter from the front seat. “I don’t understand. He drools so much.” Macy says, and then catches herself. I doubt anyone knows I slept in her bed once. She looks to Landon and then Madison feeling like she should explain. “He was drunk one night and I didn’t know what to do with him so he slept on my bed. Fully clothed.” And then she giggles. “Well, I was fully clothed, he had no pants on. And he peed on my plant.” She’s talking and getting herself in deeper and I can’t stop laughing.


  I’m laughing so hard my shoulders are shaking and I can barely breathe. Neither can Alexa and Madison, only Landon is just shaking his head, but grinning.


  “Never mind.” Macy sighs and gets out of the car stomping off toward the house with two bags of groceries.


  


  December 9, 2013


  


  It’s entertaining to me watching Macy get all riled up. It’s like picking on your kid sister. I make my way back to the kitchen where Macy is. She’s in there already making some hamburger patties for later.


  “What are you doing?”


  She rolls her eyes. “What does it look like?”


  I watch. She’s mutilating that meat. “Looks to me like you’re handling meat.”


  She wants to laugh. The corners of her mouth twitch up. “You’re such—”


  “A child?”


  “Yes.” She points at me with her hamburger covered hand. I cringe because the idea of raw meat repulses me. “Where were you when I was talking in the car? You could have helped me out. I sounded like a fucking idiot.”


  I shrug. “It was funny. Seriously though, I came in here for a reason. I’ve got an idea.”


  “Oh no.” She laughs, relaxing a little. “Are you going to show me your penis again?”


  “No. Shut up.” I push her shoulder lightly and then smile, gesturing towards my penis. “Unless you want to.”


  “No.” Macy crosses her arms over her chest after washing her hands, but can’t keep the smile from her face.


  “Alright, so you’re always saying you want to do something that you’d never have the guts to do, right?”


  She knows me too well. “Within reason, Cash.” Macy reaches for the bowl of meat, wraps some plastic wrap on it and then places it in the fridge.


  “Don’t be a pussy.” I glare because she’s not even considering my plan.


  “Shut up…” she rolls her eyes but she wants to know. Her hands fidget with her cell phone and then she glances up at me, still waiting for her to come to her senses. “Fine.” Again, she rolls her eyes. “What’s your plan?”


  I’m pretty proud of myself as I say the next part. “Sing the national anthem at the bowl game.”


  “What?!” her eyes bug out.


  “You heard me. I talked to Coach last week about it and he said it could be arranged.”


  She wasn’t even considering it. “I can’t do that.” Macy shakes her head starting to walk away. She gets to the sliding glass door and watches Madison and Landon walking with Alexa. Landon has his arm around her, holding her close to his side.


  I stand next to her, my hands buried in the pockets of my jeans. “You have an amazing voice, Macy. You can do it. And Landon would have no idea.” I give a tilt of my head out the window. “Imagine his face when he sees you come out center field.”


  She does, for a moment and I sense my victory.


  “See.” I wrap my arm around her. “I’m a genius.”


  Another eye roll before she reaches for the door to join them on the beach. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”


  I chase after her only to have her start running from me. “Give me hope at least!” I yell. “I’m proud of myself!”


  The cool air hits me as I run down the beach and catch up with everyone. Macy is smiling when I knock her ass on the ground for running from me. Landon tackles me for doing so.


  When he’s off me, we’re laughing and teasing each other, giving each other shit about it being a weak hit. It feels good. It feels like old times. I’m not even sure how either. You spend years building up this wall and it’s strange that by one weekend, it can crumble.


  We’re all standing around on the beach, an easiness in the air when Alexa comes up to Landon and me. It’s clear they’ve been talking since the night she yelled at him but it’s none of my business and I won’t ask about it.


  “Let’s build a fire.” Alexa says, when I put my arm around her.


  I pull her into my side, hugging her. “Great idea.” I pretend to limp. “But have Landon get the wood. My leg hurts.”


  Landon, who’s taking off his shirt and hauling Macy over his shoulder, laughs and grabs his junk. “I got wood alright.”


  Alexa rolls her eyes. “It’s like he’s still seventeen mentally.”


  “Oh, believe me.” Macy says, her breath labored since her belly is pressed into his shoulder. “He’s definitely still seventeen.”


  Madison shakes her head and tosses a log on the fire pit. “Mentally he’s more like four.”


  [image: ]


  When we’re by that fire, music playing, we’re fairly quiet. None of us feel the need to fill the silence with words. The Griffins’ friends who live next door stop by and make conversation with us. The fire cracks, draws my eyes near it. That’s when I see Madison, the lights flickering on her face and I want to hold her like I used to.


  She looks like she’s barely holding on here but there’s a light there I can’t ignore. A hope for more.


  When she sees me, she smiles. I nod up the beach and she smiles again, so I stand and reach for her hand. When we start walking, our hands drift apart and I bury mine in the pocket of my jeans.


  I don’t know where any of this will take us and I know I said I can’t be her friend. All or nothing, right?


  But I just… I have these memories of this girl and I can’t forget them. I hold them deep inside like someday maybe I might see that girl again.


  I still see her now. She’s right here beside me. Though she may be struggling, she’s there and fighting for herself. Finally.


  It’s weird to think that the last time we were on this beach, we were holding hands and in love. Now I’m not sure what this is.


  I know I love her.


  I know that I want to hold her hand and never let go.


  I want to feel the warmth of her touch and never see the darkness that’s surrounded us for so long.


  The sun’s setting to our right as we walk down the beach. The wind picks up and Madison tries to control her hair but it doesn’t work. She laughs when it slaps me in the face.


  It’s her laugh that gives me a beat right then.


  A hopeful one because I can’t remember the last time I heard it.


  I stop when I hear the sound and she looks back at me.


  She smiles.
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  December 10, 2013


  


  I tried to get help my sophomore year of college when I knew the road I was heading down. I showed up to therapy sessions drunk just to get through them. That’s when I knew I wasn’t ready.


  I attempted rehab once. Checked myself right back out three days later. I tried to get away from it, just stop doing all drugs and not drink at all. Then I’d wake up sweating and feeling like my skin was peeling off. For a while I didn’t think I would ever be able to do it. Now it’s been four days and I haven’t had anything but that beer with Cash.


  So what changed?


  What makes this time different?


  This beach. These people. They make the difference.


  I’m not sure what tomorrow will bring. But if I don’t get help, who’s to say there will be a tomorrow.


  Landon looks at me, his eyes so sad I feel their pain. “I told my dad I got kicked off the team.”


  “How’d he take it?”


  Landon shrugs. “Surprisingly well.”


  “We gotta get sober.”


  He nods, his eyes on his footsteps as his bare feet sink into the cold sand. Water hits my feet and I feel like I’m sinking a little. “I know.”


  “You know… or we’re gonna try?”


  “We’re going to try.” He looks over at me, watching my reaction as he says the next part. “You need to stay away from Jay. You know he gave those pills to Alexa and Macy. And he’s asking about Cash. I can’t… I hate seeing you like this and I don’t want to see something happen to him either.”


  My stomach knots when I look over at Cash standing beside Alexa and Macy, laughing with them.


  “I know.”


  “You know… or you’ll try?”


  “I’m going to. There’s no trying about it. I have to…” I gesture towards them and toward Alexa now standing knee deep in the water looking up at the sky. “If not for them, for me.”


  I wonder what she’s thinking right now. Can she see him? Does she feel like he’s with her?


  Landon sighs putting his arm around me. “I feel like he’s with us, here. Like he made us all come together.”


  My eyes find the sky. I want this. I feel like now, I finally want this.


  We miss you, Steven.
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  Later that night I find myself on the beach walking with Cash. Something I would have never thought three days ago would happen. And now it feels like it used to feel.


  His shoulder bumps mine every so often, light touches but I feel the warmth radiating from me. I laugh when my hair keeps hitting him in the face. “I forgot how windy it gets here.


  Eventually Cash puts his arm around me, his body relaxed but I can tell this isn’t an arm around me where he thinks we’re together. He’s just here right now.


  For me.


  For us.


  For all of us.


  I’ve heard people say you choose who you fall in love with. I don’t necessarily believe that. You fall, and you fall hard, sometimes for the wrong person and everything you do to make it work is just that. You lie to yourself that you’re okay, when you know you’re not.


  Then there are things that go right, parts that feel so natural you wonder what the hell the problem even is.


  That’s love right?


  “Is it too late for us?” I ask, killing the silence when we’re a half-mile from the fire pit near the rocks we used to play hide and seek behind.


  He exhales loudly and stops walking, turning toward me. He forces a smile.


  “There was always this moment when we would be together in your room… when the moon was hanging on… afraid to let go of the night and allow the harshness of the sun to take over. And you would look up at me and I’d see a glimpse of what we were. What we used to be before we lived our lives in the blue-lit mornings. It kept me there, just like the moon, afraid to let go of you completely. It kept me coming back because if I saw it then, it was still there.”


  It’s what I needed to hear. There may be hope for us. “I can’t tell you how thankful I was when you would text me.”


  He gives my shoulder a squeeze and I’m nervous for when we leave this beach. I’m nervous, there’s that temptation and I know what that means. I’m having my doubts about this. It’s easy here because I’m surrounded by support. But then what?


  “Do you think I can stay clean?”


  “Yeah,” he says and it’s long and drawn out, like it’s meant to make me think. “Tell me…” he says softly into my hair. “If you are, I want to hear you say it.”


  “I’m going to get help.” I tell him, feeling good about saying it out loud. “My reasons for being the way I am were never my reasons. They were excuses. The truth is… I’m scared. I’m scared that if I’m happy, I’m forgetting what I caused. What I did. Because of that I felt like being happy would be as if I was forgetting.”


  “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with being happy.”


  “I know that now.”


  “I’ve never told you this. I thought for a while I never would. Thought about throwing it away in this very ocean. That night…” he pauses and I think he’s going to talk about Steven. He reaches inside his hoodie and pulls out a ring. A ring. “I was going to propose to you. On this beach.” Tears sting my eyes instantly as I feel a rush of blood flood into my cheeks. “I know we’re nowhere near me putting this ring on your finger. But the thing is,” he holds it up so I can see it. It’s dark out so all I see is a diamond. One I know an eighteen-year-old boy would have had to save for. “I can’t give you forever until you know you’re worth forever. Someday… I will place this on your finger and promise you that forever you deserve. And it’s gonna stay there… forever.”


  I can barely control my crying. It’s bordering on hysterical when he gives an emotional chuckle and pulls me into his arms. I feel like sinking to my knees at the thought that he wanted to propose to me that night. I would have said yes. And now I feel like I’ve ruined that.


  “I’m sorry, Cash. For everything.”


  “What is it that you want?” He asks, his voice uneven as if he’s nearing tears too. “Do you even know?”


  For a second, I know he wants to kiss me. He doesn’t. “I know I want you.”


  He nods and then pulls back, his hands cupping my cheeks. “What part?”


  I sigh, smiling. “All of you.”


  He smiles.


  Just smiles.


  “There’s a soul-shattering love that most don’t believe in. That’s the love that makes people bad. It makes them sacrifice what most won’t. Makes them deny they’re even in love in the first place. It wrecks their lives and tests their souls.” He’s watching my reaction to his words, his eyes never leaving mine. “You can run from it, pretend it’s not really there but in the end, if it’s worth it, you’ll fight for it. You’d even die for it because deep down, in that shattered soul, you can’t seem to believe in anyone. But I love you. That’s the only truth in your life, Madison.”


  Though the words may have seemed harsh, they weren’t meant to be by any means. They were exactly what I needed to hear. I understood exactly what he meant. Exactly. I believed I would never be happy again because I didn’t deserve to be. But I had this love. Right in front of me all this time.


  I want to kiss him.


  I don’t.


  He smiles, again. “Hey, Mad?”


  My heart beats a little faster. “Yeah?”


  His eyes drop from mine to the ground. “I dropped the ring.”


  We spend the next two hours looking for it only to find it in his pocket. “I thought you said you dropped it?”


  His arms wrap around me pulling me into his chest. “I did. But I found it and then I didn’t want it to end. You were on your hands and knees.” He throws his head back and laughs. “Distracted me.” I try to punch him in the stomach but he grabs me and tackles me into the cold wet sand.


  As we lay there on the beach, which is so cold I can barely feel my toes, I feel like despite everything being up in the air, emotionally, though Cash doesn’t want to, he’s holding on now and showing me his soul, a part I constantly turned away from for years.


  


  December 16, 2013


  


  When I get back to campus I feel like a completely different person. I take all my finals, feel like I failed.


  We’re on winter break so I don’t stay long. Just long enough that I meet up with my counselor and talk to her about those substance abuse classes she’s been pushing me to take.


  It’s the right step.


  I know not everything can be mended and it won’t happen overnight. Just like staying clean. It doesn’t happen overnight. Just because I feel good today doesn’t mean tomorrow I won’t have something that makes me want it. Deep down, just coming here I want to get high.


  I want the numbness.


  I want the high.


  But I also want the light.


  Fuck darkness. I can’t handle it any longer. I’m tired. I’m drained but I’m also tired of feeling like this.


  I stare at a lime green wall as she speaks. I want a drink. I want an entire bottle.


  “You’ve made the right decision, Madison.” Mrs. Riech says handing me several pamphlets on classes the school provides and another one on a place called Serenity Lane. “This program is great and offers outpatient care as well. I suggest you try it in addition to the classes.”


  I nod, not saying much as I head for the door.


  The grounds blinding when I step outside, a fresh coat of snow covers the sidewalks and grass. Pulling my hood up, I reach down and zip my jacket before exiting the covered walkway.


  My feet crunch on the snow as I walk and then I hear more crunching. Turning around, dark eyes and inked skin meet mine. He’s wearing a black hoodie like usual and a light gray jacket over that with a black beanie pulled down low just above his eyebrows. His thick black hair sticks out from under it and I watch him over my shoulder, but I keep walking as does he.


  “Hey, Jay.”


  He nods. Says nothing.


  I continue walking, my heart pounding in my chest so hard I feel like I’m having a heart attack. I want to run from him.


  When I get to my dorm, I stop. He’s followed me the entire way.


  I turn and face him. “See ya.”


  He takes a step toward me and lights a cigarette. I wait, confused as he leans into the door keeping me from opening it, his shoulder pressed against the glass. “Need anything?”


  Normally he never had to ask. Now he’s smiling because he knows what my answer is going to be by the papers in my hand. He sees them.


  “I’m good.”


  I know this is the end when he gives me a nod, his eyebrow raised in suspicion. His right hand holding his cigarette raises as he draws in a breath and then holds it before letting the smoke blow out in a breathy chuckle. He’s amused.


  I reach for the door again and he shifts away allowing me to open it, then watches me step inside. “See you around, Madison.”


  I know exactly what that means.


  He’ll be watching me.


  I’m not proud of what I did. My parents would be ashamed of me if they knew I gave my body for drugs. And my sister would be disgusted if she knew the extent in which I went to get them. Not just that I did things to Jay for them, but how degrading it all was.


  Cash would kill Jay if he knew what really happened behind those closed doors on the dirty wood floors.


  Walking away from that is easy. No question.


  Staying away is harder because when I was on that shit, I felt like nothing mattered. It’s exactly why I did it.


  


  December 18, 2013


  


  Two days later I meet up with Alexa and Macy back home in Canby. I tell them about Serenity Lane and that I’m going to check it out. They both smile.


  Alexa’s talking about returning to school come January. Macy’s talking about Cash forcing her to sing.


  I haven’t heard from him lately, other than a couple text messages. He’s been busy practicing for the bowl game next week against the Longhorns in San Antonio.


  “So you’re going to actually sing at the bowl game?” Alexa asks Macy.


  Macy frowns, her cheeks flushing. “I said I would but I’m so nervous I feel like I’m going to puke every time I think about it. There’s something like sixty-thousand people at that game.”


  “Can you imagine Landon’s face when he sees that?” Alexa asks Macy.


  The glow Macy gets tells me she has. “He’s not playing in the bowl game.”


  “He’s still going though, isn’t he?” I ask taking a bite from my pizza I haven’t bothered to touch. Food is disgusting to me these days. It’s not what my body wants but I’m trying.


  “I’m not sure if he is or not.” Macy looks at me.


  I hold my hands up. “I haven’t talked to him about it. Not sure if he would or not.”


  “Are you going?” Macy ask pushing her own half-eaten pizza aside.


  “Me?” I point to myself.


  “Yeah.”


  “Uh,” I laugh. “It’s in Texas, Macy. I can’t go there.”


  “So? Why not?”


  “I can’t afford to go.” I want to go because I haven’t been to a live game since that championship game in high school. There’s no way I could afford a plane ticket at the last minute.


  Macy’s eyes light up like she has a plan. “Let me worry about that. We should all go together.”


  Alexa shakes her head. “I’m staying here. I’m actually leaving here soon with the Griffin family. I’m spending the holidays with them before I return to school. But you two should go support the boys. They’d love that.” Alexa’s phone rings, it’s Jackie so she stands. “Tell the boys Merry Christmas for me and good luck.”


  You would have never thought this girl tried to kill herself a few weeks ago. Never. The color of her hair is more vibrant, her skin is nice and pink. She looks great.


  “I think Steven brainwashed her in her sleep.” I tell Macy when she drinks her ice water. “It’s totally something he would do too.”


  “I was just thinking the same thing.” Macy leans forward. “I think you should go with me and surprise Cash.”


  “Macy… we’re not together like that. We talked and we’re good but I haven’t actually seen him since we left the beach.”


  She waves me off. “Doesn’t matter. You need to do this. He needs you there.”


  She’s right. I do.


  Macy watches me as I buy her dinner. It feels good to do that. “So you’re going to rehab?” She asks when we get in the car to head back to the house where mom is forcing us to watch Christmas Vacation with her tonight.


  I know by my physical appearance and irritability, everyone around me knows I’m going through withdrawals. You can only hide it so much but Macy knows.


  “Yeah. I’m taking drug and alcohol classes after winter break and then going to go see about Serenity Lane. I hear they have a good outpatient program.”


  “Do you think you can stay away from it?”


  A heavy question for sure.


  I look out at the snow covering the windshield. “I hope I can. I’ve done good. It’s not easy. I’m… craving it… yeah. But I hate being hung over. I hate when that high wears off. I hate that after feeling when my body goes through the withdrawals. I don’t like throwing up and the nightmares…” I shiver thinking about how they plague my sleep.


  Macy’s clearly shocked by my reveal and how open I just was with her. It’s the only way I can be now. If I want her to be my friend again, she needs to know all of this.


  


  December 25, 2013


  


  My parents have always known I’ve had a problem. They’ve tried to make a difference. Be there for me but never given me money to support my habits. Never.


  I can’t say I blame them.


  I’ve never asked them for anything either.


  It’s a little weird when my mom handed me a round trip ticket to San Antonio. I wasn’t sure what to think of it.


  “Thank you.” I say, wrapping my arms around my mom’s neck, and then my dad’s.


  Dad winks and then makes his way into the kitchen where my grandparents and a few of my aunts are gathered leaving me with my mom.


  She smiles, much like Jackie. You’d think she’d be pissed at me.


  You’d think.


  She’s none of that and it’s worse, sends my nerves flying and on edge. I want her to be angry with me like Cash is, or was. I want her to be pissed that I’ve been killing myself slowly right in front of her.


  All I get is a reassuring smile.


  My heart sinks when she speaks. “I want you to go to Serenity Lane. It’s not a request Madison, it’s a demand. I will not let you do this to yourself anymore.”


  There it is.


  Finally.


  Tears sting my eyes, I swallow and stare at the plane ticket. “I’m sorry.” I say, feeling like I’ve said it so much lately I’m not sure it even holds meaning any longer.


  “I know you are.” Her hands cup my cheeks. “Do this for you, but also,” she gestures to Macy sipping on hot chocolate and teaching our grandmother how to make the perfect eggnog with whiskey. “For her. She misses you more than you realize.”


  I stand there for a moment and watch her, wishing she would have made an attempt years ago. It’s not all on me and I know that, she could have talked to me back then.


  By no means is me turning to drugs her fault, but I do wish she would have said something.


  Making my way into the kitchen, I have Macy make me a cup of hot chocolate, though I desperately want that bottle of whiskey. I think about taking it to my room. No one would really know.


  But then I think of him.


  And my heart beats. It keeps me from reaching for it when I hear the words, “You’ve broken me.”


  I never want to break anything ever again.


  Macy sees me, smiles, and looks at the ticket. “It’s going to be fun.”


  I nod. I know it will be.


  For so long I spent Christmas either at the dorm or around campus, until they kicked me out. I would make every excuse imaginable not to come home in fear of what was here waiting for me. You know what was there?


  Unconditional love.


  Parents willing to love their daughter. Friends willing to forgive.


  As I stare at the Christmas tree, plane ticket to Texas from my parents in my hand and my phone in the other. That’s when I decided to send him a text.


  Merry Christmas.


  It’s ten minutes later and what I get back makes me laugh out loud, something I haven’t done in a while. It’s a selfie of Cash and his baby sister Bentley. They both have cheesy grins, Cash has a bow on top of his head and Bentley is covered in what looks to be candy cane crumbles all around her mouth. I read the line below it and get teary-eyed.


  Remember to smile.


  Though it’s hard to remember to smile, I realize just how much I have to smile about.
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  December 26, 2013


  3 AM


  


  Can I come over?


  That’s the message I type out and then stare at it. Shaking my head, I delete it. No way I’m telling her that because I don’t want her to get the impression that I’m looking for that. It’s Christmas.


  Technically, it’s not Christmas any longer.


  Doesn’t matter.


  Don’t send that, jackass. She’s going to think you just want to have sex and then you’re right back to where you were.


  Just as I lay back down, my phone beeps and I panic slightly thinking I didn’t delete the message and sent it. Thankfully it’s one from her.


  Can I come over? I need to talk to you.


  Yeah, it’s three AM but she knows I’m up and I know she is. So I reply with: Yeah, come over.


  I hear her car pull up and sneak downstairs to open the door so she doesn’t wake Bentley by knocking. I open the door and she’s crying.


  I take her upstairs to my room and then pull her onto my bed where she sits cross-legged. “What’s wrong, Mad? Talk to me.”


  She looks better than she did even a week ago but it’s clear this doesn’t go away overnight. This may take years


  I want her to feel like she can without thinking I’m going to judge her.


  She does. And she breaks. Right before my eyes my girl breaks down.


  “Everything is wrong, Cash. I’m home and everything feels right. I’m just scared. I want a drink. I want a fucking hit. I want sleep without nightmares. What if I can’t do this? Then I’ll let everyone down. I can’t make sense of anything. Sometimes we need help. I finally understand that. I’m signing up for this outpatient rehab after the first of the year.”


  I look at her, there’s a certain amount of hurt behind the look I’m giving her that she couldn’t see before. It hurts because I see how much she’s struggling. I know she’s doing it for herself but there’s a part of her that’s doing it for everyone else too. “I think the people who eventually admit they need help are the ones who truly do and who actually get it.”


  “I’ve never asked you for anything, Cash. I’ve never asked you to trust me. And I need you to right now. I need you to give me a chance to do right by you.”


  “Madison…” I cup her cheek hoping she senses the sincerity behind my words. “You have to do this for yourself. It’s going to be hard, Mad, but I know you can do it.” I say, kissing her forehead, this time our blue-lit morning so different from every other time.


  She sighs, her head against my chest now. My arms wrap around her pulling her tighter feeling her body tremble against mine. “But I have to know that you trust me.”


  “I do. I love you.” I say, staring down at her.


  She smiles like she’s been waiting to hear that from me for a lifetime, only now it truly means something special. She understands because despite saying I love you, she knows that’s not coming with anything. I’m not defining this as her being my girlfriend. I don’t think we’re quite there yet. I’m simply letting her know because she needs to know.


  Madison doesn’t say it back but I’m not expecting her to right then. I feel it in my heart that’s finally beating again that she does.


  She loves me too.


  


  December 27, 2013


  


  “You want to have a beer tonight?” I raise an eyebrow. “Just one.”


  Landon may not be playing but he’s still a part of the team and still at every practice. He’s standing by my locker asking if I want to have a beer with him tonight. I say okay only because it’s two days from game day. Tomorrow night I would have said no. I’m very strict about what I put into my body the days before a game.


  As we’re talking, I hear Holden complaining about his latest fuck. Both Landon and I stare at him with amusement. “I don’t think I’m calling her again. She had a fucking winter coat. I’m still picking pubic hairs from my mouth.”


  Landon gags and turns his head toward me. “Please tell me we’re leaving.”


  I nod, a little disgusted myself. “Yeah, let’s go.”


  We both shake our heads as Holden walks off and Landon smiles at me. “Wanna go to Taylor’s?”


  We do and I can tell immediately something is bothering him.


  He sighs as we walk up the street to the bar. “The NCAA pulled my scholarship.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “My dad hired a lawyer but for now I can stay in school, just have to pay for my tuition. I might have to pay back what they gave me too… but I can also petition to have the suspension lifted after the first of the year since the toxicity reports showed such low levels. Coach says the suspension will be lifted for playing next year but could be less if I appeal. My dad appealed.”


  “That’s not too bad then. I mean they could have kicked you out of school, couldn’t they?”


  “I suppose. They’re making me enroll in drug and alcohol classes too starting after the first of the year.” He gives me a serious look. “I’m trying man. I want to be better. Madison does too.”


  I smile because it’s the truth. Landon may have been lost these last three years but he’s never lied to me. “I know you are.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “And I’ll be here for you. Even if you just need to sit and talk, I’m here.” I don’t miss him saying Madison is too. I know she is.


  It has to be hard for Landon not playing but there’s some responsibility on his part here as to why. He knows that. If anyone does right now, it’s Landon because while the boys he’s been playing with for the last three years are getting ready to play in the Bowl game, he’ll be on the sidelines. Watching.


  “I’m not going to the game.”


  I frown at him. Maybe I was wrong. “Why not?”


  “It’s just… it’s hard, man. I feel like I let everyone down.”


  “You did.”


  He doesn’t want to hear that. It’s the truth.


  “What does not showing up say about you? What kind of message does that send the team?”


  He knows I have a point and nods. He doesn’t say much else but I know my words hit home.


  “Have you ever thought about proposing to Madison?” The question is completely out of the blue from Landon. He never talks like this. Ever.


  “Are you going to propose to Macy?” I ask, watching his nerves skyrocket.


  “I thought about it. We’re nowhere near ready for that. We’ve barely talked since the beach but what was said needed to be said.” I watch his reaction to us talking about this. I know Landon well enough to know that he believes Macy might not want to be with him. He believes he shattered her hope for forever. He believes he destroyed her one chance at happiness when he dropped that joint and Steven swerved the car. And if it wasn’t then, he destroyed it in the closet with Madison.


  That’s not true though. Macy wants that happy ever after. She just needs to know that Landon’s ready to give it to her.


  “The beach really was nice, wasn’t it?” I ask thinking about us sitting around the fire those nights talking about the way things used to be and the way football is now.


  “It was.” He laughs looking up at me. “I don’t know what it is about that beach that just brings us all together.”


  I nod, thinking back to the memories on that beach playing tag football, boys verses girls only we were playing for kisses. The situation we’re in now is so completely different it feels like those days never existed. But I still have the memories.


  It feels good to sit here with him and not feel like I want to punch him too. It feels like old times. He finally gets it. I can see it in his eyes.


  “Have you seen Madison?”


  I laugh. “I saw her the day after Christmas. She texted me and needed someone to talk to. It’s a strange feeling…” I whoosh out the breath I was holding, “Usually before big games, I text her and we…,” I shrug knowing he knows what I’m talking about, “get together. Sort of my stress relief.”


  He gets what I’m saying because he did the same, only his relief got him into trouble.


  I want more than anything to be with Madison in that way but I don’t want the departure. I want her to stay.


  I know letting her back in could be bad.


  But what if it’s not?


  What if I can give her that forever we both deserve?


  [image: ]


  December 30, 2013


  Longhorns Vs Ducks


  Valero Alamo Bowl San Antonio, Texas


  


  I always told myself, this is my last time. The last hit. Always the last.


  But that last time never came.


  Years went by and that last never came. Now it was here. It wasn’t easy. It’s not easy to do because the moment I’m surrounded, the moment I feel that feeling, I sink.


  As I stand in the stadium at the Alamo Bowl, I want this feeling more.


  I remembered back in high school before the championship game¸ Cash and I talked. I was there to calm him down should he need it. Only he didn’t. Cash is always one hundred percent focused.


  I felt like before this bowl game, he also needed me right then.


  Okay, maybe I needed him.


  The coach gave us front row seats down by the Ducks’ sidelines even.


  Macy and I flew into San Antonio the night before the game and stayed in a hotel not far from the stadium. We were so tired by the time we got there we both crashed pretty early.


  The next morning I woke up to Macy puking in the bathroom.


  “Are you okay?” I ask peeking inside the door.


  She’s standing at the sink running cold water over her face and then reaches for the toothpaste and toothbrush. “Just nervous.”


  Stepping inside the bathroom I rub her back. “You’re going to be fine.”


  Macy’s always had stage fright. She can sing so well but she’s never sang in front of a crowd even one-tenth this large.


  “Now,” she sets down the toothbrush and faces me. “Let’s get you ready to see Cash.”


  My sister loves makeovers. Loves them. So I let her give me one. Curled hair, make-up, all of it. Even let her get me into a pair of skinny jeans, knee high boots and a fitted jersey with Cash’s name and number on the back. When I take a look at myself in the mirror, I don’t even know that girl anymore. I thought she was gone.


  Turns out all I had to do was take that black hoodie off and comb my hair. Well, maybe not just that. It helps that I’m not all strung out and haven’t been for three weeks.


  Remember when I said three weeks is when it hits you again.


  I wasn’t lying.


  I feel it now more than ever but I’m trying. I’m fucking trying.


  Macy turns to me before she leaves to go prepare and hands me the note she wants me to give him. “Text Landon and he’ll get Cash out of the locker room for you. Then surprise him.”


  “Before the game?”


  “Yes. He’ll love that. He needs to know you came for him.”


  She’s right. She’s absolutely right.


  I text Landon when Macy disappears with the coach where he took her back to the locker room or somewhere back there where she would wait until the opening ceremony. I’m not wild about sitting by myself but I have to until she’s done.


  Where are you?


  Landon replies immediately. At the stadium. Want to see him before the game?


  I was hoping you’d say that.


  K. Meet me down by section A and I’ll get him out there.


  I snuck over there and waited, fidgeting with my hair and shirt constantly. It’d been a long time since I actually curled my hair and wore make-up. I wondered if he’ll even recognize me.


  Ten minutes later, Cash comes out wearing his Oregon Ducks t-shirt and a pair of warm-up pants and scratching his head. I think he was napping. One look at me and he seems confused.


  “Madison… what are you doing here?” He takes in my appearance, my hair, my face, my body and then back up again. “Holy shit… you look beautiful.”


  I smile. For once it’s not forced.


  “I mean it. You look amazing, Mad.” He takes a step forward, like I’m not real. “How did you… did you fly all the way here?”


  “I walked.”


  “What?”


  I laugh. “Nothing.” And then I blurt it all out. Everything I’ve been meaning to say. “I love you, Cash. And I know I’ve said it before but you needed to hear it today. Before this game. Because sometimes we don’t get another chance. I know that I’ve let a lot of moments, opportunities, pass me by. I can’t do that anymore. And I want you to know what that love means. Like the kind of love where I want to be better. I have to be better. I want to be everything I can and never let you down.” I look up at him. “Here’s my moment.”


  He shakes his head and leans back against the wall. “Remember what I said. You can’t do it for me. You need to do this for yourself.”


  “Don’t you see… I am because of you.” I tell him on the verge of tears. He has to know that yes, I’m doing it for him, but I am because I want that. “That’s not being co-dependent. That’s me being honest. Sometimes we don’t do things for ourselves and that’s okay. No matter what the motivation, at least we’re doing it, right?”


  He nods, his brow creasing and then I start to cry because I want him the way it used to be. No more of this early morning texting. “I want my grape Jolly Ranchers back and those sweet kisses in the bleachers. I want to write check yes or no notes and lay with you in a blue-lit morning where you don’t leave. I want that Cash, I do.”


  He’s quiet and I’m nervous as to what he might say next. “I met a girl when I was nine.” He says warmly stepping toward me. “And then life got in the way and shit changed. I still loved her, through it all. I never stopped. What happened, what it did to us doesn’t change that. Nothing you can say or do would ever make me stop loving you. I’m forever.”


  I had no idea how Cash would react to me that afternoon, or how any other day would go. But I had an idea right then.


  Without hesitation, his mouth crashes to mine and mine eagerly obliged as he backs me against the wall. Sucking his bottom lip between my teeth, I bite down slowly and then pulled him into me by his shoulders. My back in the concrete wall again, he moves closer, his mouth firmer and then his tongue is in my mouth, hungry, rushing desire through my entire body in ways we never imagined were possible.


  That kiss could have set the stadium on fire. Never had he kissed me like that.


  “Wait for me, here, after the game.” He says pulling away from me with a sigh. “Please.”


  He said please.


  I can’t deny him. As if I actually would.


  An hour later, the start of the opening ceremonies is set to begin, the teams’ bands cover the field, and I’m actually getting nervous for Macy and Cash. My hands are sweating and my stomach is in knots.


  Imagine how they feel.


  I’m looking around the stadium, in awe of the attendance here, when I spot Landon coming down the steps to me.


  I start to panic. “What are you doing here?”


  “I came to find Macy. I know you didn’t come alone.”


  “Oh, yeah, uh,” I really start to panic, he raises his eyebrow. “She’s in the bathroom.”


  “I’ll wait for her. I need to talk to her.” And he takes a seat.


  Shit. He’s supposed to be down there where he has a better view. Damn it!


  “Don’t you have to be on the field?”


  “No. I’m not playing.”


  I sit next to him. “You should be with your team.”


  “I’ll go back down when Macy comes back. I need to talk to her.”


  Shit. I sit down as the marching band comes on and I see Macy down on the sidelines. Landon coming up here ruined the surprise.


  “What the fuck?” he sits up straighter when he spots her at the fifty-yard line with a microphone in hand. “You said she was in the bathroom.”


  “Ladies and gentleman, here to perform your national anthem, Ms. Macy Thomas!”


  Landon is literally speechless beside me. He looks like he’s not breathing and I’m pretty sure Macy isn’t either by the shaking of the microphone. “What is she doing?”


  I hand him the note Macy gave me to give to him. He reads it, smiles, and looks up.


  When the opening notes begin, she looks like she’s going to vomit but then she sees Landon beside me and smiles as she begins to sing, her voice shaking during those first few notes. “Oh say can you see by the dawn’s early light…”


  I’ve never heard the national anthem sang so well. I’ve never been more proud of my sister as I was right then. I also don’t think I ever screamed so loud, or heard Landon scream so loud. He was literally jumping up and down for her when it was all over.


  As was I.


  “Worth it?” I ask looking at him as he watches the crowd stand and applaud for her.


  “So fucking worth it.” And then he’s gone and heading for the field.


  Macy and Landon return right before kick-off, more like as they are kicking off. Texas won the toss so they’re kicking off first. My eyes are on Cash in his white uniform, green helmet and socks. He’s adorable and so sexy in that uniform. He sees me when I scream his name and hold up a sign we made that says “Lucky 13” and then turns back to watch the kick-off.


  When Macy returns, Landon isn’t with her but I see him coming down the steps.


  Macy’s eyes are wide, like she’s holding her breathe. “Jay is here.” Macy says, sitting beside me, but looking over her shoulder to watch Landon approach us. “He’s so creepy, Mad. I can’t believe you slept with that guy.”


  “Here? In Texas?” I exhale shakily, flinching because I can’t believe it either, my eyes dart around the stadium looking to see if I can spot him anywhere. I don’t.


  My skin crawls when I think of him as a pain deep inside presents itself. I should be terrified but for some reason, I feel safe here with my sister and Landon.


  What I worry about is Cash.


  Landon leans over and whispers in my ear. “Relax, okay?” he pulls back and I nod trusting him. “He is here looking for Cash but he’ll never get near him today. There’s security everywhere and he’s not stupid. He’s probably just here watching him.”


  I want to believe that, but I’m not so sure. He doesn’t know Jay like I do. He hasn’t seen what I’ve seen.


  Landon pushes my side a little with his elbow. “I mean it, Madison. Relax. He’s got nothing on a bunch of football players. He’d never stand a chance.”


  I stare at him.


  I hope he’s right.


  I hope.


  Landon smiles and wraps his arm and Macy and I, it’s a forced smile but he’s trying. “Let’s watch our boy win.”


  This is the first game I’ve actually been to since that championship game in high school. I’ve seen him play on television, but since that night, never live.


  The calmness he has on field is unheard of. He’s always like that too. Sometimes I think the world could crumble around him and he’d still be able to throw a football. He plays with more passion, more commitment than I’ve ever seen.


  It’s not all easy though. He takes a couple rough hits that leave me a little on edge.


  “That was a rough hit.” I slouch uncomfortably in the hard plastic chair. “I hope he’s okay.”


  “Yeah, it was.” Landon replies leaning forward, his hands restless.


  “Oh God.” I frown wondering what that meant. Is he okay?


  “I saw Cash’s penis.” Macy blurts out. She’s nervous and high on adrenaline and talks inappropriately when that happens. The ride to Cannon Beach proved that.


  “When?” Landon and I both ask.


  “He peed on my fern in my room.”


  “Is that why it’s dead?” Landon asks.


  She nods and Landon starts choking on the water he just took a drink of.


  Macy hands him a napkin only it has cheese all over it from my nachos. She shakes her head when Landon can’t stop laughing. He’s nervous.


  Landon laughs. “It’s a wonder that you’re not scarred for life.”


  Macy shakes her head. “Stop it, Landon.”


  That seems to ease Landon a little, his head rolled back against the seat as sharp laughter rings out.


  I sigh watching Cash. “He’s got a nice ass.” I say when he’s running mid-field to the line of scrimmage after Oregon picked off a pass giving them the ball.


  Landon shakes his head. “I’m going back down there. This is too much.”


  The game was a blow-out, 30-7. Cash dominated the game. He’d thrown for over two-hundred yards.


  Macy hugs me when Cash takes a knee and the crowd goes wild. “I can’t believe this!”


  “Neither can I!”


  Much like the championship game in high school, it’s a whirl of students rushing the field. Landon is the first down there with his team, in Cash’s arms. They seem to share a moment and Landon points to the sky. I smile knowing what he’s doing.


  Macy and I make our way through the throngs of people and try to get closer to the boys but there’s really no way. They’re surrounded now.


  So I wait.


  I want his attention to myself anyway. When I talk to him now, congratulate him, I want it to be just us where he isn’t being pulled in every direction.


  This time I’m waiting.


  He knows I’m here, I can see him looking over at me, smiling.
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  It’s another hour of press and autographs before I see him again. He’s showered now and smells so good. I spot him just outside the locker room, still a herd of people surrounding him. He’s struggling to get away from them when I catch his heated gaze on mine. I stand with my back pressed into the concrete wall and smile, waiting.


  Saylor walks up to Cash and throws him over his shoulder. I know Cash is near two hundred pounds so that couldn’t have been easy but Saylor does this with little effort.


  He carries him over to me. “This boy needs to talk to you. He’s been talking about you all day and frankly I’m tired of it.” He sets him down, runs his hand over his head like he’s some kind of caring mother and pats his back and then his head again.


  Cash rolls his eyes. “That’s not true.”


  “Don’t say anything stupid.” Saylor pats his head again.


  We both laugh as Saylor takes off back down the hall towards the locker room where the rest of the players are gathered.


  “Hey,” Cash says, winking at me. “Good game, huh?”


  “Interesting game. Those were some hard hits but you played so well. Cash,” I step forward slightly, “I mean it, I can’t believe how good you are.”


  He smiles.


  A group of students approach, all girls and push their chests out as they come face-to-face with Cash. “Cash! Can you sign our shirts?”


  I see they’re all wearing hoodies with his name on them.


  Cute.


  Cash surprises me and leans into me, his arm wraps around me. “Yeah, sure,” but he keeps that one arm around me. His silent gesture to them, to anyone he’s taken. They all talk about the game with him, offer their support and congratulations. He smiles politely, thanks them and then asks me to follow him.


  We’re down the hall in the other direction near the bathrooms. He takes me down another hallway to a dark area of the stadium where there are no crowds.


  “Thank you for coming.” He says, smiling, knowing this was the first game I’d been to since high school.


  “It was nice seeing you play again.” I admit, because it was. I motion around the stadium. “I forgot how much I missed this.”


  “Kiss me.” He’s not wasting any time. “Please.” He sighs, “I just really need you to kiss me because you want to. Not because I’m here begging you, but because you want to.”


  He’s never asked me to kiss him but I can gather it’s probably because of that kiss before the game.


  I do. His lips are cool against the heat of my mouth, no doubt because I’ve been thinking of that kiss for hours. It’s not a tentative kiss, but it’s also not gentle by any means. It’s exactly the way Cash is. Full of passion.


  He sighs into my mouth, pulling back and then takes my hand with a wink.


  He’s leaving a little to be desired.


  We walk towards the field and see Landon and Macy out there. We’re probably not supposed to be out here but we are.


  “I know this sounds weird.” I say, looking out to the field because I can’t bear to look at his eyes right now. There’s too much emotion in them. “But you saved me.”


  “When?” he asks, his hands buried in his hoodie but his eyes drifting to mine.


  “When you told me I was worth it. After all the shit I put you through, you still thought I was worth it. That meant something to me.”


  He smiles.


  Just smiles.


  “Thank you for giving me everything I wanted when I didn’t know what that was. You gave me a love that consumed me in ways I never expected, a love that got me through the dark.”


  “Tell me.” He says softly running his fingers over my collarbone that’s slightly exposed from my hands being in my hoodie.


  I do as he says. “I love you.”


  His warm arms wrap around me, so secure, tight and strong.


  I believe that sometimes the tortured dark path is the correct one, as crazy as that sounds. I believe it because it tests you in ways that show you what you’re capable of. How strong you can be.


  


  December 31, 2013


  


  I had to fly back to Eugene with Macy and Landon while Cash flew back with the team. It was the longest seven hours of my life waiting to get back to him. Instead of going back to the school, Cash came home to Canby where I was. Where everyone was going to celebrate New Year’s Eve together.


  No drinking.


  “I missed these mornings,” I say struggling to get my clothes off.


  Cash laughs but he’s barely controlled right now as we stumble around his bedroom, drawing back to remove his shirt. He looks at my lips and then my eyes before clearing his throat softly. “Me too.”


  I’m naked before him, exposed completely and thankfully there will be no interruptions. My eyes move over Cash’s body and I reach between us stroking him once.


  For once, his blue gives way to darkness. His hand moves slowly over my body and nudges my legs apart for him. Dropping forward on his elbows, he stares at me, eyes watching me until his voice drops lower. “You sure?”


  I nod. “I’m sure.”


  This feels right. I know now just how right this feels with him.


  Drawing himself from me, he leans over the side of the bed to find his jeans and retrieves the condom.


  That’s when I start to freak out.


  It feels so right, but yet, wrong in some ways. Were we rushing into this?


  I push back on his shoulders. “Cash… wait.”


  He stops and looks at me. “What?”


  “Is this too soon?”


  “Huh?” He’s confused now, his brow scrunched staring at my lips, and I can feel him right at my entrance trying not to push forward.


  “I mean, shouldn’t we wait?”


  “No,” he shakes his head and goes for my neck. Biting me.


  He bit me.


  It’s distracting.


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m positive.” He groans and takes a firm grasp on my thigh angling my hips.


  “But you don’t think we should date first then like ease back into this?”


  I’m never like this but the last thing I want to do is fuck this up.


  Cash shakes his head. “The only easing into anything I want right now is easing into your pussy.” I laugh at his bluntness but he continues. “I’m going to date you, Madison. Whether you want to or not. I’m going to bring you coffee in the morning, walk you to class, and take you to dinner. I’m going to hold your damn hand and kiss your cheek. I’m going to be there. Night and day.” He raises an eyebrow. “But right now, I’m fucking dying here. I had to sit on a plane for seven hours and think about that kiss at the stadium. We’re having sex. We’ll date tomorrow.”


  Drawing in a deep breath, I laugh and take a moment to really watch him right then as Sam Bradley plays in the background softly.


  He’s absolutely right.


  We can date tomorrow.


  Once he’s inside me, it’s everything I remember and cherish about him. Maybe because it had been awhile but still, nothing could compare to the feeling of Cash entering me.


  He smiles against my lips. “You wanna know a secret?”


  I nod, like I did that last time hoping this isn’t the same.


  He pulls back from my lips. “When I would first slip it in, you’d sigh, like there was nothing better than having me inside you.”


  He’s watching me, his knuckles raise running over my heated cheek. Instinctively, I lean in. “There is nothing better than that.”


  His body feels heavy, his grip strong and his hands, rough. But I am in no position to stop him. I need this. His lips move from my face to my neck with a frustrated groan.


  My nails dig into his shoulders as he pushes in and out of me, carefully, but still, it’s been a while and I can tell by the way his hips shudder with each thrust that he’s holding back as much as he can. He’s breathing rapidly and giving me a look I don’t understand and then his face contours in determination. “Are you gonna come? I can’t make it much longer.” He whispers and then dips his head forward to bury it in the crook of my neck.


  I moan into his shoulder, his hips undulating, creating the right amount of friction. It rises quickly and I finally let go as the warmth spreads throughout my entire body. His fists clench the pillow beside my head as he throws himself into his movements, chasing the need. I hold onto him any way I can, my grip slipping slightly.


  He comes then, groaning and jerking forward, his lips at my ear. My body shakes too at the emotions coursing through me right then. When Cash pulls back, I see it. He loves me more now than ever before.


  He rolls over, careful not to fall off the edge and then brings me flush against his chest, his lips lingering at my shoulder. He was still trying to catch his breath. “Nice play.”


  “Thank you,” I say, watching him, but laughing remembering our first time when I said that to him.


  He kisses me, grinning against my lips. When he pulls back, his knuckles brush over my cheek gently, his eyes fluttering closed. “I love you.”


  I’m going to give my heart to him all over again. I have to. I need to and what he does with it is up to him because I’m giving him forever.


  Everything is different in one month.


  Everything.


  Just like the night Steven died.


  Everything changed.


  Only now it was finally for the better.


  We’re getting ready to go over to Landon’s house for New Year’s Eve when Macy sends me a text. They have something to tell us.


  Cash smiles. “I know what it is.”


  When he smiles, I watch the corners of his mouth, a secret tugging at them.


  I know what comes next for me, for us, won’t be easy. It’s going to take a lot of hard work. What I do know is seeing this smile right now makes it worth it.


  I’m going to be okay.


  


  The end. For now.


  


  Coming soon…


  


  Finding Her Forever


  


  Continue on to book two in the Forever Love Series


  


  Forever Light
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  Senior Prom April 10, 2010


  Canby High School


  Madison


  


  Fuck this prom shit. I don’t want to deal with all these people and their happy “this is the best night of my life” bullshit.


  It hurt to see these people, my so-called friends, so happy and content with their lives. Standing against the side of the bleachers, I watched as Macy and Landon danced. I loved that they were so enamored with each other but she didn’t see the hurt he carries. She was too fucking blind at times to see it. Landon closed his eyes, almost squeezed them so hard that it hurt to even watch, when she kissed him, the pain was evident on his face. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her. Far from it because he most certainly does. Every action and reaction she got out of him was directly related to his feelings for her. The whole thing is just so misunderstood.


  I turned to Cash standing twenty feet from me talking to Coach Mitchel. The football season had been done for a while. And though the school-wide high over winning the championship was short lived, the school still looked to Cash for leadership. He was the king of this school in many ways but you would never know it simply by looking at him. I’m always looking. I’m looking because it was hard to see anything besides this inner light he had that I swore could power this entire town if given the chance.


  “Crank That” by Soulja Boy came on and it tore my heart apart and made me run from everything I felt. It’s the song that was playing on the radio that night. Bodies swayed in tune to the music, jumped around in a euphoric state and enjoyed those last moments of high school, all the while I gave way, broke, and tried not to fall apart in front of these people.


  Just when I thought I couldn’t take it any longer, I looked to my left and I could see the doors leading into the school. An escape.


  I practically ran down the hall trying the doors to classrooms. Finally, I found a janitor closet unlocked.


  My only relief was in my hand a minute later as I leaned against the door in the janitor’s closet smoking the joint I stashed in my bra.


  My eyes drifted shut, relaxation I begged for. I was only in there another minute when I heard the knock. I knew who it was without even looking. Reaching behind my back, I opened the door and let him in moving to stand near the mops and rags across from him. I handed him the joint, our fingers briefly touching as he takes it, lazy eyes and heated cheeks, a product of the contents in his flask. There wasn’t much light in the closet but enough that I could see his cold eyes as he inhaled. Smoke drifted between us, pain seemed to ease, the same euphoria, or at least an alternate universe version of it, descended over us both but the burden never left us. We felt things others didn’t. They didn’t cause that wreck. We did. So now we’re left here to face this fucked up reality that was slowly tearing us all apart, slowly but surely, breaking us down.


  It was a reality we’re trying so desperately to avoid by whatever means.


  Landon’s eyes were clouded over, the flask in his hand was nearing empty and was offered my way. I took it, we never spoke—we didn’t need to. The voices around us talk too often and it was nice to have a moment of silence. But that was the problem at times. Silence was both a blessing and an unforgiving curse that we will carry with us for the rest of our lives. Silence stopped the pity, the inane questions and resulting discussions but it never stopped the screams; the noises of that night, the fucking pain I felt every time I saw them. I couldn’t look at Alexa without wanting to cry. I ruined her life. Every plan she ever had for her life, their life, was ruined, because of me being stupid.


  Landon understands as well as I do how we survive. He didn’t say a word. We smoke. And we drink. We try our fucking hardest to forget.


  I felt the bass of the hip-hop song pumping in the background as Landon pushed himself from the wall. He was drunk. Slow movements and heavy lids, he twisted around and started dancing, shaking his ass to the beat of “Goodies.” I laughed so hard it hurt, but he knew exactly how to make me laugh. We had a dance-off in the janitor’s closet, all the while, forgetting forever.


  Fuck forever.


  I didn’t want to think about forever. At least not in that moment.


  I shook my hips and my ass, and Landon watched. His eyes were low, hooded but cold, marred by misery. There was some amusement there, captured by an innocence that he was afraid to let anyone see anymore. Anyone but me. I saw it because he was comfortable. He knew I never judged him.


  Landon stepped forward, his left hand reached out to touch my hips as I moved. It was a tentative touch, unsure, but it’s still there and shocking. Landon didn’t touch me like this. There was something in the way he watched me that should have warned me at what was going to happen.


  As the song changed, his head bent, his ear pressed to my cheek. My head twisted at the same time his did. He paused, another unsure moment, and then he moved his lips against mine, urgent and needing pulling my lower lip into his mouth. I gasped, trying to figure out what was happening when Landon let out this low rumble of a groan. His consuming kiss was warm and tasted of smoke and whiskey. Shocked at first I lost my bearings when his tongue moved against mine. He grunted, pushing me with his strong body against the wall. Every inch of him was in line with me. I moved slightly, parting my legs as one of his moved between mine, his thigh against my center. It was a touch I craved from anyone and I wanted so badly to feel that sensation without the words I knew might come, “Are you okay?” but in my pain-filled heart I knew that he wasn’t going to ask that.


  He didn’t care.


  He groaned and pushed against me again, backing me up against the wall, his hands moving to my ass and raising me up so my legs were spread. Pressing forward, his erection dug into me. That time we both gasped, my hands flew to his chest tugging at his tie and white dress shirt wanting the unspoken closeness he was providing. He helped me out, eyes so dark they looked like shadows, crimson lips and flushed cheeks captured my gaze.


  We’re dying.


  This is what dying feels like. I’m sure of it.


  We weren’t thinking.


  I couldn’t.


  He couldn’t.


  We were reacting.


  Landon swayed, his movements slow, his bare chest pressed against mine, his hands pawing at my dress. I heard the rip as the slits draping my thighs tore and the top was torn away by impatient hands needing the thrill. We swayed because we were fading, out of our minds.


  “I have a condom… ” he whispered, gasping for breath, his mouth never leaving mine.


  I didn’t say a word, but my body began to tremble.


  Stop him. You’ll ruin him. You’ll ruin her.


  Holding me against the wall, his head laid against my shoulder searching his pocket. When he found it, he held the wrapper in his teeth, and ripped it open. I heard the zipper, I felt his hands down there… My body was shaking, uncontrollable nausea began to take over. I had to stop him before it was too late. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t do this. But I knew looking at him, his heavy lids that blink of bloodshot eyes, he wasn’t ordinary in that moment. He was lit and looking for some comfort he thought I could give.


  This isn’t right. He’s not mine. He’s not who I want right now.


  “Landon…” I pushed against his shoulders.


  Pulling back, but not away, his eyes snapped to mine but then he pushed against me harder, this time his body felt stronger. “Madison…” he shook his head against my shoulder, his breathing heavier than before.


  I heard the door handle rattle and then open.


  Landon turned his head as he looked over his shoulder stepping away but keeping his hands on my hips.


  Alexa.


  Oh God.


  Landon twisted toward me, pulling his pants up and trying to right his clothes. I did the same but it was too late. She saw.


  Alexa slammed the door shut and ran down the hall.


  “Fuck, Landon, what are we going to do?”


  I was dying and flying. I was unbelievably wrecked beyond forever, at one moment that destroyed what was left. There’s this huge unforgiving never in my future. Never moving from this moment when the rest is taken at my own will.


  Forever.


  Never.


  “Goddamn it!” Landon swore when he got his pants zipped and his shirt back on. He punched the wall and slammed the door behind us.


  We ran down the hall and out the front doors of the school, commotion around us, but Landon and I stared at each other realizing our mistake. We took it too far. We both scrambled outside, chasing after Alexa but it was too late. Outside she was standing with Cash and Macy, who had been looking for us.


  We stared. We broke. We gave up.


  “I NEVER want to see you again, Madison!” My sister’s voice brought me back. I was standing with my back against the brick wall outside the school. The spring air was cool to my whiskey-heated skin as the gentle breeze moved the fabric that was left of my dress.


  My eyes landed on Macy when the harshness set in, sadness I created filling her palms with tears that may never dry. You can only break the good so many times before they can’t be put back together. I looked to Landon, he’s against the wall, his ripped shirt and tie gone now leaving him in just black slacks. His head was in his hands, regret too much to take. Bad decisions made and consequences to be had.


  I looked to Cash. It wasn’t the pain in his eyes that took my breath. It was Macy. I knew then that I know I had broken the one relationship I could count on… and the one I might never be able to fix.


  But I tried. I couldn’t let it just be. Not right now.


  My palms turned up and raised. “We need to talk, Macy.”


  “No. Actually, we don’t need to talk because we’ve done nothing but talk these past four months yet nothing has changed. Nothing!”


  I looked to Landon, his hands in his hair, and then to Cash and I saw how much I had just hurt him.


  How much I had destroyed.


  My eyes went to Macy. “I know, and I’m sorry! I know that I hurt you and I hate myself. Just tell me what I need to do. How can I fix this?”


  “You can’t! You can’t fix anything you’ve done!”


  “Macy… I’m sorry.”


  She turned to face me. “Fuck you, Madison. You’re such a fucking liar. You have no idea what it’s like for any of us. All you think about is yourself. That you are the only one in so much fucking pain when we all are… we fucking all are.” She pointed to Cash. “You’re killing him. You. Are. Killing. Him.” She let those words sink in, eyes so full of hate pinned me. “You have no idea what it’s like for us. And the laughable part about all of this is that you don’t care.”


  My stare went to Cash and it was right then that I was sure she was right. I’ve killed him inside.


  Macy was right. There was a part of me that doesn’t care. I couldn’t anymore. The caring part of me was killed that night too. Never to be revived again. I watched as it left me that night, literally watched everyone I care about shatter to pieces and my one method of survival was to shut it all down. If I didn’t turn it all off that night, I wouldn’t have been able to put one foot in front of the other. As it was, I was barely able to do that now. The emotions, the torment, the never-ending pain of that night. What we’d done.


  Correction, what I’d done.
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  I need to thank my family for putting up with my three AM giggle sessions (which sparked the text messages between Cash and Madison) with Megan over this book and the fact that I never cooked dinner after we decided to write this. My bad. You know you love take out, admit it!


  Thank you to Megan for putting up with me and my constant changes too, and when I changed all the dates in the book and didn't tell you. Whoops. I'm so happy that we got to work on this together. It's been amazing working with you.


  Thank you to Erin and Heather for putting on the blog tour and Elaine for editing in such a hurry. Love you girls.


  And the pre-readers who helped us clean up the time line and make sure everything matched up. Jen, Janet, Heather, Candy and Debi. Thank you so much!
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  “Change is never easy. You fight to hold on. You fight to let go.”


  


  The Wonder Years
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  December 3, 2010


  


  Tick, tock, tick, tock.


  I look over at the clock on the wall—three minutes have passed since the last time I looked at it. I glance around the classroom and notice no one else is really paying attention to Mrs. Bishop, our Calculus teacher, as she goes on and on about transcendental functions.


  Who the hell is ever going to use this in the real world?


  This is the last class before the big pep rally for the football championship game that is being held in Portland. We are set to play Lake Oswego High School and we are the favorite to win this game. There is so much excitement pumping in the air that no one is concentrating on much of anything. Everyone is dressed in our school colors to support our boys.


  I glance back over to the clock again, five minutes have passed, though it feels like an eternity. Groaning, I sit in my chair and blow a piece of hair out of my face.


  I sigh and Landon Hayes, my boyfriend, chuckles and raises an eyebrow at me, “One might think you were playing in the game tomorrow.”


  I turn my head and smile, “I feel like I am.” Landon’s eyes have become an obsession of mine. All he needs to do is give me a look and I melt into a puddle. I shouldn’t because God knows that Landon uses those piercing blue eyes on every girl on this Earth to get what he wants. If it’s not his eyes, it’s his delicious body. He never has a shirt on. An eighteen-year-old should not have a body like Landon does. All the hours that he spends in the gym shows, he’s not huge but he’s got defined muscle in all the right places. Which gives him good reason to walk around without a shirt on.


  Landon reaches into his pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. He looks up to make sure the teacher has her back towards us before slipping it into my hand. Yeah, he could have texted me but the chance of getting caught is greater and I secretly love the little notes. They’ve been our thing for years. I stare into his penetrating eyes wondering how I got so lucky with a boy like Landon. He’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of, and then some.


  With a sly smile, I unfold the small piece of green paper and glance up to make sure I’m not going to get caught. When I know I’m in the clear, I look at the note that simply says, “I love you.”


  Grateful now that I touched up my lipstick before class I bring the piece of paper to my lips and kiss it. Landon isn’t watching me, he’s looking straight ahead acting like every once in while he isn’t stealing glances my way. I fold the note back up and place it in his lap leaving my hand on top of his dick for a few extra seconds. He throws me a look, one I know well.


  This has become a tradition between us this year. He slips me the piece of paper, I kiss it and then he tucks it into his pants right before game time. Canby is undefeated so far this year, Landon says it’s because of our notes.


  Landon shifts his body towards mine but not enough to cause anyone to look his way but enough for me to know that I’m affecting him.


  “Don’t start what you can’t finish, Macy.” His breathing is coming in faster. “I’ve warned you before.”


  I squirm in my seat remembering just last week when I pushed him too far in gym class.


  


  We were playing baseball out on the back field behind the high school and I was up to bat. I knew Landon was watching me, he always does. He gave me a few pointers on how to hit the ball that Mr. McCoy was throwing. I listened but I also didn’t like being told what to do. I had a few pointers of my own I was about to show him. Right before I was up to bat I rolled my shorts up just a little higher than I normally would have worn them before grabbing a helmet and bat. When I walked up I got into position and heard Landon yell, “Come on, Macy, I know you can do it.”


  Oh, I could do it alright. I bent my knees and stuck my ass out knowing I was giving Landon a show as I glanced over my shoulder. Landon was standing there with his mouth hung open; I winked and faced Mr. McCoy. I hit a double on the first try.


  Landon was quiet the rest of the game but he watched my every move with dark hooded eyes. When Mr. McCoy called the game and everyone headed for the locker room, Landon had other plans. He grabbed a hold of my arm and dashed behind the dugout.


  “Landon,” I said. “What are you doing?”


  “Showing you that two can play your game.” Then he slammed his mouth against mine and the rest of the world faded away. We were twenty minutes late for our next class.


  


  Since Landon has a big game tomorrow I didn’t want to distract him anymore than necessary so I move my hand away and place it on my own lap.


  Mrs. Bishop turns to look at the clock just as the bell rang. Everyone jumps up quickly as she yells about studying over the weekend for the test on Monday. It was useless really considering no one was paying attention in class. Besides, who the hell assigns homework over the championship football game weekend? She better plan on curving the grades for the majority of the class if she’s expecting any of us to actually crack a book this weekend.


  Landon grabs my book bag, his jersey riding up slightly exposing his back, and then reaches for my hand. We walk out of the classroom just as Steven, Alexa, Madison, and Cash walk out of theirs. Landon turns in my direction and leans down to place a kiss on my lips, I’m not one for PDA but when he touches me it’s like he casts a spell over me and nothing else matters.


  He leans his head against mine, “I’ll see you in a little bit.”


  “Okay,” I lean forward and kiss him again. His body inclines against mine with each passing second.


  I barely register someone clearing their throat until Landon smiles against my lips. He places one more kiss on my lips before pulling back.


  I lean against the wall, cheeks flushed and slowly die of humiliation at having been watched. I feel my twin sister, Madison, and my best friend, Alexa’s, eyes on me but I don’t look at them. Landon does his guy hand shake with Cash, my sister’s boyfriend, and Steven, Alexa’s boyfriend.


  “You ready?” Cash asks Landon, watching Madison walk towards him.


  “Oh yeah,” Landon reaches out to lightly punch his shoulder, “you?”


  “Yep.”


  “No one cares about me?” Steven fakes looking hurt that no one asked him if he’s ready.


  Landon and Cash starting laughing, “We don’t need to know if you’re ready, you always are.” Landon answers.


  The boys laugh and Cash pushes Steven down the hall, “Let’s go before coach bitches about us being late again.”


  Yeah, they’re always late but this school would wait forever for these boys.


  The three of them make their way to the locker room. I catch up with my sister and Alexa who are watching them walk away.


  Alexa sighs watching Steven’s ass. “How’d we get so lucky?”


  I huff, “I was just asking myself that same thing a few minutes ago.”


  “Don’t you girls mean how did they get so lucky?” Madison pipes up.


  Alexa shakes her head and reaches for the lock on her locker beside me. She opens it and tosses her books inside. Stacey, one of the cheerleaders, is coming down the hallway heading for the gym. She’s one of those girls who think just because she’s a cheerleader she owns the school. Little does she know she doesn’t and mostly everyone here at Canby High hates her. She’s always walking the halls with her nose stuck up in the air, something none of us can stand.


  Madison stands up straighter when she notices and squares her shoulders. Alexa looks over at us and then turns her head in the other direction just as Stacey stops in front of us. I place my hands on my hips preparing for another battle.


  “Nice shirts.” Stacey says with a nod towards Madison’s t-shirt.


  Madison rolls her eyes in Madison fashion, “Jealous?”


  Alexa and I snort while Stacey’s face reddens. “There isn’t anything to be jealous about.”


  Alexa slams her locker shut and spins around, her anger present in her features. “You sure about that?” Alexa tosses her hair over her shoulder as a smile plays at her lips. “Rumor has it that someone was throwing themselves at Landon last weekend.”


  I look to Madison waiting for her to come to my defense but she just glares at Stacey. I take a step forward and Alexa slides back behind me. “Oh, you mean when you got high with him and offered to give him a blow job out back of Brian’s house?” I huff, “That’s classy.” Stacey’s face is now bright red, her hands are fisted at her sides and she looks everywhere but at me. “Run along, Stacey.”


  She growls and stomps off.


  Alexa and Madison wait all of about two seconds before they start bursting out laughing and I can’t help but laugh right along with them. Landon would never go for a girl like her. She has nothing to offer the all-star of Canby or any of the other guys for that matter.


  Alexa nods her head in the direction of the gym, “We better get going. You know the boys won’t come out ‘til we’re seated.”


  “Let’s go.” Madison answers.


  As we walk down the halls a sense of anxiety rushes over me. So many things are changing and so fast. This is the last time I’ll ever walk down these hallways to a prep rally. This is the last time I’ll be wearing this very hoodie with Landon’s number and name on the back, same with Madison and Alexa too. I’ll never go to another prom or a homecoming. This is our year that we rule the school, after this I don’t fool myself into thinking that everything will remain the same. Friends will go off in various directions to college and those who we thought we’d stay in touch with forever will slowly fade away, just like the light of each day as it fades into the darkness of the night. It’s a very melancholy moment I’m having right now before this pep rally. I seriously need to put my own game face on so Landon doesn’t think anything’s wrong.


  Madison bumps me with her shoulder shaking me from my thoughts, “Everything okay?”


  I look at my twin sister, she’s my complete opposite in so many ways but also the very same in others. “Yup, let’s go cheer our boys on.”


  She winks at me, “I’ll see you in a few.” Then she runs off towards the boy’s locker room.


  Alexa grabs my arm and we walk into the gym. I push the anxiety away and concentrate on the here and now and not the unknown. We take our seats on the bottom row of the bleachers center court. It’s loud; everyone is excited and dressed in navy and white, our school colors.


  The cheerleaders, dressed in their short navy and white skirts along with their matching long sleeve tops with Canby written across their torsos, come running, flipping and shaking their pom-poms into the middle of court. The girls are all jumping around as the Cougar, our mascot, comes flipping end over end until he’s center court right in the middle of the cheerleaders. The crowd goes crazy and starts chanting, Cougars, Cougars, Cougars.


  Madison runs into the gym cheering as she takes a seat next to me and Alexa. Alexa and Madison start screaming at the top of their lungs, stomping their feet and clapping their hands. The cheerleaders run over to the door leading to the boys’ locker rooms and form two lines, ten girls on each side.


  Alexa and Madison both grab one of my hands linking our fingers together as the lights dim low, “Welcome Back” by Mase starts bumping from the speakers. The freshmen are the first to walk out, followed by JV and then, last but not least, Varsity. All the Varsity players have come out except the trio, who always make a special appearance.


  I squeeze Madison and Alexa’s hands knowing that any second Steven will be walking out for the last and final time. The crowd quiets down just a bit before Steven comes jogging out and everyone starts screaming at the top of their lungs for him. Steven gets grouped up into the huddle of his teammates but not before he stops and points to Alexa.


  “I love you, baby!” Alexa yells, although I’m sure he can’t hear with the noise.


  The crowd settles down and we wait, and we wait some more, for Landon. Finally, he jogs out and everyone, including myself this time, screams for him. Just like Steven, he stops before he reaches his teammates and his eyes meet with mine. His piercing blue eyes steal my breath away. He mouths the words I love you and I swear all our classmates sigh. My cheeks flush and normally I would feel really uncomfortable and squirm in my seat from the attention, but not today. Today is a day that will be one of those memories we won’t soon forget.


  I let go of Madison and Alexa’s hands and cup around my mouth and yell, “I love you, too!”


  Landon’s eyes go wide in surprise. He shakes his head at me and laughs. The guys gravitate toward him and soon he is swallowed into the huddle.


  Madison squeals like a little girl. Cash, the star quarterback and my twin sister’s boyfriend, appears and the crowd goes absolutely crazy.


  “Take It Ta Da House” blares through the speakers. The guys all huddle.


  Madison bumps my shoulder, “Watch this shit.”


  It’s cute watching Madison like this. She loves dancing and more so, teaching these boys this dance. I knew they were working on it for the last few months but I had no idea what to expect.


  The guys break and do the dance that my sister taught them. We all start cracking up watching the boys shake their asses. Once they start thrusting their hips, every single girl in our high school stands and screams. All I can do is laugh and shake my head. They absolutely love this shit.


  The song changes to “Like A Virgin.” I’m taking in everyone standing up around the gym. This will never happen again. It’s a memory I’ll never forget.


  “Oh my God.” Alexa laughs and points to the middle of the gym.


  “Holy shit.” My eyes go wide and I cover my mouth to hide embarrassment. Landon is humping the floor, and in that short amount of time that my eyes left his he has lost his jersey leaving him in just his shoulder pads.


  “Is he like that in bed?” Madison asks me clearly amused by this.


  My face is flaming red and I can’t even answer her because he is. He’s a fucking animal.


  Madison stands as the song comes to an end and “The Time” by The Black Eyed Peas starts. She struts up to Cash and kisses his helmet. They dance for a couple of seconds and the song once again changes to “Ice Ice Baby.” My sister starts shaking her ass while circling all the players. All the guys in the gym are on their feet hooting and hollering.


  When Madison makes a full circle around the players the song changes to “Time Of My Life” from Dirty Dancing and Cash grabs Madison and starts dancing with her but not for long because Landon steals her.


  “What the hell is he doing?” Alexa asks laughing.


  “I have no idea when it comes to him.” Landon looks to me then to Madison and shakes his head before spinning her back into Cash’s waiting arms.


  “Oh hell.” Alexa squeals.


  Landon and Steven stop before us and each hold out a hand to us. They bring us in to the center of the gym.


  I bite on my bottom lip before Landon pulls it free. “I can’t believe you pulled me out here.”


  He buries his face in my neck and the lights dim.


  “Landon, what the hell is going on?” I want to run out of the gym and never show my face again.


  “Go with it, babe.” Landon slaps me on the ass and “Teach Me How To Dougie” comes on. I’m going to kill Madison for not giving me a warning about this shit.


  The guys attempt to teach us how to play football. And I use the word attempt lightly. They basically just said go with whatever feels right and we did.


  Madison took Cash’s role as quarterback, I took Landon’s as wide receiver and Alexa took Steven’s as running back.


  We huddle up and wrap our arms around each other like we’ve seen the boys do so many times. “Macy run down to the other end of the gym, I’m throwing you the ball.”


  My eyes go wide, “I can’t catch a ball to save my life.”


  She gives me an evil smile, “Landon will make it worth it if you do.”


  I glance over my shoulder and Landon winks at me. Damn her!


  “Fine.”


  “Break.” Madison yells and laughs. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”


  Alexa and I take our positions with the guys as our opponents. Mikey’s a tackle for the team and he hikes the ball to Madison as I take off running down to the other side of the gym. I look back at the perfect time and catch the ball.


  Landon is right there when I catch it. “Holy shit,” he says stunned.


  The crowd goes insane screaming and cheering. Madison, Alexa, Steven, and Cash run over to us.


  The gym goes black, “How ‘bout them boys?” Coach asks and the gym once again erupts in cheers.


  Madison bumps her hip with Landon’s, “You owe me twenty bucks.”


  My mouth drops open, “You bet against me?”


  Landon smirks, “Never, baby.” Before I can respond he kisses me and slips my sister her twenty dollars.


  Coach looks down to the floor before he looks up and says, “Thanks to the trio for the special show.” He eyes Landon like he wants to say something but thinks better of it.


  Steven, Cash and Landon yell, “You’re welcome.” And the crowd laughs.


  “Is everyone fired up for this game or what?”


  The whole student body goes wild.


  Coach laughs. “I’ve coached here at Canby for the last twenty years and this team, this group of players is one of the best I’ve ever had with an undefeated season heading into the championship game. We need a great seed like we have right here for tomorrow’s game and I will assure you the boys will play and win the championship game tomorrow.”


  Everyone stands and cheers.


  Landon turns me to him, “I love you, baby.” Landon reaches into his pocket and pulls out the note from earlier and kisses it all the while watching me. He’s totally tuned everything around him out and it’s just the two of us in this gym. I wink at him letting him know that I understand what he’s doing. He’s keeping the tradition, ensuring that he keeps everything the same so they win tomorrow’s game.


  Coach finishes his speech and repeats his promise to win tomorrow’s game. And the crowd goes wild.


  After the pep rally, we have about an hour left of school. None of us can concentrate. I’m not sure anyone in school did today. When school finally let out, the boys had to head to Portland. Alexa, Madison and I make our way to the cars. “So where are we going?” Alexa asks.


  Madison looks to me and I shrug my shoulders.


  “I guess we’ll go to Mario’s Pizza Shop.” Madison suggests.


  “Sounds good to me.” I say.


  The guys left with the rest of the starters for tomorrow’s game to go check out the field. They said that they’d meet us at Alexa’s house later tonight.


  I drive with Madison since we took her car and Alexa follows behind us. “So, what did you think of their performance?”


  I laugh. “It was freaking amazing but I’m pissed at you.” My laugh turns into a glare. “Why couldn’t you give me a heads up about being involved?”


  Madison cocks her head, “Really? You wanted me to tell you so you wouldn’t do it?”


  She’s got a point. There was no way in hell I would have done that if I’d known ahead of time. I’m too shy and hate to be put in the spotlight. “Doesn’t matter, you still should have told me.”


  “It wouldn’t have been as good as it was.” Madison squints as the sun shines brightly in her eyes. “And you never would have made that catch if you had to think about it all day.”


  I reach over and turn the radio up. I hate admitting when my sister is right so I’m deflecting. I see Madison shaking her head out of the corner of my eye. I wish I could be more like Madison in some ways. We look just alike; really the only difference is our hair color. Mine is brown with lighter brown highlights while Madison has brown hair but with darker brown highlights. So just by looking at us you wouldn’t be able to tell us apart. Personality wise though we are complete opposites. I’m quieter, always looking at the bigger picture wondering what if and I’m told I forgive too easily. It’s true, I do. I hate when my life isn’t in perfect order and I hate drama so I’ll go over and above just to make the situation at hand better for everyone, even at my own expense. Madison, on the other hand, is outgoing. She doesn’t wonder about consequences, she lives in the moment. She also doesn’t let people walk all over her, if something pisses her off she’ll tell you off immediately and not think twice about it.


  Pulling into the parking lot of the pizza shop Madison shuts the car off but doesn’t get out right away. “You did really good, Macy. I’m proud of you.”


  I smile. “Thanks, Madison.” It means a lot that she is proud of me. It felt kind of good to come out of my shell for those few minutes.


  Alexa taps on my window, “You coming?”


  I reach for the door handle and climb out of the car. The three of us go in and order a pizza to eat there and grab three to go for the boys. The lady looked at us like we were crazy until we told her who they were for. Their pizza was on the house. That’s what people in this town do for the three superstars.
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  There is a movie playing in the background while the three of us are lying around on Alexa’s couch, blankets surrounding us, waiting for the boys to come back from the field with the coaches and team starters.


  “Are you guys packed for our trip to the beach tomorrow?” Alexa asks before taking a sip of her water.


  Madison throws her head back and laughs, “What do we need? I don’t plan on needing much…or wearing much for that matter. I plan on being on my back with a dick between my legs.”


  Alexa laughs along with her and I roll my eyes, “Shut up. No one wants to hear about you screwing Cash.”


  Madison throws a piece of popcorn at me and I catch it in my mouth. “You know Landon’s not going to let you wear any clothes either, so I don’t know why you’re acting all shy.”


  And she’s right again. Landon hates any form of clothes and if he had it his way neither of us would ever wear any. His mom says for the first five years he rarely wore clothes. I don’t mind that he doesn’t like wearing clothes. I actually prefer that he doesn’t wear any so I can ogle him any time I want.


  “Isn’t that where you lost your virginity during our sophomore year, Macy?” Alexa probes.


  “I think we all did.” Madison laughs. “I lost mine in the driveway.”


  I feel the flush building up. That was the best night of my life and I’ll remember it, even when I am old and have grandkids running around.


  Madison ohh’s and ahh’s. She knows the details, I had to tell someone. Alexa knows some but not as much as my sister.


  “Yeah,” I say then look away seeming interested in the tv suddenly.


  Landon was so gentle and careful with me. He knew how nervous I was, how afraid I was that it was going to hurt. It wasn’t ideal although nothing really ever is with Landon.


  


  We were out lying in the hammock under the stars. It was quiet, the only noise that could be heard was from the bugs. Cash and Madison were in the room they were staying in probably fooling around. Steven and Alexa were out on the deck talking, lost in their own world.


  Landon pulled me so that I’m lying on top of him. My legs straddled his hips. He pushed his hips up and I moaned into his mouth and pushed back down.


  He put both of his hands on either side of my face. “Baby, we have to stop.”


  I was breathless and my body was taken over with need. It was different than it normally was. A good kind of different.


  “I don’t want to.”


  Landon moaned against my lips. We rolled and he was on top of me again. I loved the feel of his body against mine. His hand slipped under my shirt. Goosebumps spread over my skin and I arched my back into his touch needing more, wanting more.


  Before I knew it my shirt was gone along with my bra. We were chest to chest, nothing separated us. Landon’s hand skimmed down my sides and his fingers dipped into the waist band of my jeans. He got to the button and flicked it open. My breaths started coming in pants.


  I ran my hands through Landon’s hair anchoring myself to him. He slid my zipper down slowly. Alexa laughed at something Steven said and Landon stopped briefly. He tried to turn his head but I wouldn’t let him. I didn’t want to lose that connection we had going on.


  I ran my finger nails up and down Landon’s back. He shivered and slid off me to the side. I was about to say something but I didn’t get the chance before he started tugging on my jeans. He moved so he could get my pants off.


  Once my pants and panties were off Landon climbed back on top of me. He rocked into the place that I wanted him, needed him.


  “Landon,” I panted.


  He stopped kissing my neck and looked up at me. “What’s the matter?”


  I didn’t know how to ask for what I needed but I knew what I wanted. Landon seemed to understand what I wanted though and reached between us and undid his button and zipper. He looked up at me and I nodded. I wanted them gone. I wanted nothing between us.


  Steven yelled. “Stop fucking on my hammock!”


  I giggled because that’s exactly what’s about to happen. I should’ve felt a little uncomfortable knowing they were right there but they couldn’t see us. You could barely see your hand in front of your face.


  “Shut up, asshole!” Landon yelled back but didn’t stop pushing his jeans down.


  Once they were down around his ankles he leaned back down and cupped my face in his hands. “Are you sure this is what you want?”


  I nodded because if I opened my mouth he would’ve heard the nervousness within me.


  “You’re sure?” he asked again.


  He needed to hear the words. He wanted me to say them so there was no doubt. “Yes.”


  Landon leaned up and dug around behind him. He pulled his wallet out and pulled out a condom then tossed the wallet on the ground.


  I watched as he started to slide it on. He felt my stare on him. I wanted to roll it on but I didn’t know how to ask. Landon being Landon and knowing me so well reached for my hand and guided it to where he just had the condom rolled over the head of his dick. Together we put it on.


  “I’m not gonna lie, Macy.” Landon breathed deeply. “It’s going to hurt.”


  I nodded but knew he couldn’t see me. “I know.”


  Landon was right it hurt like hell but as he whispered how much he loved me and how beautiful I was in my ear with each thrust seemed to make it not hurt as much. Tears spilled but I didn’t want him to stop. He didn’t last very long and I was thankful for that because I wasn’t sure how much more I could take of the pain. Towards the end it felt good but not that good.


  When it was over Landon held me and kissed away my tears. Madison told me that you bleed after your first time and I began to freak out.


  “What’s wrong? Does it hurt that much?” Landon asked.


  “I, uh…” How do I tell him this? “I need to go to the bathroom.”


  Landon chuckled easing my discomfort. “Come on.” He leaned and rolled off the hammock.


  He pulled up his boxers first and I cringed. I wanted to tell him to stop because of the blood but I didn’t. I was too embarrassed. After he pulled his jeans up he held a hand out for me. I took it and rolled off the hammock. I had no idea where any of my clothes were. Landon leaned down for what I don’t know because I couldn’t see a damn thing. His shirt. I sighed in relief that I didn’t have to fumble around in the dark to make it back to the house. After he pulled it down over my head we walked hand-in-hand into the house. No one was up or they were at least in bed.


  I let go of Landon’s hand. “I’ll be right out.”


  I stepped into the bathroom and tried to shut the door but Landon stopped it. I looked up at him and the corner of his lip pulled up into a half smile. “I’ll help you.”


  My eyes grew wide and my cheeks burned in embarrassment.


  “We’ll take a shower together.” He offered.


  It was a good idea but I was still nervous.


  Landon lifted my chin, “Look at me.” And I did. “I know you’re embarrassed but you don’t need to be. I know what happens to you after the first time.” He kissed me. “Thank you.”


  My eyebrows drew in confusion, “For what?”


  “For giving me your first time.”


  All my fears, nervousness and uneasiness faded away after that. As Landon washed me from head to toe, he washed all those feelings away.


  


  Alexa sighs, “Do you think things will be different next year when we’re all away at college?”


  No one was really sure where we were all going to end up in college. Steven was the first to get accepted to the University of Oregon and Alexa applied right away after that. She got in the same week that Landon was offered scholarships at the University of Washington and Alabama State. So naturally I applied to both along with University of Oregon but I was hoping I’d get accepted to wherever Landon went. Cash had scholarship offers coming from a bunch of different schools; so many that Madison gave up applying to any until he picked one. By the start of his senior year he had over thirty colleges to choose from. Two weeks after Steven accepted his scholarship, Landon and Cash accepted the offer too. It’s like they were waiting on him. So that’s how we all wound up going to one school.


  I nod, “Things are going to be a lot different but in a good way.” I shrug. “We’ll have more freedom and we’ll all still be together.”


  Madison and Alexa nod in agreement.


  “Do you think we’ll still have nights like these?” Alexa asks.


  I smile.


  “Of course we will.” Madison answers. “We’ll all be shit-faced a time or two and we’ll do it together.”


  “We’ll always be there for each other. We may make new friends, we may not spend as much time together but one thing that will never change is our friendship. We’ll always be there for each other.”


  Madison laughs, “I’ll be there to hold your hair up when you’re puking.”


  Alexa smiles, “You mean I’ll be holding your hair up.”


  Madison shrugs.


  When the boys finally arrived we were in the heated pool. Alexa’s parents were cool as hell and allowed us to have a couple of beers as long as we weren’t going to be driving anywhere. I was just opening my second one when Landon snatched it out of my hand and downed the entire can in two gulps.


  “Landon,” I yell.


  He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, “Sorry, baby.” He grins then reaches for another, opens it and hands it to me.


  Landon slides in behind me and pulls me back on his lap, kissing and nipping at my neck. Landon is running on adrenaline, ready for tomorrow’s game and he’s looking to get rid of some it so he can sleep tonight. I know right now that I’ll be up late and I’m craving absolutely anything that he wants to give me.


  Steven is messing around with his music and hooks it up to the outside speakers. I catch him glance over at Alexa who shakes her head smiling and “Ice Ice Baby” comes on. I feel Landon’s hips jolt like he can’t sit still.


  “Show us those moves from the pep rally!” I yell over the music. It’s probably a bad idea but who cares. The boys need a little fun and not have to think about the game tomorrow.


  It’s all fun and games until Cash smacks his elbow showing Madison his dance moves.


  “Whoa!” Steven held up his hands trying to help Cash stand up. “That’s enough. You can’t get hurt!”


  Landon is talking to Steven and Alexa and I suddenly hear a loud flop followed by another. “Did you just strip?” Landon asks.


  Cash and Madison don’t answer, their faces connected as one, and I’m wondering how they’re even breathing right now. It’s dark since we left the lights off but you can still see silhouettes in the night. Landon and Steven drop their shorts and I see Alexa taking her top off. I look away not wanting to see anything. This is the shit I’m talking about. I’m not brave like them. My mind is running over the different scenarios about what will happen if someone catches us or sees me naked.


  I don’t even realize that Landon is swimming over to me until he nudges my legs apart. He kisses my chest right between my breasts. He wraps his arms around me and pulls on the strings of my bikini. I hold the little triangles against my boobs, “What are you doing?” I whisper.


  I see a smirk appear on Landon’s face, “Getting you naked.”


  “Not out here.” I try twisting away but he stops me.


  “Baby, no one can see you.”


  “Yes, they can.”


  “Do you think they care?”


  I think about that for a second, no one would care because they’re all busy worrying about each other. I take a deep breath and bite on my bottom lip before moving my hands and letting my top come off.


  Landon takes it and throws it somewhere behind me before attacking me with his lips. He’s everywhere all at once and all I can do is hold on.


  “Let’s go to bed.” Landon says nipping on my ear lobe.


  I nod because it’s all I can do. My body craves Landon in ways I can’t even comprehend. I’m convinced that he put a spell over my heart all those years ago.


  Landon stands and I wrap my legs and arms around him. He walks over to the stairs and out of the pool. We stop briefly to dry off enough so we aren’t dripping through the house. Landon picks me back up and we go into the house wrapped around each other. Madison and Cash are in one of the spare bedrooms and we’re in the one next to them.


  He lays me down on the bed and then peels the bottom of my bathing suit off. I’m completely naked and Landon rakes his eyes up and down my body, drinking in every inch, slowly. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”


  I blush, “I’m not.”


  Landon moans as he covers my body with his. His erection laying heavy against my core, “Shut up.” He pauses briefly to put a condom on.


  I moan as he grinds against me, he pulls back slightly and does it again before positioning himself at my opening. Landon pushes forward enough so his head goes inside and then stops. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He repeats.


  I want to tell him to shut up this time but I don’t, I can’t. Landon pulls out and then enters me again. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He says again. “You get this look on your face that I can’t describe when I’m inside you…it cripples me.”


  I try turning my head away from him not wanting to be under his gaze but Landon puts both of his large hands on either side of my face. “Look at me. When are you going to start seeing what I see?”


  “One day.”


  “Today.”


  Landon pushes all the way in and I cry out from the pleasure. We make love so slow that I’m convinced my body has become boneless when he’s done. He’s completely worked my entire body from head to toe. Never would I have thought that Landon Hayes, the bad boy himself, would ever fall for me.


  He may have taken my virginity but he didn’t give me his. I know that Landon has been with other girls but he doesn’t flaunt it in my face. He makes me feel like I’m the only one there ever has been. He tells me I’m the only one who matters when I try to talk to him about his past. I both love and hate him for it.


  “You’re mine, baby.” Landon says when he comes back from using the bathroom.


  “Forever.” I answer and place a kiss on his chest before falling asleep.


  


  December 4, 2010


  Game Day


  


  Steven, Cash and Landon are quiet all morning and remain stoic even through breakfast. This is the normal for them. They are in their own heads thinking about the game, getting pumped up.


  I get up early and cook everyone, eggs, ham, sausage, bacon, and hash browns for breakfast. The boys need a big breakfast before a big game like this. Landon already started drinking his Gatorade the second his eyes opened. I couldn’t believe he drank last night. Seemed pointless to me to drink and then replenish but that’s Landon.


  Once they’re done, the boys take off for school so they can catch the bus to the field with the team. When they leave, the three of us get ready to head to Portland later that morning.


  The game at times had me biting my nails but now that we’re in the fourth quarter, the score is 41 to 34 with two minutes left on the play clock, and I feel like I can breathe again.


  The guys are all in a huddle right after the two minute warning. Madison, Alexa and I are up on our feet cheering our boys on, our team on, these state champions on. We’re soaked from the rain from head to toe. I can feel my toes surrounded by water every time I jump up.


  Cash is trying to run down the clock so even if the Lake Oswego gets the ball back they aren’t going to have time to score. Cash hands the ball off and they make a few plays pushing the game down the field towards their end zone.


  There are only seconds left on the clock and I know, I just know, that Cash is going to try to make one last epic pass to close out their season. He wouldn’t be him if he didn’t. They break the huddle and line up, the ball is snapped moments later. Cash steps back in the pocket while Landon sprints down the field. I’m impressed that the boys are playing so well in these cold, rainy conditions. Cash throws the ball deep and Landon, who is down by the twenty-yard line, reaches for the ball.


  Madison and Alexa both grab onto my arms and with no time left on the clock Landon hurdles mid-air over a bunch of players and rolls into the end zone.


  They won. 47 to 34.


  The crowd goes absolutely insane, so much so that I swear I’m not going to be able to hear for a week. Everyone is up on their feet dancing around hugging each other. In this moment no one cares that we’re soaking wet and that our limbs have turned slightly numb and our noses are red.


  Canby High School is the state champions for the first time in twenty-two years. What a way to close out the season of our senior year. Another memorable milestone to add to our growing collection. We won’t have this again, not as high school seniors at least, so some celebrating is definitely in our immediate future.


  After the game, the boys are whisked on to the bus so most of Canby can congratulate them when they arrive back home. As soon as I spot Landon, I take off for him and jump into his waiting arms.


  “I’m so proud of you, baby.” I kiss his lips, his cheeks, and then his lips again.


  Landon hugs me so hard it’s impossible to breathe but I don’t care. I’m so fucking proud of him and the whole team for how they played tonight.


  Landon sets me down, “You ready to get out of here?”


  I look into Landon’s eyes that are practically glowing. “Let’s go.” I’m so entranced that I don’t even care about the game anymore. The only thing and person I care about is Landon Hayes in this moment, nothing else even comes close to comparing.


  On the way to the car Landon lights a joint. He smokes practically every day, he says it keeps him calm and helps him focus. He has backed down a little since the start of the playoffs though. Honestly, I don’t know that I’ve ever known the Landon who doesn’t smoke. He cups my face with his hands and starts leaning in for a kiss but it causes him to drop the joint on the wet pavement.


  “Ah, damn it.” He sighs looking at the ground. “Hey, Madison, you got another?” Landon yells up to my sister who’s ahead of us.


  She holds her hand up and I see Landon’s shoulders slump in relief.


  Inside Steven’s moms’ SUV, Madison and Cash sit in the back. Landon and I are in the middle seat, Steven is driving and Alexa is in the passenger seat. Landon is all over the place and refuses to put on a seatbelt. He’s groping me and trying to get my bra off. His shirt is already off and his pants are unbuttoned. Somehow this doesn’t surprise me but I’m not having sex with him in this car, that’s for damn sure.


  Madison reaches in her purse and pulls out a joint, lighting it. She smokes and I hate it. I tell her all the damn time to quit but she says she likes it too much.


  Landon looks back when the smoke drifts around him.


  “Put your clothes back on!” I tell him, shoving his shoulder adjusting my bra.


  Landon laughs and grabs his flannel putting it on but doesn’t button it. “I’ll be takin’ yours off soon.” It’s a promise and I’m going to hold him to it once we make it to the house. We’re celebrating tonight.


  


  December 5, 2010


  2 AM


  


  I don’t have any idea what time it is, all I do know is we’re just outside of Buxton, Oregon. My eyes are drifting closed and I know time passes but I’m not sure how long. Landon is still going full force, wild and crazy. Madison is barely able to keep her eyes open but somehow she’s hanging in there and seems to have found her second wind. Steven is bopping his head to the music, his eyes on the road. I think Alexa has fallen asleep but I’m not sure. Cash is in the backseat and when I turn my head to look back there he has his hand down Madison’s pants. I blush turning back around attempting to gain control over Landon. Someone needs to.


  Minutes later Madison is jumping over the seat trying to get to where Landon is.


  “Landon, get back in the car!” I yell tugging on his shirt. He’s got a bottle of beer in his hand and he’s dancing hanging out of the sun roof with Madison now. “There’s a car coming get down.” I yell again but it’s no use. He’s wild and there is no taming him. Landon takes the joint Madison was smoking.


  Headlights illuminate the whole inside of the car blinding us all momentarily.


  “Landon, get down!” Alexa yanks on Landon’s jeans. He looks up and sees the car coming and tries to get down but Madison is there and he can’t.


  Steven swerves into the oncoming lane. “Landon, get it! It’s burning my back!” Fuck, Landon dropped the joint down his back.


  Madison falls down on to Steven when he swerves and then falls back into me, hugging me. Landon falls down on Steven next, then into Alexa before landing practically on top of Madison and me.


  I see the accident before it happens. I see the headlights, Steven swerves, and his hands are frantic to find the joint that’s burning him. I see Landon fall, Madison laugh. They have no clue what’s coming.


  I brace myself for what I know is coming. All I can think is everything’s about to change.


  When I try to open my eyes I quickly shut them again. The pain in my head causes me to lose my breath and makes me feel like throwing up. I try again but my eyes burn. I raise my arm to try to wipe at my eyes but immediately put it back down. Fire and pain overtake my whole body and I heave now. There is so much pain. I attempted to lift my head from the seat but it’s no use. I’m in that in-between place of knowing we were in a wreck and honestly not knowing if I was alive or dead. A surreal moment until I hear movement next to me.


  Landon’s door opens with a creak and he falls out. I start crying though it’s making my eyes burn even more because I don’t know what’s going on. It’s too quiet. Landon comes around to my side of the car because my sister is laying on the floor boards and Cash is trying to wake her up. Landon picks me up out of my seat and I wince as my head rests against his chest. He sits me on the side of the road and shrugs his shirt off.


  He holds it to my face, “I know your arm is hurting but you need to hold this up to your nose.” I do as he says. “I think your nose is broken.” That explains the burning feeling in my eyes.


  The quietness that I was yearning to be ceased now erupts to levels that are equally as deafening. Landon opens Alexa’s door and she’s screaming and fighting him trying to get around to the driver’s side of the car to Steven. I can’t see inside the car from this angle but I know enough that Steven isn’t moving.


  All I hear is Alexa screaming and glass crunching as Madison stumbles over to me and sits down.


  There is blood pouring from a gash in her head, she turns quickly and vomits. I rub her back; it’s the only comfort I can offer because at any minute I feel like I’m going to puke as well.


  Landon stumbles, his arm is bleeding from scratches and gashes all over his body. He leans over, his hands on his knees as he vomits, at the same time dropping his cell phone.


  Having no idea where my cell phone is, I stagger over the wet pavement and pick up his phone dialing 911.


  “911, what’s your emergency?”


  I try to talk but no words come out at first. I clear my throat and try again. “There was an accident. Uh…We’re on Sunset Highway…” I look around and spot the mile marker, “mile marker ten.”


  “Can you tell me if anyone is injured?”


  I look around taking in the scene, a lump forming in my throat. This can’t be happening. It can’t be. This is a dream. I mean a nightmare. It has to be.


  “Ma’am, are you there?”


  Is anyone hurt? How I wish that no one was but it’s not the reality.


  “Ma’am?”


  “Yes---”


  Alexa crying hysterically screaming at Cash and Landon, “Save him!” stops me from talking anymore.


  “Can you tell me what happened?” The operator’s voice is calm and even just like they are trained to be. “Are you there? Ma’am, are you there?”


  I hold Landon’s shirt up to my face again briefly when I taste the metallic blood running into my mouth. “We…uh…we were driving west bound down the highway and hit an oncoming car.”


  “Is anyone injured?”


  “Yes… there’s a guy… on the hood. I think he’s dead. And Steven…”


  “Steven what? Is he injured?”


  “Yes.” I cry out, Madison squeezes her eyes shut when she sees Cash take his hoodie and shirt off and pushes it inside the car in between the door and Steven. “Steven… he’s bleeding out from his side.”


  “Okay, compress the wound. I’ve dispatched aid vehicles. They’re five minutes out. Take a dry cloth and press it against the wound.” I yell out the orders to Cash, he’s already doing that. “If he bleeds through that, put another one on top of that. Don’t remove the first one. Just keep applying more and don’t move him.”


  I tell Cash everything they’re saying and look to Landon, his hands are on the pavement as he kneels on the ground. He vomits again, maybe from the adrenaline rushing through him.


  Cars stop and ask us if we’re all okay. No one answers. We’ll never be okay.


  I start crying harder and I think the dispatcher knows this and tries to calm me. “Ma’am, stay calm. We’re sending help, please stay on the line with me.”


  “Okay… ” My voice trembles. In the distance, I hear the faint sirens and breathe a little easier.


  Cash puts one arm around Alexa and whispers in her ear. She’s fighting him and I see his mouth moving, speaking in soothing tones, trying to talk to her but she’s not having it. He’s so calm and collected you’d think he’d been in an accident before like this. I fear the worst in that moment like everything is suspended in life and we’re waiting for the inevitable impact.


  Steven dying.


  Landon is standing there hunched over just staring at the car, his eyes wide. He doesn’t know what to do. I want to go to him but I don’t.


  What do I say? What do I do?


  Madison lays her head on my shoulder and I feel the warmth of her blood soaking through my hoodie.


  Cash shakes his head walking away from Alexa. He comes over and wraps his arms around Madison and me. I rest my head against his shoulder, suddenly feeling too heavy to hold up. Alexa screams so loud I flinch and I feel Madison jump too.


  An older couple comes over to us a few minutes later after Cash walks away. The woman is asking Madison and me questions but neither of us are answering. What’s the point? It’s not going to change the events of tonight. There is some guy sitting next to Landon in the middle of the street and there are a bunch of people around Alexa and Steven.


  It’s too late…I want to scream but what’s it going to do? It won’t turn back the clock, lives have altered and been utterly ruined.


  The sirens from the cops, fire trucks, ambulances fill the quiet. There’s lights shining over the wrecked cars and it’s then that I see how bad the accident really is. It’s a miracle that the five of us made it out alive.


  An EMT bends so that he’s level with me. “Ma’am,” I look up, it’s all I can do. “Can you come with me, please, so that we can assess your injuries?”


  I nod and attempt to get up. Madison grabs my hand, it’s a life line for us. “It’s alright, Madison.” It’s a lie. Nothing will ever be the same.


  One moment changes everything.


  One day can ruin forever.


  That one day changed us forever.
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  Three Years Later


  September 18, 2013


  


  A game.


  The quarterback has a lot of choices and choices that are made on the field are rarely perfect.


  So he decides which play to pick ‘cause he wants to make another touchdown. He wants to put the points on the board for the fans to see.


  But when he makes that call to run the play he thinks is best, he will no longer have control over the outcome.


  Those decisions will be made for him.


  He will be part of something bigger than himself.


  He will be relying on ten other players who have eaten, slept and breathed these plays for weeks. The team knows the plays better than their own dicks. Cash is amazing with the way he sees the whole field and fits the ball into tight quarters. He's got a strong accurate arm, can get himself out of trouble, and has mobility and rare poise for a kid who's only seventeen. I've never seen him lose his head on the field. Ever. And I doubt I ever will.


  Then, the snap is called and everything is set in motion.


  I take off sprinting down the field, outrunning my defender.


  Everything is quiet. I hear nothing but my own breathing.


  In the end zone, I turn at just the right second, and the ball lands perfectly in my hands.


  I look down to my hands and smile. We did it again. We won another game making us state champions.


  Cash comes running towards me as I throw the ball to the ref knowing damn well I’m going home with the game winning ball tonight. He leaps and I catch him mid-air, “We fucking did it again. We fucking did it, Landon!”


  


  “Landon, man,” Colton kicks my hand that is hanging over the bed. “Your fucking alarm has been going off for twenty minutes.”


  I glance over to Colton pulling on a pair of sweat pants, “Let’s go, man. We’re going to be late to strength training and if you’re late again Coach...” He stops talking midsentence.


  Coach would bench my ass if I show up late again he doesn’t need to remind me.


  Jumping from the comfort of my bed and into reality I grab a pair of sweats off the floor and pull them on. Colton Myers is one of our tackles for the Oregon Ducks. He’s a cocky asshole but we get along well enough. Not like we really have a choice since we live together. He thinks we share a mutual hate for Cash but he couldn’t be further from the truth. I’ll never tell him that though, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.


  “Let’s go.” I say pulling a t-shirt over my head. It smells like sweat and dirt but I don’t have time to find something clean. I really need to fucking do my laundry.


  Twenty minutes later we meet up with the rest of the team in the state-of-the-art gym thanks to our proud sponsors. This is not exactly what I feel like doing this morning with a hangover but whatever. I’ll just sweat the alcohol out of my system and be ready to do it all over again tonight. It’s what I always do.


  Colton spots me, he’s rambling on about meeting up with some girl tonight, I’m not really paying attention to him. I rarely do. My attention is on the burn in my arms, it’s keeping the voices in my head quiet, at least for now. I hate those damn voices.


  “Are you going out with that girl again from the other night? What the hell was her name again?” Declan Collins, another of our tackles, asks.


  Colton looks around before answering him, “Madison.”


  The mention of Madison’s name catches my interest. I don’t stop pumping the weights up and down but I do listen. What the hell is Madison doing with a guy like Colton?


  Declan nods, “That’s right but wait…isn’t that Cash’s girl?”


  Jet pipes up from the bench next to mine, “Who fucking cares, the girl fucks like an animal,” he throws his head back groaning, “and she sucks dick like you wouldn’t believe.”


  I squeeze the bar a little tighter my knuckles turning white. Colton and Jet bump fists and laugh. I want to say something, I should say something but I don’t. Cash isn’t my concern anymore.


  Everyone knows that Madison is screwing around behind Cash’s back but he either doesn’t seem to care or he hasn’t figured it out yet. Honestly, I think it’s that he’s avoiding reality. I know if I was in his shoes I’d be avoiding reality too. He was planning on proposing to her the night we won the state championship in high school. Until…


  Saylor, who’s watching us in the mirror pipes up. “You guys need to be careful. Cash is right over there.”


  Colton gives him a disgusted look. “Who the fuck cares man? He’s a tool.”


  Saylor laughs setting down the weights then turns to walk towards us. He’s a big guy, probably close to 250 and 6’4”. Removing his hat he runs his hands over his dark hair and then replaces it. “Yeah, Colton, he’s a tool that just so happened to save that game for us last week where you were tripping over your feet every other play and Jet here couldn’t make a catch to save his life.”


  I want to laugh. I really do but I don’t. Instead I just keep lifting.


  “So set us straight then.” Jet pushes Saylor’s wide shoulder. “Is he just that dumb that his girl is fucking around and he doesn’t know?”


  “I don’t know, man.” Saylor’s not giving up the details on his boy and I respect that about him. “That’s not my business.”


  “Well, give us something here.” Colton says. They’re like a bunch of fucking girls. “Are they still fucking around with each other? I never see them together. I never see him with anyone. Dude’s probably gay.”


  Saylor rolls his eyes and sits down at the bench beside me. “He’s not gay, assholes. He probably gets more pussy than the both of you combined. And he leaves at least once a week at three AM and I know for a fact he ain’t going to the gym. He’s with Madison.”


  Jet and Colton don’t seem to give a shit and that doesn’t surprise me in the least. Madison is fucked up and this is what she is doing to cope.


  I need to get the hell away from this conversation. I don’t need any more drama in my life. I create enough of it myself. With shaking arms I give one last push up and place the bar in the rack and lock it in place.


  I reach for my water and towel, I shouldn’t say anything, but I do, I just can’t hold back. They don’t seem to understand that Cash and Madison have a long history. I smile at Jet and Colton. “What’s entertaining is that you two act like she actually gives a shit about you, much less remembers your dicks the next day. She never will.” Is all I say before I walk away not even giving them a second glance.


  There is one treadmill open in the long row of them, its right next to Cash. I need the exercise. I need the exhaustion so I step up on the machine. I place my water bottle in the holder and my towel on the hand railing. I feel Cash’s eyes on me so I turn my head in his direction. He stares coldly at me for a second before pushing the stop button and getting off the machine.


  Nice.


  We haven’t spoken in years. At least not off the field. I dig into my pocket and pull out my iPod and earbuds. Finding a fast, heavy song I crank it up and then turn the treadmill up as fast as it will go. I should start out slow but I don’t. I need to run the hell away from Cash, Macy, Madison, that night, everything. The voices keep following me though, no matter how fast I run, they are faster and louder than the music I use to drown them out.


  After my afternoon practice I meet up with Jay Lucas in the quad just after nightfall. It’s a secluded part, dark and off the walkways so no one can see. Jay’s the drug dealer I’ve been buying from since freshman year. Jay is a tall lanky guy covered in tattoos from head to toe. He has these eyes that look right through you like you aren’t worth the same air he breathes. Jay is not someone you ever want to double cross.


  Jay greets me with a nod, never meeting my eyes. Our greetings are minimal, less is always better, especially with him. “You got my stuff?”


  Jay reaches into his pocket and pulls out the dime bag. It’s only enough for one joint. I can’t risk being caught with more on school grounds.


  I slap the money in his hand and with my free one I take my weed. Jay and I give a curt nod and he’s off until he gets another text from me.


  I put the weed in the front pocket of my jeans and turn and head for my truck. I drive over to the stadium parking in the furthest spot in the lot and cut the engine. Campus Police know my truck since this is my usual parking place so they leave me alone. It doesn’t take me long before I have the joint in my hand, taking the first puff and hold it in my lungs for as long as I can. Once I feel the burning, I slowly let it out as smoke fills the cab of my truck. I reach over and turn up the radio, the beats of “Am I Wrong” by Nico & Vinz flow through the speakers. I laugh, the song title fitting the setting.


  Yeah, I am wrong but so fucking what.


  Reaching under the seat I pull out my bottle of whiskey. Unscrewing the top I put it to my lips and take a swig. The voices in my head quiet with every passing minute. Short lived, but I’ll take the solitude however the fuck I can get it.


  I don’t hear Alexa screaming, “Steven!”


  I don’t hear Macy saying, “Did you have sex with my sister?”


  And I don’t hear Cash saying. “We will never be bros again.”


  At least I don’t hear these things until tomorrow compliments of this bottle and this joint.


  As I sit there with my head against the seat, I think of Macy. It’s where I should be right now instead of here, trying to numb pain that’s overwhelming me. I miss my girl. Well, she’s not really my girl. I’m not sure what we are anymore and most days I don’t care. I think that’s why I almost fucked Madison that night at prom. Madison is different in everything else but she looks like Macy. She doesn’t make me try to feel anything like Macy does. Madison and I share the same blame for that night and Macy doesn’t understand that. She can’t relate to what it feels like to kill your best friend. I shouldn’t have been hanging out of the sunroof, I shouldn’t have been smoking and carrying on. I wouldn’t have caused the accident.


  “Goodies” by Ciara comes on the radio and the rush of memories hits me right in the fucking stomach and I’m tossed back to the night of senior prom.


  


  Why am I here? I don’t belong here.


  Those people made me sick. Look at them. Nothing fazed them. I hated how everyone was so happy and content with their lives. You know those houses with the shingles all messed up on the roofs with the gutters dangling, barely hanging on, with the cracked windows, and the summer grass up to your knees? While just down the street are those houses with the perfectly landscaped yards, freshly painted houses and expensive cars parked in the driveways? I was that roof on the forgotten house down the street. I was those broken shingles. I was that cracked window. I was that puddle that formed from the gutter hanging from the house. I was drowning, while she was that beautiful rose blooming down the street.


  Macy’s eyes went wide. It’s the song that was playing on the radio that night. I held her close to me when really I wanted to get the fuck out of here. All I heard was Alexa screaming and Macy and Madison crying. Out of the corner of my eyes I saw Madison run from the room. I looked around. Cash was talking with Coach Mitchel. He either was not paying attention to the music, which was nearly impossible or he’s chosen to tune it out as the memories of that night plague him as well.


  Macy leaned back and looked up to me with tears in her eyes, “Landon,” she took a shuddering breath. “Do you hear it?”


  Goosebumps broke out across my body, she remembered that exact second of the night that changed our lives forever. She pictured the dark, visualized the scene of the accident.


  “I’ll be back.” I told Macy, not looking her in the eyes. I couldn’t, I was barely holding on right then and I knew if I looked at her and saw the pain I knew was there I’d lose it.


  I think I knew where Madison had gone when she ran from the room; she was looking for an escape just like I was. After I checked some classrooms I came across the janitor’s closet.


  I knocked on the door and after a few seconds it opened and Madison was before me. The pungent smell from the weed she was smoking invaded my senses. Smoke floated between us, the constant ache seemed to fade just a little. It’ll never go completely away but it seemed manageable when I was drunk and high. Madison and I shared a bond that others didn’t. Or maybe it was guilt we shared that we simply confused as a bond? They didn’t cause the accident. We did.


  The only way I could survive day- to-day was to smoke, to drink, the sounds away.


  The bass of the hip-hop song pumped in the background. I smiled at Madison as I pushed off from the wall. Finally, everything was quiet and all I heard was the sound of our breathing. I swayed at first, I was drunk, numb. I twisted around and started dancing, shaking my ass to the beat of the music and chuckled. I was working it, doing the butterfly and all kinds of crazy shit. I fell backwards against the brooms when I tried to spin around once more. Madison laughed so hard she snorted. It was exactly what I was trying to do.


  I stepped forward. My left hand reached out to touch Madison’s hips as she moved and brought her against me. She wasn’t mine to touch, but I did anyway, testing a boundary that should never be tested. I touched because it was what I wanted right then. Fuck everything but that. I knew what I was doing when I leaned in. She did too. You can’t tell me we didn’t know and have me believe you.


  My mind faded, it was like looking through fog, trying to breathe in the thickest of smoke and see through the darkest of nights. I didn’t want to see right now. I wanted to be blind. Lock me in that broken down house; make me lie on the floor. Make me cold. Make me anything but alive to feel.


  When I blinked, it was Macy with me and then it just as quickly fades back to Madison. I could have stopped right then and nothing would have changed. It was just a kiss. But what did I want? What did she want?


  Madison gave me what I was looking for, the peace and quiet. She’d let me lie on that floor. She didn’t asking for anything in return. Just let me take what I wanted in the moment.


  Everything seemed different. It wasn’t the normal sweet tasting kiss. The high and alcohol was really messing with me. I wondered if Madison felt it too. My tongue moved against hers. I grunted, pushed her small delicate body against the wall.


  She groaned and pushed down against my leg harder. I gripped her ass in my hands, and raised her up so her legs were spread. Pressing forward, my erection dug into her. The newness, the anticipation, all of it sent a jolt through my body, a shiver I felt run down my spine. One I hadn’t felt in a while. We both gasped, her hands flew to my chest tugging at my tie and white dress shirt. I helped her out, my lips never breaking from hers.


  “I have a condom… ” I whispered, gasping for breath.


  Please don’t tell me to stop.


  Don’t.


  She didn’t say a word, her body started to shake. My hands fumbled to find the condom in my pocket but there wasn’t much hesitation on my part. She wasn’t stopping me either.


  Some rationality hit me then.


  Fuck. Stop, Landon. Don’t. Think of Macy. Think of Cash.


  My body wouldn’t listen. I wanted this. A way to cope. A way to forget for a second. I wanted to fuck her. I wanted to feel something and I was sure this was the answer.


  Madison’s body shook against me. “Landon…” she pushed against my shoulders. I didn’t stop. Instead I pressed against her harder trying to make her see.


  There was a click in the distance; my head turned as I looked over my shoulder and stepped away.


  Alexa.


  Fuck!


  I was soaring and then quickly faded. I was extraordinarily wrecked beyond forever. I crashed in the darkest of darks. I lost the only little bit of light I had left.


  Wrecked.


  Destroyed.


  Shattered.


  “Goddamn it!” I punched the wall and quickly pulled my pants up to go after Alexa. Madison followed behind me.


  We ruined everything that was barely holding up.


  We stepped out of the closet and came face-t0-face with Alexa, Cash and Macy.


  “I NEVER want to see you again, Madison!” Macy’s voice echoed through the hallway.


  My eyes meet with Macy’s when the severity of what we’d done had set in. I’d broken her, what was left anyway. The tears streamed down her face, I did that. I put those tears in her eyes again. I thought that was the last straw with us. How much more could I break her, screw her life up? I looked down, my shirt was ripped and my tie was gone. My head went to my hands, I fucked up royally. I didn’t mean to, I just wanted to forget for just a little bit. I saw that just those few minutes might have caused me to lose my forever, my light.


  I looked to Cash, he was shaking his head. He blinked and stared at me. I hated the look he gave me. I touched his girl. His. Not mine.


  Madison, who was standing beside me, took a deep breath; I could feel the trembling of her body from even a foot away. “We need to talk, Macy.”


  “No. Actually, we don’t need to talk because we’ve done nothing but talk these past four months yet nothing has changed. Nothing!”


  Madison’s eyes flickered to Cash’s before she looked back to Macy. “I know, and I’m sorry! I know that I hurt you and I hate myself. Just tell me what I need to do. How can I fix this?”


  “You can’t! You can’t fix anything you’ve done!”


  I slid down the wall, brought my knees up to my chest and dropped my head. Everything around me fell apart. I shut down, it was the only way.


  I couldn’t deal any longer.


  I’ve ripped those gutters off that house. I tore the door off the hinges, broke the windows and set the grass on fire.


  


  She’s right. We can’t fix anything we’ve done. Macy forgave me after that night as if it never happened. In reality, she forgave me before it even happened. That’s just Macy though. She wasn’t ready to lose the only piece of us we had left. I should have ended things right then and there between us but I couldn’t. I’m a selfish asshole.


  Tapping on the window causes me to jump. I look around, where am I? What the hell happened? I heard the tapping again and I look to see what’s causing it.


  Madison.


  I roll the window down a little bit with a shaking hand, “Get in.” My heart is pounding from the flashback like I had been propelled back in time and then with the tapping at the window I had been jerked back into reality.


  Madison walks around my truck and gets in. She rubs her hands together warming up her hands from the cool night.


  Taking the bottle of whiskey out of my right hand, she examines it and shrugs before taking a swig. It’s quiet for a few minutes before she asks, “Have you seen her since the season started?”


  She has this weird way of knowing where my mind is most of the time. Or maybe that it’s mostly on Macy these days and her guess is always right.


  Twisting my head to look out the driver side window I see all the cars have emptied from the lot. “Yeah. I took her out the other night and I said I would tomorrow too.”


  I face Madison as she nods, but she doesn’t look at me since she’s rolling a joint. I know it hurts that she doesn’t have her sister in her life anymore. Probably about as deep as it hurts that I don’t have Cash in mine. “What about you?”


  “I haven’t seen her.” Madison looks at me curiously.


  “I mean Cash. Have you seen him lately?” I wonder about what Saylor was talking about in the gym. I know they still see each other, and that it’s never public but I’m kind of curious. I want the two of them to work. I really do.


  “Yeah,” she laughs lightly bringing the joint she just rolled to her lips and tucking her long hair behind her ear with the other hand. “Before you played the Colonels, he showed up at my dorm for five mornings in a row before your morning practice.” I laugh because it makes sense now. Cash was an animal that week and playing like I’ve never seen him play before.


  Madison and I don’t say much after that, neither of us needing to. The whiskey and joint were doing its job and relaxing us to the point where nothing mattered.


  


  September 20, 2013


  


  After my second class lets out I text Macy and let her know I’m on my way to pick her up. We’re going to Pegasus Pizza. It’s her favorite place to stop for lunch. I swear as tiny as she is she can practically put a whole pizza away herself.


  I pull out front of her dorm just as she’s walking out of the door. Her ponytail swooshes behind her as she makes her way to the truck. Her hips sway just the way I like them. I bite on my bottom lip as she opens the door. We could have walked, it’s not far, but it’s raining hard right now.


  Macy’s warm perfume fills the truck and it takes everything in me not to pull her on my lap and take her right here and now. It’s been too long since we’ve been together last and my hand doesn’t seem to be doing the job anymore. I try not to let myself get too attached to the closeness that we seem to gravitate towards when we’re together so I keep her at an arm’s distance. She glances over at me shyly but with that little smirk on her face. She knows I’m turned on, she always knows.


  I pull on her arm and bring her closer to me, “Give me a kiss.” I always ask her first, I never just do it.


  She places a feather light kiss on my lips. She’s teasing me. Okay, that’s fine. Two can play this game.


  “Baby,” I whisper as she rests her forehead on mine.


  “Landon,” Macy says breathlessly.


  I lick my lips and the tip of my tongue brushes against hers. She whimpers as I pull away.


  Macy straightens herself and sticks her bottom lip out pouting.


  I chuckle softly as I put the truck in drive. That’s all I am allowing myself to indulge in. I’m letting the mood simmer until it’s about to explode.


  Macy and I score a booth in the back corner away from most everyone. The waitress takes our order. We sit and talk about school. I yawn trying to fight off sleep. I barely slept last night, as I rarely ever do, but last night I was lucky to even get two hours.


  Fucking voices.


  I couldn’t get them to stop even after getting high and drinking more than necessary.


  I glance around as Macy goes on about Heather, her roommate. I know she’s messing around with Declan but I don’t gossip so I just let her go on about it. I notice some geek with glasses too big for his face checking Macy out.


  “Who is that, Macy?” I ask giving a little nod in that douchebag’s direction.


  Macy looks all around, “Who?”


  Rolling my eyes I answer, “That guy over there staring at you?”


  Macy twists in the other direction, “Oh,” she turns back around. “That’s Will. He’s in my business strategy and planning class.”


  I nod because I want to rip that fucking guy’s glasses off and break his face for staring at her the way he is. It shouldn’t bother me but it does. Macy deserves a lot more than my sorry ass but it doesn’t stop me from being possessive over her.


  Will catches my eye and I smirk and nod in his direction letting him know I caught him. He quickly diverts his eyes and doesn’t look over at her again.


  The rest of lunch I go from acting like I’m paying attention to Macy to watching to see if Will looks over here again.


  He doesn’t.


  After we’ve eaten we drive back to the dorms. I park the truck then meet Macy around the front and we walk hand-in-hand up to our dorm building. The rain has let up a little bit and now it’s just a fine mist.


  “Is Heather in there?” I ask with a nod towards her wing of the dorm rooms. Even though Macy and Heather don’t share a room it never fails that Heather walks in on us so Macy refuses to have sex if she’s there.


  Macy nods, “Yeah, she doesn’t leave for another hour or so.”


  Colton is probably in our room jerking off again but I’m kicking that pussy out. I open the doors and allow Macy to walk into the building first. She adjusts her purse on her shoulder. She doesn’t want our time to be over yet, I can tell by the look in her eyes. And I’m not gonna lie, I don’t want it to end either. For once, the voices are quiet today and I’m having one of my better days.


  I pull her into my arms and she snuggles into my chest. “Come on.”


  She looks up, “Where?”


  We don’t spend time with other people when we’re together. It’s always just her and me. “To my room.”


  “Colton’s there, isn’t he?” She knows Colton’s schedule. We’re used to sneaking around to find a place to hang out together.


  I start walking backwards towards my room pulling her along, “Yeah, but not for long.” Now I just pray that pussy really isn’t jerking off.


  Surprisingly, when we get to my room it’s quiet. I don’t know where he’s at and I don’t really give a shit right this second. I only care about being inside Macy and losing myself for a little while.


  I shut and lock the door behind us. I throw my keys on my desk. Our room fucking smells and it’s a mess with clothes thrown all around. We really need to clean this place up.


  I stalk over to Macy. She’s nervous, afraid that any minute I’ll shut her out. She puts herself in a shell to protect her heart from me but today, right now, I’m cracking it open. These feelings are few and far between with me but when they are here I’m taking every single second of it. I don’t deserve her, I never had, never will, but for some reason she thinks otherwise.


  “You’re scared.” I state rather then ask.


  She blinks a few times, her cheeks turning pink. “A little.”


  I slip her purse off her shoulder, it hits the floor with a thud. I step back slightly and reach behind me with one hand pulling my shirt over my head. I have to lead this show. I have to put myself out there first. Macy’s eyes roam from the floor up to my bare stomach. Her fingers tap on her legs like she has to do something with them in order to keep from touching me. I flick the button of my jeans, then unzip them and they fall to the floor. Macy gasps and a smile tugs at my lips. I toe each shoe off and kick my jeans to the side.


  Finally, as if Macy couldn’t hold back anymore her fingers graze over my stomach. As soon as I feel the contact my stomach muscles tighten. She doesn’t move her hand but doesn’t pull it away either. Lifting her chin up I kiss her and she melts into me, slowly at first but then it’s like that shell cracks wide open with only my touch. I reach for the hem of her shirt and pull it off, her bra, pants and panties follow.


  Reaching for Macy’s hand I pull her to my bed with me. I kiss low on Macy’s shoulder while my fingers skate over her bare chest all the way down to her pussy. We’re watching our every move in the mirror that is fixed directly across from my bed. When we’re both watching each other it makes everything more intense. There is nothing in this moment but the two of us, everything and everyone is blocked out. Our hearts beat as one.


  I slide one finger between her legs and massage her clit. She’s already wet for me. Her eyes start to flutter closed but I bite down on her shoulder and her eyes fly back open. “Do you know how beautiful you are?”


  Macy’s breathing catches and she stares intently into my eyes through the mirror. She wants to believe me and she should but she won’t. That night took more from us than any of us are ready to face. I know she has self-image issues now after the accident. Her nose is slightly crooked but I think it makes her look more beautiful. I wish she’d see it.


  I continue placing small kisses down her collarbone. Then slowly I slide my body out from behind her but make sure that she can still see me. “Keep watching.” I tell her in between kisses I place on her chest.


  I cup her breast in each of my hands and take one of her nipples into my mouth. I kiss it, swirl my tongue around it a few times before moving on to the other one. I start to make my way down her stomach but she puts her hand under my chin and stops me.


  “My turn.”


  My heartbeat picks up a beat.


  I lie back on my bed as Macy climbs between my legs. She kisses me until her mouth reaches the waistband of my boxers. My dick is straining against them and it jumps as she kisses the head. Too worked up to take this slow I lift my hips and start sliding my boxers off not even waiting for her to move.


  Macy leans forward and licks the bead of pre-come before she lowers her mouth onto me. I groan as shivers rack my body. She sucks me in until I feel the back of her throat. My hips arch off the bed wanting to go deeper but Macy places a tiny hand on my stomach stopping me. Once she knows I got the message she slips her hand down and wraps it around the base of my dick. She pumps her hand up and down while bobbing her head at the same time. My breathing is shallow and I’m close but I don’t want to come in her mouth. I’m just about to tell her to stop as she slows down and then swirls her tongue around the tip.


  “Baby,” I pant.


  Macy looks up at me with innocent eyes. She presses my dick forward and licks the underside causing my stomach muscles to clench. I can’t take it any longer. I reach down grabbing her under the arms pulling her towards me and then rolling us so I’m on top of her.


  “My turn.”


  I lean up but she grabs my wrist, “No, I just need you now.”


  Nodding because I understand what she means.


  I cover her body with mine once more but not before sliding a condom on. I can’t wait another second to be inside her. I move my hands and position her hips so that my head is at her entrance. Pushing in very slowly my eyes squeeze shut from the tight sensation. I wait a second giving her a chance to adjust before pulling almost all the way out and slamming back into her again. I lean down and rest my forehead against Macy’s rocking back and forth. Our eyes lock and the intense raw emotions are almost too much. Macy feels it too as tears pool in her eyes. This is the “us” from our first time. Nothing is tainting our lives in this moment.


  Tears slip down her cheeks and she reaches up to wipe them away. “Don’t cry.”


  Macy gives me a sad smile before wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me closer to her. I can feel her heartbeat against my chest, that’s how close we are. She’s anchoring herself to me for however long this lasts.


  Her body racks with sobs and I almost stop but then her hips starts meeting mine thrust for thrust. My body starts humming from the state of ecstasy she’s propelled me into and my tempo speeds up.


  “I love you, Landon.” Macy’s muffled voice breaks through my fog.


  Leaning up on my elbows I tell her what she needs to hear in this moment. “I love you, too.”


  I shouldn’t have told her that but I do love Macy. I wish that I didn’t because I can’t ask her to live her life with me. I’ll just drag her down and she doesn’t deserve that. I’m too fucked up.


  Macy’s body stills and her eyes fix on mine for just a second before she’s clinching around me. The sensation does me in and I pump faster and my release hits hard. My vision gets spotty as I continue to rock in Macy at a slower pace. My body gives out and I collapse on top of her. She runs her finger nails up and down my back as I try and get my breathing under control.


  “Fuck,” I pant out. “I never wanted it to end.”


  Macy doesn’t respond. She knows me all too well, she’s waiting for that wall to go up and block the world out.


  I slip from Macy’s body with a hiss missing her warmth already and pull her to me. We wrap our arms around each other and fall asleep eventually listening to each other’s breathing.


  


  September 23, 2013


  


  I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and curse. I’m late meeting Jay, he hates that shit and I doubt he’s still waiting for me. I got held up by my professor. She’s concerned about me and my grades. Hell, I’m concerned about them, too. No matter what I do I feel like I’m always one step behind. I’m passing but just barely and I have to keep my grades up in order to keep my scholarship. I promised I’d get some help, it was a lie but she bought it. I don’t have time for help.


  I walk quickly just off the quad in my normal meeting place with Jay and thankful he’s still there. I hand him the money, he hands me the weed and I take off in the other direction in a hurry because I’m going to be late for practice.


  Colton and Jet greet me when I walk in. I throw my bag on the bench and pull out some clothes. The locker room is mostly empty except for Cash who is still getting changed himself.


  I reach into my jean pocket and pull out the baggie and shove it in my bag and zipper it. I look around making sure no one saw but when I glance in Cash’s direction he’s standing there staring at me, but acting as if he doesn’t really care. But he saw me and what I had. Fuck. I really didn’t need for him of all people to see that.


  I stare at him, wondering if he’s going say anything, only he doesn’t. He just shakes his head.


  I put on my basketball shorts and my practice jersey without my pads since we’re just doing catches and turn around to grab my helmet. I double check that I’ve locked my locker and run off to the field.


  We’re running plays getting ready for the game this weekend. Cash is throwing balls to the other receivers perfectly, nailing it each and every time. When he throws to me he makes me work for it. He throws the ball too short, too long, too hard. I keep up for the most part but I fuck up some that I should’ve been able to catch. He’s doing it on purpose and he has every right to. Coach is all over my ass about it and there isn’t a God damn thing I can do about it.


  After practice is over we all hit the showers. I hurry and rush around when normally I’m one of the last to leave.


  “Hey, man, where you going?” Colton asks.


  I pick up my bag and throw it over my shoulder, “I’ve got stuff to do.”


  When I walk past Cash I catch him say, “I bet you do.” But I don’t stop. No good will come of it if I do.


  I ride around in my truck for what feels like forever waiting for the parking lot to clear before heading back. The weed in my bag and the whiskey under my seat are taunting me. Finally feeling like I couldn’t wait another second, I pull into my normal parking spot and reach for the whiskey.


  I drink it down until my throat feels like it’s on fire. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and then do it all over again.


  I’m smoking when the familiar tap on my window comes. I don’t bother rolling my window down this time, I just simply hit the unlock button. Madison climbs in.


  “Hey.”


  I nod, “Hey.”


  She reaches into her purse and pulls out what looks to be cocaine. “You want some?”


  I stare at her wondering when the hell she got in so deep. She isn’t the Madison I once knew, not the one who liked to sit back and relax. Smoke a little weed and get drunk, now she’s into the heavy shit. “You’re in too deep, Madison.”


  She laughs bitterly, “You’re one to talk, Landon.” Madison reaches for a mirror from her purse and dumps some powder on it. Then she uses a credit card and cuts two straight lines. I shake my head and look away as she snorts it. This is some fucked up shit. What’s worse is that I’m not doing anything to stop it.


  Madison goes quiet, I glance in her direction. She’s drumming her fingers on her legs, she’s blinking a mile a minute and then her legs start bouncing causing the truck to sway slightly.


  “What’s that?” I say pointing to the bruise on her arm.


  She looks down quickly to what I’m pointing at then her eyes go crazy looking all around but never at me. “Nothing.”


  “Doesn’t look like nothing.” She shifts in her seat. “What if Cash finds out.”


  She finally meets my eyes for just a second. “He’s not going to.”


  I lean my head back against the seat wishing I had some more weed to deal with this shit. “What are you doing with Cash anyway, Madison?”


  She’s quiet, I don’t think she’s going to answer. She digs around in her purse and pulls out a water bottle. “You should talk, Landon. You should think about what you’re doing with Macy.”


  I huff, “That’s too much work.”


  [image: ]


  September 24, 2013


  


  “Labs are due at the start of next class.” Professor Smith yells above the noise of the students shuffling out of class.


  I’m last to leave class and when I step out into the hall I run directly into Alexa. The world around me freezes and I get hit with a wave of nausea. I’ve barely seen or spoken to her in these last three years. She hates me, she hates all of us, and I don’t blame her. I’d hate the world if my forever after was taken from me too.


  “Uh…Hey.” I stumble over my words.


  Alexa looks down and fidgets with her fingers. She looks horrible and I hate that. She doesn’t deserve to look like this. She used to be full of curves, gorgeous red hair, pale skin with freckles sprinkled over the top of her nose and the prettiest pale green eyes I’ve ever seen. Now, she’s lost so much weight, she’s skin and bones, her clothes hang off of her. She looks like the twelve year-old Alexa was before she hit puberty. She’s living through hell and my heart breaks for her.


  I never see her with anyone. I loved her, still do, she’s like a sister to me but yet I never have the balls to face her. To go to her and demand she starts living again. To keep her head held high like Steven would want her to but who the hell am I to say these things to her when I can’t do the same. I’m a coward. I’m lost and trying to find my way too.


  “How are you doing?” I try asking a question hoping I get some kind of response.


  It’s awkward standing here with her. I’m uncomfortable. I know she has to be too. I feel like an idiot. ‘How are you doing?’ real smooth Macy, real fucking smooth. She’s a fucking mess. Her life has been destroyed.


  Alexa looks up, surprising me, but just shakes her head and walks away without a backwards glance.


  I pinch the bridge of my nose, pissed at myself, pissed at her, pissed at the whole world. The memories start to bubble to the surface as I silently remember Alexa screaming. If I let them bubble over they’ll suffocate me and I can’t have that. I’m barely breathing on my own right now.


  I take a few deep breaths pushing the memories away. I put one foot in front of the other and remind myself that I’m still living for a reason and Steven would want me to keep living. Keep pushing forward when all I want to do is crumble.


  Landon is waiting for me just around the corner.


  “Hey,” he greets me.


  “Hey,” I look around wondering if he noticed Alexa walk past him but if he has he’s not letting on about it.


  Landon nods his head towards the doors, “You ready?”


  “Yeah, let’s go.”


  As we continue down the hall I see Cash walking towards us with Saylor right alongside him. My palms start to sweat a little because it’s always a little awkward when Landon and Cash are near each other.


  The past few minutes were hard and I can’t handle much more.


  God, let me hold my shit together long enough to get through this awkwardness.


  Cash winks and high fives me as he passes. I laugh nervously as Landon mumbles something beside me. Cash did that as a dig to Landon but I also know that he can’t ignore me and never will. He doesn’t care that Landon was there beside me.


  I pray every night that Cash and Landon will start talking again one day. But with every day, every month, every year that passes it just makes the chances of them mending things that much harder. I love them both and I need them in my life one way or another.


  Landon and I walk silently to our classes. I don’t know what to say so I say nothing. I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not going to stop talking to Cash just because they don’t talk anymore. We aren’t in grade school. Landon talks to Madison and he knows how I feel about that but I don’t say a word. I have every right not wanting him talking to her since he almost had sex with her on our damn prom night. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second in annoyance at myself allowing, hell, for forgiving him. Landon did cheat on me with my sister in some ways. I let him get away with it. I turned a blind eye because he’s all I have left of my old life. The life I want back. He’s my other half whether he sees it or not. I don’t try to run his life and tell him he can’t talk to my sister and he isn’t going to tell me I can’t talk to Cash.


  We stop in front of the door to the lecture hall where my next class is. I want to say something to Landon but what do I say? I’m sorry I talked to Cash? I’m sorry you hate it? I’m sorry you went to my sister when we were all suffering in one way or another? Yeah, no I’m not apologizing for that.


  Landon leans forward and barely brushes his lips against my forehead before turning in the other direction heading towards his class. That stings but I brush it off because I have to. What choice do I have?


  My life is exhausting. I feel like I go to battle every day and some days I wish I had the balls to just say fuck it all and move on. But I can’t. I don’t know how to move on without them in my life. Losing what little we are all holding onto is not a sacrifice I’m willing to make…so I deal, I fucking deal the only way I know how, just like Alexa does with her avoidance of us all, just like Cash does by his devotion to my sister, just like Madison does with her fucked up existence and her drug use, and just like Landon does with the walls he erects to keep those who love him at arm’s length and his need to always smoke weed and drink.


  


  September 28, 2013


  


  “Does this look okay?” Heather, my roommate, for the last three years asks.


  Heather can pull off any look she tries. She has the perfect complexion, something I wish I had. She can wear bright colors and look like she spent all day tanning. She can wear dark clothes and not look washed out. She walks out in a pair of black skinny jeans that are ripped up her thighs with a super tight, hot pink halter top paired with matching hot pink heels and she looks utterly flawless. Her short raven pixie hairstyle makes her look sleek and fabulous. I envy those girls who can pull off the flawless look. Heather is that girl and I love her like she’s family. She’s more of a sister to me then Madison has been.


  “I’m envious.” I pout.


  She puts her hands on her hips and cocks an eyebrow. “Stop that. You have no reason to be envious. I’d kill for your ass.”


  I laugh and turn back to the mirror and finish applying my makeup. Heather picks up the curling iron and starts helping me curl the ends of my hair. I’m not getting fancy for the party because I doubt I’ll even stay that long once Landon arrives. We’ve barely spoken since I high-fived Cash in the hallway a few days ago. I decided to go for casual, it’s not like I’m trying to impress anyone. I can’t handle having to please anyone else. I wear my favorite pair of worn jeans that have a fancy design on the pockets with a tight flannel shirt…so tight I have to leave the first few buttons undone in order to give my boobs room and I decide to wear my dark brown knee high boots that match my shirt.


  When Heather and I are ready we head over to Austin’s house where the party is being held. Austin’s a tight end on the team. It’s a little bit of a walk but since we’ll both be drinking there is no way we were driving. The walk is good for me anyway. It’ll give me a chance to clear my head a bit. Preps me for what I know will be a battle.


  We get about halfway there and Heather senses my uneasiness. “So, the boys won today?”


  “Yup.”


  Heather kicks a rock down the sidewalk. “Who’d they play?”


  “California Golden Bears.”


  I’m being short. I don’t mean to but I really don’t want to talk about the game. The game I should have went to but figured it was better I didn’t since I knew Landon wouldn’t want me there.


  “The score?”


  “Sixteen to fifty-five.” I look over to Heather and lift an eyebrow. “Where are you going with this?”


  She looks up to the sky still walking along, “Why didn’t you just go to the game? You never miss one.”


  I shrug.


  “Macy,” Heather says in a warning tone.


  I sigh, “Because Landon and I aren’t exactly speaking.”


  Heather eyes me waiting for me to continue. I shrug, “Cash high-fived me in the hallway when I was with Landon.”


  She starts laughing, she laughs so hard she bends over. “Are you fucking kidding me? What? Are we in grade school?”


  I smile, “I thought the same thing.”


  Heather links her arm with mine, “Girl, what are we going to do with you? You can’t live with him and you can’t live without him.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”
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  People are spilling out onto the porch of Austin’s house when it comes into view. We could hear the bass and people yelling and laughing from a few blocks over. We’re walking past Austin’s neighbor’s house when Heather nudges me. Some guy is pissing on a tree for the whole world to see. Two girls barely dressed are lying on the front lawn with Solo cups littered all around them.


  Heather grips my arm a little tighter knowing I’m about to bolt. “Don’t. Break out of that damn shell of yours and keep your head held high. You didn’t do a damn thing.” I relax, just a little bit. “If you don’t show, Landon wins. Is that what you want?”


  “Are we playing football now?”


  She stops walking and causes me to stumble a bit. “Macy…”


  I roll my eyes, “No, I don’t want him to win.” He always wins though.


  She smiles, “Good now put a smile on that pretty face of yours and swing those hips when we walk in that door.”


  I glare at her.


  She smirks, “I bet you ten bucks Landon talks to you within twenty minutes if you do what I say.”


  I raise my eyebrows, “You’re serious.”


  She drops the smile and steels her face, “Do I look serious?”


  I laugh, “My mother makes that face.”


  A shock of horrible flashes on Heather’s face, “Better your mother then grandmother.”


  We both start laughing and push through the crowd on the porch. It’s wall-to-wall people. Some are dancing, some are huddled in corners, a few are playing beer pong and the rest are standing around talking. Heather and I make a bee line to the kitchen needing a beer to make it through this damn party.


  A hand on my hip causes me to falter. I quickly turn around about ready to lay into the loser for touching me when Cash winks at me and has his hands up in surrender. “Just me, Mace.”


  My shoulders sag in relief.


  I lean over and place a kiss on Cash’s cheek. “Congrats on wining today.”


  Cash smiles, “Thanks, I didn’t see you at the game though.”


  I’m a little shocked that he even noticed that I wasn’t there. I didn’t think I mattered that much to him or anyone for that matter. “Oh you know, just staying clear.”


  Cash looks around before turning to look back at me. “I figured something was up. Landon was off his game today.”


  Good, serves the bastard right.


  I fidget with my hands, “Yeah, well I figured it was for the best. I think he needs some space.”


  One of the guys from the team, I can’t ever remember his name, comes over and hands Cash a beer. Cash takes it from him and gives it to me. “I can’t drink that shit tonight.”


  My brows draw in confusion, “Everything okay?”


  Cash waves me off, “Yeah, yeah. Just some shit I’m dealing with plus we’ve got a pretty big game coming up next weekend.”


  I spot Heather in the kitchen looking around for me. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll talk to you later?”


  Cash nods and walks off towards Saylor and a few other guys.


  When I reach Heather again she looks down to her watch, “I’ve got four minutes left in this bet. We need to make our rounds.”


  I roll my eyes as she takes my hand and we make our way around the house. We say hi to a few people as we pass by them. Heather looks over her shoulder, “You better be swaying those hips.”


  I laugh, “You’re fucking crazy.”


  She laughs right back, “You bet that fine ass of yours I am.”


  A shiver goes right down my spine and I freeze. “A fine ass you do have.” The sound of his voice charges the electricity flowing between us. I hate that he has this hold over me.


  I turn to face Landon. I don’t know how to respond to his comment so I wait for him to say something else. He reaches for my hand and brings me closer to him. I go because that’s what I do. He whispers in my ear, “I missed you today.”


  I close my eyes and rest my head on his shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d even realize I wasn’t there.”


  “You know better than that, I always see you.” Landon says, “And I’m sorry for being a dick.”


  I lift my head and stare into his eyes gauging his sincerity. I know Landon knows I always go to his games but I never knew he checked to see if I was actually there.


  He bites back a smile, “I’m sorry.” He mouths.


  I give him a little smile because that’s what I do. I always give into Landon Hayes. He’s my weak link. My heartbeat. My soul mate.


  Heather clears her throat behind us. When I turn around she has her hand out. I shake my head and dig into Landon’s back pocket pulling out ten dollars. He’s paying for this.


  “Told you.” She says winking and leaving Landon and I standing there.


  “Want to explain that one?”


  Landon pulls me into his arms. He’s so warm and comfortable. “Not a chance in hell.”


  He laughs and I feel his chest vibrate.


  I huff, “She bet me that you would be talking to me within ten minutes of showing up.”


  “That’s it?”


  I close my eyes and lean my forehead on his chest. “She may have mentioned something about me swaying my hips.”


  Landon groans, “Don’t listen to her, ever.”


  I lift my head. “You only do that shit when I’m with you. If not, I can’t promise not to beat the shit out of every guy who looks at you.”


  My Landon is back for just the briefest of moments but it’s enough to give me a slight hope that one day, someday, we’ll find our way back to each other.


  Landon and I gravitate to the kitchen away from the thumping of the music. He’s telling me about the game and what I missed. I let him tell me because I just want to hear him talk, I just want his attention, I don’t want to share him. I don’t tell him I watched every second of it on T.V.


  Things for the moment are back to normal with Landon and I. Whatever the fuck our normal is, I guess. There is no denying our attraction for each other but there is a mountain between us. I want to go down one side while he wants to go down the other.


  Landon’s eyes go cold and his body stiffens.


  Someone clears their throat behind us and I mentally scream because I know it’s Cash. And here I thought things were going so good.


  I turn in Landon’s arms and he brings my back flush against his chest.


  Cash looks directly at me never even acknowledging Landon, “I’m outta here. I’ll talk to you later.”


  I feel cold, something’s wrong. “Alright.”


  When Cash steps around us he bumps Landon’s shoulder so hard his back hits the wall. Landon pushes himself from the wall, visibly pissed with Cash and throws his arms in the air, “He’s lucky I don’t kick his quarterback ass!” He yells loud enough for Cash to hear, but it doesn’t stop Cash or even cause him to turn around. In typical Cash fashion, he holds up his middle finger before disappearing into the crowd.


  I push back on Landon’s chest, “Settle down, he didn’t mean it.” Then I nod my head in my sister’s direction.


  Landon grips my arms and moves me from his embrace. “I don’t give a fuck if he can’t handle Madison. Maybe he should just leave her the fuck alone and while he’s at it I wish he would fucking leave you alone too.”


  Landon storms off before I can even get a word out. People are looking at me, me, not him. Landon Hayes, number ten, wide receiver can do no wrong around here. Fuck that. Cash and him are the ones with the issues.


  I’ve learned my lesson years ago with Landon. When he’s pissed just let him go. He just needs to cool off, work whatever the hell is wrong out and then he’ll come back around. I know deep down inside that he isn’t coming back anytime soon. He walked off towards the stoners who are hanging out back. He’s promised me over and over again he was done with that shit but clearly he isn’t.


  Jet Johnson, a tight end from the team, gets up from his seat and gives me a little nod. I smile and take the seat he just vacated.


  “You know you aren’t the only one who deals with that shit, right?” he asks me.


  No, I don’t really know because Landon doesn’t talk about much of anything with me. “Well, that makes everything all better, huh?” That came out a little bitchier then I wanted it to and I know he was just being nice but I’m fucking tired of this shit. He’s pissed and I didn’t even do a damn thing.


  Jet smiles, “They could be fist fighting every day.” His smile widens. “Now that’s something I’d pay to see.”


  I try not to laugh but it’s either that or cry right now. I finish my beer hoping that Landon will come back before I’m finished. It’s a long shot but whatever.


  My eyes land on my sister across the room. She’s standing there with that guy Jay I’ve heard about. She looks uncomfortable as he gets closer and closer to her. I watch the two of them wondering what in the hell she’s doing with him. He’s bad fucking news.


  Jay reaches for Madison’s hand and they disappear into the crowd. My sister is a fucking idiot. I need to get the hell out of here.


  I stand and toss my cup in the trash can. “You leaving?” Jet asks.


  “Yeah, he’s not coming back.”


  He nods because he knows too.


  Heather is sitting on a couch on the other side of the room. I make my way over to her and she tries to look behind me.


  I shake my head, “Will you leave with me? I don’t want to walk home by myself.”


  Heather stands and adjusts her shirt, “Where’s Landon.”


  I look towards the door, “Cash talked to me.”


  “Alright, let’s go.”
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  September 28, 2013


  


  I lost my shit after Cash shoved my shoulder. He was being a prick. Taking it out on Macy wasn’t right but I’m so fucking sick of everything and everybody. I just need an escape. I knew coming to this fucking party was going to be a mistake but I also knew I needed to talk to Macy. It’s not her fault that Cash and I don’t speak. It’s my fault, everything is always my fault. I’m the fuck up.


  I storm off outside needing to cool the hell down. Once the cool fall air hits me I take a deep breath and hold it for as long as I can. I do this two more times but by doing that it sends me in search of the weed I smell. My body craves it.


  “Hey, man.” Jack says to me when I walk over to him. He’s the campus stoner, everybody knows this. He’s the one who introduced me to Jay.


  I give a little nod in his direction as he offers me his joint. I take a hit and hold it in until my lungs start screaming. I let it out and take another hit doing the same thing before handing it back to him. My blood starts pumping slower, my lungs aren’t working overtime and my head starts to clear.


  Looking around I notice a few people staring in my direction, it should bother me but I don’t give a shit. People treat me like I’m a God around here all because I’m a starting wide receiver and I’m having a great fucking season on the team. I hate it. I know in the back of my mind I should worry about these people watching me get high because it could get back to Coach but at this point in time I don’t care. It’s this or beat the shit out of someone. I need this to take the edge off things until I can get home.


  Jack offers me another hit and I take it. I need it. I want it. I crave it.


  “You alright, man?” Jack asks taking it back from me again.


  I pat him on the shoulder, “Yeah, man. Thanks.”


  He nods, “Jay’s here you know.”


  At the mention of Jay’s name things stop. I tilt my head to the side, “Where?”


  Jack nods his head towards the house, “In there with your girl.”


  My face instantly goes red with rage. I can feel it all the way to my bones. Those couple of hits don’t even faze me. Not now. He isn’t talking about Macy though. He’s talking about Madison. No one can ever tell them apart and there isn’t any way he could know that since he’s been out here the whole time I’ve been with Macy in the house.


  I set out to find out what the fuck Madison is doing with Jay at a party of all places. I’ve told her to stay the fuck away from him so many fucking times I feel like a broken fucking record. I push the back door open and look to the spot where I left Macy. She’s gone. I feel bad that I just left her but I needed to cool off.


  I catch Madison out of the corner of my eye and I stalk straight towards her. She’s walking down a hallway with Jay tugging her along. When I reach her, I grab her elbow and give a little tug.


  “What the fuck?” Madison says whipping her head around.


  Jay reaches towards his back but stops when he sees that it’s me. He was probably ready to pull his gun out.


  Madison places a hand on his chest, “Go ahead in the room. I’ll be right there.” She tells Jay.


  Jay doesn’t say a word but stares me down before walking into the room.


  I don’t let go of Madison’s arm, “I thought I told you to stay the fuck away from him, Madison. He’s bad fucking news and he’s going to fucking ruin you.”


  She wrenches her arm back, “You need to mind your own business.”


  I lean back against the wall, “You’re making a huge mistake. Leave with me.”


  Madison looks conflicted for just a second like she wants to come with me but the corner of her lip raises. She steps past me and into the room with Jay without another word.


  I bang the back of my head against the wall. “Fuck!” I yell. She shouldn’t be in there. I shouldn’t have let her go. I know what’s happening behind those doors. He’s gonna get her high, and then have his way with her then leave her there naked and exposed for anyone else who wants their chance with her. She’s gonna let him too because that’s what Madison does. It makes my stomach turn and I bet if Cash really knew, it would completely break him to know what she does and what guys do to his girl. If I were Cash, I wouldn’t be okay with this. There is no excuse, none. Even if the tables were turned and it was Macy, I wouldn’t let her self-destruct.


  I bang my head again before storming out of the party and back to my empty room with my full bottle of whiskey.
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  When I arrive back at my dorm I slam the door shut and lock it, locking the world out. I can’t fucking take anything else. Trudging over to my bed, I sit down and run my hands through my hair. I can’t get the mental images of Madison and Jay together. It’s fucked up. She’s fucked up. He’s fucked up. I’m fucked up.


  Why can’t she just see how bad he is?


  I pull open my desk drawer and pull out the bottle of whiskey I have hidden in there. Something drops to the floor but I don’t care right now. I need that burn. I need the numbness. Unscrewing the top, I take a pull directly from the bottle.


  I put the bottle on the floor and reach behind me to pull my shirt off. It’s cool in here, the cinder block walls not offering much warmth but the whiskey does the trick. I toss my shirt on the floor and pick up the picture that fell out.


  It’s Macy and I in Cannon Beach lying in the hammock where we spent most of our time when we were there. Just the two of us together. Macy’s face is slightly pink from spending the days playing around in the water. She has a hand placed on my cheek staring intently into my eyes.


  I swallow hard trying to breathe in deep, easing the pain but nothing helps. My eyes burn like a motherfucker and I rub at them with the back of my hand.


  “Fuck.” I reach down and take another swig, it does nothing but burn so I keep it up until the burn is suppressed and I feel numb.


  I hold the picture so hard in my hand it starts to shake. Where did that girl go, the one who could never wipe the smile off her face? The one with the dreams bigger than life itself? The one with the master plan? That’s right. I fucked that all up. I killed our best friend. I ruined her dreams, wiped the smile off her face in a single night. I’ve ruined my dreams and the dreams of our friends. The fucked up thing is I continue to do it. I tried to stop. I laugh at myself. Who the fuck am I kidding. I didn’t try to stop, I don’t even want to. It’s the only way for me.


  I have to get high and drunk to cope with this shell of a life I’ve created to keep the fucking voices and sounds quiet. It’s my survival. Macy doesn’t need or deserve that. She’s got too much going for her.


  Time passes as I sit here and stare at the picture. Sometime later there is a knock on my door. I climb off the bed and go to open it. I know who it is even before opening the door. It’s Macy, she’s checking on me like she always does when I’m livid the way I was at the party. She’s making sure I’m not still stuck in my own head with my thoughts.


  She’s leaning against the door with her Ducks hoodie and yoga pants on with her hair up in some messy bun thing. I stare at her thinking how adorable she looks when she’s tired.


  “What happened to you?” she asks, never making the attempt to come inside. She’s waiting to see what I’m going to do, how I’m going to react.


  I shrug and open the door wider allowing her to come in. I’m here by myself still, Colton’s at the party and probably going home with that chick he was talking to earlier.


  Macy and I do the same dance we’ve done so many other times. I sit on the end of my bed in only my boxers as Macy strips off her clothes and climbs in behind me. But there’s something else here, I can feel it. She’s afraid I’ve pulled away all together tonight. This is her testing me out.


  She takes her smooth gentle hands and runs them up and down my back comforting me. I wish it was comforting, I do. But it’s not. It’s complicating things for me. When she knows I’m still tense, she leans forward placing a kiss on my shoulder blade where I have Steven’s name and Jersey number, the same number I have now, tattooed on me. A permanent reminder. My body tenses again, waiting for the memories to hit me full force but nothing happens.


  I reach for her and pull her around so she’s sitting on my lap. I reach up and tuck a piece of her hair behind her ear. She’s beautiful, even without the makeup she cakes her face with. She’s pure right now, like when I met her, innocent knobby kneed little girl who ate the frosting off my cupcake in the fourth grade and tried to convince me it was her sister. She’s that same girl who gave me her innocence without question when I didn’t deserve it. And now here she is, giving me another little piece I didn’t deserve. Her.


  Macy reaches up and cups my face staring into my eyes so intently, just like the picture, her naked body pressed against mine. Just like when we were back at Cannon Beach. I close my eyes and lean into her touch.


  “Make love to me,” Macy whispers.


  It’s never ‘fuck me’ with Macy. She’s not that kind of girl. She doesn’t do rough, she loves slow and gentle. My stomach clenches and I grip her hips hard. I shouldn’t give into her but I do. I always will. I do because the way she makes me feels silences things for a bit. She makes me believe there’s more to this life when I’m not thinking about the reality that I live in.


  I nod my head and push her back a little bit so I could free myself from my boxers. Macy’s face flushes as she watches me grip myself. I reach behind her and cup her ass bringing her closer to me. I push inside of her with ease. Her head comes down to rest on my shoulder, moaning at my touch. I grip her hips and rock in and out of her. It’s slow, painfully slow. I’m memorizing it. Just like that photograph and the memories I have of her, I never want to forget moments like these when it’s pure between us.


  Macy runs her hands over my shoulders and into my hair, tugging gently. She knows it drives me crazy when she does that.


  This position is new for us sitting here holding on to each other with everything we are. I know deep down I can’t keep doing to this her. She’ll never leave me, ever. So it’s up to me to push her, push her over the edge and not want to hold on to what we have left. But I can’t make myself do that. I keep saying to myself, even right now, I can change and be good for her. Only problem is I never do. Instead of finding comfort in her the way I should, I find it in a bottle or a joint.


  Or her twin sister.


  I’m constantly turning away from her only to have her turn me back around. I wish she’d leave me, put me out of my goddamn misery.


  It’s times like this—when her eyes lock with mine—that I wish we were fighting instead of this raw emotion between us that fuels the passion we both have for each other. Fighting I can handle, emotions I can’t. I’m weak when it comes to that, to her, I’m the weakest of them.


  I push everything out of my mind and move with determination. It has to be this way. It’s for the best. I throw everything that’s left of me into soul-searing sex between us. My movements becoming harder, faster, my left arm wrapped around her waist, my right on her ass moving her against me. Macy’s panting and gently biting down on my neck and it only fuels my fire and sends me over the fucking edge. Macy’s body tightens around me and I push harder into her chasing my own orgasm, praying she’s close because I’m not lasting.


  “Oh Landon,” she cries out.


  Her body goes limp in my arms as I continue to drive into her. It starts out low in my stomach building rapidly and then it hits like a freight train.


  “Damn,” I grind out still pumping in and out of her slowly as my release hits.


  I rest my head on her shoulder and it’s then that I realize she’s crying. Shit. Was I too rough? Did I hurt her?


  No, that’s all I’ve ever done is hurt her. This is more. This is her knowing there’s no chance for us. Not when I can’t give myself to her in the ways she needs.


  I lift her chin and a tear slips down her cheek. Her next words break that last piece that was holding me together. “You stole my heartbeat.”


  I blink, pulling away from her, and the words come out before I can stop them. “I can’t steal something you give to me over and over again to destroy.”


  She says nothing because she knows it’s the truth but yet she doesn’t give a shit. She’d rather hold on to what we had and not what else is out there in the world, outside of this bubble she put us in.


  A short time later Macy grabs her clothes and starts to get dressed. “Where are you going?”


  She looks at me like I’m stupid and maybe I am. “I’m leaving. I can’t do this with you anymore.”


  I laugh bitterly. “Are you running off to Cash now?”


  Macy stops and turns to me. Anger rolling off of her as she yells, “What the fuck is your problem?” She pushes me back and I fall on the bed. “Why do you always think that? Have I ever given you a reason to believe something is going on between Cash and me?”


  I look away because she hasn’t. I’m just jealous that she still has a friendship with Cash.


  “Answer me, Landon?” Macy pulls her shirt over her head and grabs her purse off the floor. “You can’t answer me, can you, Landon? You can’t because you and I both know that I haven’t.”


  She pulls the door open and storms out.


  Finally, she’s pissed and I hope this time she stays away.


  


  October 10, 2013


  


  “Landon, I’m worried about you. Your grades are slipping.” Professor Robinson says when she looks down at the piece of paper in her hand. It’s yet another test I failed. I shouldn’t have but I did. It’s not like I didn’t try studying but Madison had other ideas about halfway through and I got side-tracked with getting high with her. Forgetting about what was important.


  I nod my understanding.


  “I think you need to get a tutor if you plan on passing this class and keeping that scholarship of yours.” Mrs. Robinson gives me a pitiful smile and I hate her for it. She knows about my past. How I’m not exactly sure but she knows. She’d mentioned it one time when she called me down for failing the first assignment.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I say reaching for my test that she’s handing me.


  I run up the steps two at a time so I can make it to my next class on time. Just another thing I need to worry about on top of all the other shit I’ve got going on. And the fucked up thing about it is I can’t even call Macy to help me. I haven’t spoken to her once since that night she told me I stole her heartbeat. I guess in a way she’s right because when I do catch a glimpse of her around she looks fucking horrible. I did that. I caused her to look like death. She has dark circles around her eyes; she keeps her head down unless she’s with Cash. And I can tell she’s not eating, not many would notice it but I do.


  After my last class I head to practice. I’m late, like normal these days. I change out of my clothes and step into my shorts. When I turn, Coach Lander is leaning against the lockers with his arms folded holding his clipboard.


  “Landon.” He greets me. It’s cold and I know shit’s about to get real.


  “Coach.”


  He takes a deep breath and takes a step forward. “Son, I’m know you’re on something.” I don’t acknowledge the truth he just spoke. “Get off, Landon. You’re fucking your life up.”


  I hang my head in shame because he’s right. “Yes, sir.”


  Today, I just need to get through today and then I’ll lay off so I can pass the drug test I know is coming up. Just one more day is all I need.


  


  October 12, 2013


  


  We have a game in Seattle against the Washington Huskies. Colton, Jet and I are eating breakfast. I don’t feel like eating much but I know I have to in order to keep up with the game. Colton sits down with a plate filled with eggs, bacon, ham, and hash browns. Jet sits next to him with eggs, bacon, sausage, and hash browns and a big glass of water. I only took as much as I knew I’d be able to eat which is only some eggs and toast. I’ve been drinking water since I woke up and it’s filling me up.


  We eat in silence lost in our own thoughts of the game. Declan joins us a few minutes later looking like shit.


  “You alright, big guy?” Jet asks.


  Declan nods and buries his head in his arms that are resting on the table.


  I get up from the table without a word and toss the food I didn’t eat in the trash and go back to my room.


  When I get back I pack up everything I need for the game. Something about the game today seems off. I don’t know what it is but something is just off. I try to shake it off on the way out to the bus.


  I sit on the bus next to Colton who is snoring and every time we hit a bump his head smacks the window. He never even budges. I’m reviewing plays of the game from last year trying to find my game plan against them. We’re on a winning streak and I want to keep it up.


  When we arrive we are escorted in by police. We don’t have many fans who travel the hours and miles to watch us play but we do have some diehard ones. They cheer for us as we step off the bus and walk into the stadium locker room.


  Some of the guys are quiet in their zones while others are laughing and carrying on, pushing each other’s buttons to psyche them up for the game.


  I don’t talk to anyone, I need my focus.


  After we suit up we, as a team, walk out on to the field and get a feel for it. We walk up and down, feeling the weather and taking in the atmosphere. When we’re done we head back into the locker room where the dressing coaches and trainers wrap ankles, injuries and talk about other little job assignments.


  Once everyone was suited up and taped up we went out onto the field and warmed up. When we were good and loose we jogged back to the locker room and lined up.


  Cash and Saylor ran out for the coin toss.


  Saylor runs back followed by Cash. We won the coin toss and we’re the receiving team so we get the ball back after half time.


  Late in the third quarter we’re huddled. Cash calls the plays and we break.


  “Hut, hut.” Cash yells.


  The ball snaps and I take off down the field outrunning my opponent. I turn, my hands open waiting for the ball that I know will land there any second.


  It never comes.


  Cash gets sacked so hard his head bounces off the ground and his helmet flies off. I look for Colton wondering where the fuck Cash’s block was. He’s lying on the ground without a soul near him. He should have been there. I don’t take my eyes off of him.


  He climbs to his feet and jogs off to the sidelines. I follow behind him because I want to know why he wasn’t there defending Cash in the pocket. I do get a glance in Cash’s direction. He’s telling the trainers that he’s fine, he’s not though. They put him on a stretcher and cart him off to go get checked out.


  The number two backup quarterback, Brian, runs out onto the field and we all follow. I’ll have to deal with Colton after the game.


  When we all got back to the locker room I went straight for Colton. That stupid fuck knew exactly what he was doing when Cash got rocked. He should have blocked that guy, it’s the only one he had to worry about.


  Colton has his back turned away from me when I come up and shove his back. He turns around ready to fight. “You wanna finish this now?” he cocks an eyebrow. “Why are you so pissed? I thought you hated him. Who cares if he got rocked out there tonight? His cocky ass deserved to be roughed up a little.”


  I get in his face and shove my finger into his chest, “He’s not cocky for one thing. He’s better than all of you cocksuckers combined. Better than any of us are and you just put his entire career in danger, asshole.”


  Colton backs up a step, “Again, Landon, why do you care?”


  He doesn’t understand, none of them do. “Because he’s worth it and that’s what matters.” I take a step back shaking my head. There is a crowd that has formed around us and everyone is just watching and waiting for the explosion. It’s not coming though. Colton isn’t worth it, none of them are.


  


  October 15, 2013


  


  Madison and I have a Statistics test that’s coming up. She calls and asks if I want to study with her. Of course I do. I’m falling behind in that class and can use any help I can get.


  “Want to pick up a pizza and meet me in my dorm?” Madison asks as soon as I answer the phone.


  Groaning I answer, “What time?” I don’t really want to go over there because I don’t want to run into Macy in the hallway but whatever.


  “A half hour?”


  I roll out of bed, “Yup.”


  I quickly get a shower and leave to go pick up the pizzas and go to Madison’s.


  I make one quick pit stop to pick up beer after I got a text from Madison reminding me to get some because what’s pizza without beer? I didn’t need a reminder because she never asked for the beer, she didn’t really need to though, I know she doesn’t have any money.


  “You really do love me, don’t you?” Madison says as she opens the door for me.


  “Funny, Madison.”


  We’re sitting on her bed with our back against the wall and the pizza box lays between us.


  “I just don’t get it,” I groan, “She’s like my fucking mother at times.”


  I see the hurt in Madison’s eyes. “You know what I don’t get…I can’t blame Macy for hating me. But what hurts the most is that she forgave you and not me. I don’t get it.”


  


  “Did you sleep with Madison?” Macy asked as we sat on her bed the next day after the disaster that prom was.


  “No, I didn’t have sex with Madison. Alexa walked in before that happened.” I answered honestly.


  “Would you have if Alexa didn’t walk in?” She said through a cry.


  I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already had but I can’t lie to her either. Instead of answering her, I just nod my head.


  Macy gasped before a strangled cry escaped her. “Why Landon? Why are you running to Madison instead of me? Why?” She cried.


  I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “You’ll never understand, Macy.”


  “And Madison does?”


  I nod, “She understands the pain.”


  Macy pushed me until I was almost falling off the bed. “I was there too. I saw the whole fucking thing happen and there wasn’t a damn thing I could have done to stop it. It was an accident, Landon. An accident. You didn’t burn him on purpose with that joint. You didn’t swerve the car into an oncoming car to get back at anyone.”


  I know that there is a slight chance that I didn’t cause the accident because the guy driving the other car was drunk. His blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit.


  “If I wasn’t smoking, I wouldn’t have dropped the joint. Steven would still be here!” I yelled back frustrated that she doesn’t understand. “See, this is why I run to Madison.”


  Macy just cried and I let her. I didn’t comfort her because she had every right to be mad at me. After a while she settled down.


  “I don’t want to lose you too, Landon.” She said with a scratchy raw voice.


  She didn’t realize that she already had but I don’t tell her that. If she needed me to be able to cope then so be it. It’s all I could do to make this a little bit better for her.


  “Will you go to sleep with me?” She asked while yawning.


  I didn’t answer her but I did lie back in her bed with her. She wrapped her body around me. “Please don’t leave me?” She said sleepily.


  Before I even had a chance to answer her she was fast asleep.


  


  Madison hands me the joint back that we are smoking. I inhale and ask Madison something I’ve always wanted to know. “Would you have let me?”


  “Let you fuck me?”


  “Jesus…” I laugh. Madison is always so blunt about things. I love that she keeps it real and doesn’t try to add the fluff all the time. “You’re so fucking crass.”


  “So…” Madison shrugs, clearly avoiding my question. By the way she’s staring at her hands, she doesn’t want to answer it, or she’s thinking about something else entirely.


  “Answer it.”


  “Answer what?”


  I roll my eyes. “Stop avoiding the question.” I need the answer. I stone my expression. “Would you have let me?”


  Madison thinks for a second and I’m curious what she’s going to say next. It could be anything knowing her. “I probably would have let you stick it in.” I shake my head, she’s fucking kidding around. “But then I would have stopped you.”


  “Oh man,” my head falls back against the wall with a thud as I laugh, “that would have totally sucked for me.”


  I wonder what would happen if I did have sex with Madison. We’ve had so many opportunities that had we really wanted to, we could have.


  I’m not lying, I have thought about it. She’s so different than Macy that I wonder.


  That’s all I ever do though. Wonder.


  I can’t bring myself to do anything more because she’s not Macy.


  I would have done just that too. I would have taken anything she would have given me that night. It’s what I did. Madison is one of the very few people I trust completely. She understands me on an emotional level that I don’t let others see. She knows me almost as much as Macy does. The only difference is that Macy gets the physical side. People may see me around campus and at parties with other girls but they don’t know what happens between them and me. Only I know. Yeah, I’ve kissed other girls, I’ve felt them up, I’ve stuck my hands down some of their panties but that’s all that has happened. The second I get close to going further Macy flashes into my mind and it’s like a bucket of cold water has been thrown on me. And whether I want to admit it or not, Macy has my heart wrapped around every possible side of her so much so that no one will ever be able to separate us.


  


  October 17, 2013


  


  I met Jay at our normal spot before heading over to the party. I could have brought Madison along with me but she needs to stay the hell away from him.


  When I arrive Jay isn’t here yet so I lean up against the tree and out of the rain to wait. I adjust the hat on my head and then pull my hoodie up.


  The quiet of the night is interrupted when I hear someone whimpering. I glance around wondering where it’s coming from.


  “I told you I wanted my money.”


  Jay. I stay hidden in the shadows, out of sight, and listen.


  “I’m gonna get it for you. I just need a couple more days.” The kid begs.


  “And I told you no.” Then suddenly I hear Jay’s fist connect with the kid’s face. “Tomorrow, that’s all you get. Don’t make me come looking for you.” He follows that with another punch and the kid cries out.


  Freshman year when I first met Jay I knew he was bad news. I knew then not to fuck around with him, never to get in too deep with him. I was walking to my dorm one night after a late class and heard the cries of someone getting hit repeatedly, an eerie sense of déjà vu overtakes me because this is exactly what I just heard again. I walked around the side of the building and stopped in my tracks. Jay was standing over some guy who was curled up in the fetal position. He brought his arm up; in the light it looked like a pipe of some kind. He slammed it back down against the guy’s side and he screamed out.


  Not wanting Jay to think I’ve heard what’s happened I slip my headphones on but don’t turn the music on. I pull my phone out of my pocket and look busy looking through it when he approaches.


  Jay stands before me and I look up in surprise. “Hey, man.” I greet him keeping my tone nice and even not giving away that I know he just beat the shit out of some kid.


  He doesn’t answer me, never does. Jay hands me what I asked for in my text and I reach into my pocket and pull out the money I owe him. I never owe him, ever.


  Jay tucks the money in his right pocket and pulls out a napkin or some shit from his left and wipes his bloody knuckles off.


  “You gotta leave Madison alone.” I blurt out before I even realize what I’ve said.


  Jay stops wiping his hand but doesn’t look up. He never does, it’s beneath him to look someone in the eyes. No one is good enough for Jay. He laughs bitterly, “What are you, her fucking boyfriend?”


  “Fuck no, I’m not her boyfriend.” I try to laugh it off. Damn this guy makes me so uncomfortable.


  “If you know what’s best for you, Landon Hayes, you’ll mind your own fucking business.” He throws the napkin on the ground and walks away without another word.


  Well, that went fucking great. I just pissed a drug dealer off more than he already was. Awesome start to the night.


  [image: ]


  October 17, 2013


  


  I haven’t seen Landon, except in passing, in weeks. We exchange an occasional text, nothing too deep. There is a wedge between Landon and me after I told him that he stole my heartbeat that last night with him. He threw my words back in my face telling me that he didn’t steal something I just keep giving him over and over again.


  Well, screw him. I don’t think I can try anymore. I’ve given him everything hoping he’d come around and want me as much as I want him but clearly he’s blind. I can’t keep trying. It cracks my heart every time I let him in and this last time hurt the worst. I can’t fix someone who doesn’t want to be fixed.


  “Hey, Macy,” Will McDaniel says as he takes a seat next to me in class.


  I smile politely when all I want to do is give the world the finger. “Hey, Will.”


  Will is a really nice guy. He’s adorable in a nerdy sort of way. Tall and skinny, his dark brown hair sticks up all over the place. His brown eyes shine through his dark rimmed glasses that rest on his perfectly straight nose. He normally dresses in a button down shirt that he always has tucked into his jeans with a pair of Converse. His assignments are always done on time, never misses a class and most of the time he has his nose in a book.


  “Did you finish your assignment?” he says eyeing my books.


  I nod, “Pretty much.”


  He goes to take a seat next to me and almost misses the chair. Will’s cheeks flush and I want to laugh, have to stifle it in fact because I know it’s not appropriate. “How about you?” I know his is done; it’d be a cold day in hell if it wasn’t.


  He goes to tap his pen on the table but it flies up in the air nearly hitting the guy in front of us. The control I had on him almost missing the chair and now this, well, I can’t help but to start laughing and Will’s cheeks are blazing red with embarrassment.


  The guy in front of us turns in his seat and glares right at Will. Poor guy starts shaking but before Brent or Brian says anything I speak up. “Sorry about that.” I smile sweetly hoping to distract him.


  He nods once, “No problem.” He hands me the pen then turns around.


  I reach over and slide the pen across to Will. “Thanks.” He mutters under his breath.


  Our fingers graze each other’s and Will quickly pulls away like I’ve burned him. I tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear and look away to the professor standing at the front of the room. What the hell was that?


  The rest of the class passes in a blur. Will and I keep exchanging glances but not saying anything else to each other. When class is over we walk out together. We’re walking down the stairs and he trips over his shoe laces but thankfully catches himself before falling over face first. I’m not sure I can hold back the laugh if he does something else because I’m barely containing it now.


  Will looks up at me and I lose it. Like stomach clutching, bent over belly laughs. His glasses are sitting crooked on his nose and his hair seems more of a mess now than before class started.


  “Are you alright?” I ask between laughs.


  He adjusts his glasses and wipes his hands down his jeans. “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.”


  We walk out of class and down the hall but Will’s steps falter. I glance back, “What’s the matter?”


  Will looks past me and I follow his direction. Landon is walking down the hall towards us. When I turn back to Will he’s gone. He’s nowhere in sight. What. The. Fuck?


  Sighing, I continue walking. As cute as Will may be he’s a little weird. The closer I get to Landon my palms start to sweat and my heart sinks into my stomach. I’m not sure if I should stop and talk to Landon or keep walking and act like he’s not there.


  Landon stops in my path.


  Thankfully, I don’t have to make that decision.


  I don’t look up at first and he doesn’t talk until I do.


  “You coming to my game Saturday?”


  I shrug, “Do you want me to?”


  Landon studies me for a second, “Yeah, I guess.”


  I roll my eyes, “You guess? No I’m not coming.”


  Landon raises an eyebrow.


  I sigh. Of course his mind would go there.


  Landon shifts his weight to his other foot, “I want you there.”


  “Okay.” I answer simply. It’s all I needed to hear.


  He tips his head to the side, “Okay, you’ll go?”


  “Yes, Landon, I’ll be there.”


  And I mentally curse myself. Why can’t I be strong enough and not cave into him. He hasn’t spoken to me in weeks and the first thing he asks of me I practically fall to his feet in obedience.


  Landon tilts my chin up and places a lingering kiss on my lips that make my knees go weak.


  “I’ll see you Saturday.”


  I blink and try to settle my heartbeat. When I open my eyes he’s walking away with yet another piece of my heart. One I most assuredly just handed to him on a silver fucking platter yet again.


  


  October 19, 2013


  


  Heather and I go to Landon’s game against the Washington State Cougars. It’s perfect football weather, the sky is clear and it’s around sixty degrees or so. The football players are wearing their pink helmets, cleats and socks for Breast Cancer Awareness month. After tonight’s game they are planning on donating some of the equipment to help raise funds for a basketball coach who passed away a few years ago that used to coach at the University of Oregon.


  The stadium is packed tonight. Sitting in the stands you can’t help but get caught up in the excitement of the game. I’m dressed in jeans, sneakers, a hoodie and my number ten jersey on top to show my support for Landon. My hair is swept up to keep it out of my face since it’s a little breezy.


  “What changed your mind about coming to Landon’s game?” Heather asks taking a sip of her drink.


  I shrug, “He asked.”


  She gives me those ‘are you fucking kidding me?’ eyes. “Really?”


  I nod, “Yeah. He stopped me in the hall after class and asked if I was going to his game.”


  Heather shakes her head and looks around the stadium.


  The Ducks aren’t having a great first half. They fumble the ball three times but manage to score twenty points in the first quarter and another fourteen in the second. They’re winning thirty-four to twenty-four.


  Holden is playing his ass off tonight. He’s kind of pulling this team along for the first half.


  “Jesus,” Heather says. “Is it always this intense?”


  I laugh because it is. “Most of the time. They’re not playing a hundred percent just yet. They’re more of a second half team so just wait.”


  Heather grabs her stomach. “I need a Tums or something.”


  I laugh. There are days when I needed one too. Watching Cash get sacked and when he was carted off of the field on a stretcher was one of those days. I’ve watched these boys get sacked more times than I can count so that part doesn’t faze me anymore.


  “I’ve been watching Landon, Cash, and even…” My eyes tear up just thinking about him.


  Heather wraps her arm around me and I rest my head on her shoulder. “It’s alright.” Heather says soothingly.


  I know it is, it’s the way it is. It’s not fair that he was taken from us but we’re here and we’re breathing. I should be thankful for that but it doesn’t lessen the pain. Years later it hasn’t lessened it. I still wonder when this will ever get easier.


  I let Heather comfort me until the half time show is over and the boys come back out on the field.


  Cash finally found Landon in the third quarter and was able to complete a pass that scored them another touchdown. At the end of the third Cash was able to hand the ball off to Holden and he scored another touchdown right as the quarter ended.


  Heather and I got to our feet cheering them on.


  “See, I told you. They always seem to play better in the second half.”


  Heather sits back down and grabs her stomach again. “Doesn’t make it any easier.”


  I laugh and bump her shoulder with mine when Declan turns to her and blows her a kiss.


  I turn and stare at Heather in shock. “Is there something you want to tell me?”


  She blushes.


  “Heather?”


  She looks away briefly, “We may or may not have hooked up recently.”


  My jaw hits the floor. I didn’t see that coming. Declan is the complete opposite of Heather’s type.


  The crowd groans. The Ducks fumbled the ball and the Cougars ran it in for a touchdown. The score is now forty-eight to thirty-one.


  “You’re giving me the details after the game.” I tell Heather, watching as Cash drops back in the pocket looking around to see who’s open.


  “Nothing to tell really. We were at a party, one thing led to another, I went back to his room, he kicked Jet out, we went at it and I left.”


  “Just like that?”


  “Just like that.”


  “Have you talked to him since?”


  She laughs, “Is this twenty questions?”


  I look away embarrassed.


  “No, I haven’t seen him since.” Heather answers.


  I look over at her, “How do you do that?”


  Heather laughs again like I just asked a funny question. “I’m sure you can figure that part out, Mace.”


  I roll my eyes, “Smartass.” I watch the ball sail down the field and one of the Cougar’s players bats the ball away from Landon before he could get his hands on it.


  “Oh, shit.” I hear someone behind me say.


  Oh shit is right. Landon grips the guy up, they were helmet to helmet, exchanging words I’m sure, before a player from both teams broke it up.


  “Temper much?” Heather snorts.


  “You have no idea.” Landon runs back to the team and they huddle up again. “What I meant was how do you sleep with him and then not talk to him for a few days? Don’t your feelings get involved?”


  Heather regards me for a minute. She’s thinking about what to say to me. How to answer the question so I’ll understand it. “Landon slept with other girls, right?”


  I nod.


  “Did those girls mean anything to him?”


  I shake my head. “He said that no one mattered but me.” I look away. “I don’t know if that’s true though.”


  Heather smiles sadly at me. I hate that she pities me. “Well, it’s the same for me. I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I’m here to have a good time. I’m leaving my emotions out of it.”


  I let that sink in for a few moments. She doesn’t put her emotions into it. She doesn’t feel it. She doesn’t let it. She’s just having a good time. Is that how Landon thinks? I know he’s messing around with Madison even if he says that he’s not. I know they’re still friends and they hang out a lot. I’ve even seen him countless times over the years flirting with other girls at parties. I’ve watched him tease girls when he doesn’t know I’m in the same room as him. Hell, I’ve seen him kiss a girl or two right in front of me.


  Does he leave his feelings out of it like Heather does? Does he numb himself with them? I know he doesn’t care about them. He sees right through them. I see it in his eyes. The only time he’s not looking through someone is when he’s with Madison and me. My stomach turns. My sister. It makes me sick to think that he can find comfort in her. He finds comfort in me too and he tells me it’s only ever me he feels but why can’t I be enough? Why can’t he just see me?


  Fuck.


  Why am I still with him? Why can’t I be strong enough to walk away? Hell, why can’t I turn my feelings off and just live my life the way he is?


  “You okay?” Heather asks nudging me in the side.


  I blink a few times clearing the tears away that were doing their damndest to form. “No. I’m never okay.”


  Heather’s sad eyes meet mine. “He doesn’t know how lucky he is to have you, Mace.” Heather hugs me to her side. “I’ve told you before. Play a game he understands.”


  “I don’t know if I’m strong enough.” I whisper and I’m not even sure she heard me with the cheers from the crowd.


  “You are, Macy. You don’t see what I see. You’re stronger than most of us here.”


  It’s then that I let a single tear fall. I don’t feel strong. I feel defeated. I feel sacked.


  Heather and I don’t really talk the rest of the game but she finds little ways to comfort me. She knows I’m hurting. She knows that she opened up my eyes and I’m seeing things in a different light. I’m seeing things through the darkness. I’m seeing things that Landon sees. I’m caving. I’m locking my feelings away. It seems like it’s the only way.


  Take what I have now or leave it.


  I barely paid attention to the rest of the last quarter but the Ducks won sixty-two to thirty-eight.
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  Word travels around that there is a party at Tim’s house tonight. Heather and I walk back to our dorm after the game to change and get ready but my head is a mess and I need to clear it. When we get back to the dorms I feel like the walls were caving in around me.


  “I’ll be back.” I say to Heather and slip my shoes on.


  Her eyebrows shoot up in surprise. She just got out of the shower and she’s standing in our room in a towel. “Are you going to the party?”


  I nod because I know I will. “Yeah. I just need to clear my head.”


  “Mace,” Heather whines.


  “I’m fine. I promise. I just have to get some air.”


  She sits on her bed, “I didn’t tell you that stuff earlier to fuck you up. I’m sorry I brought Landon into it.”


  I shake my head. I’m not sorry she did. “It’s not that.” I open the door and step into the hallway before she can say anything else. I didn’t mean to make her feel like shit but now I’m confused.
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  After walking around for a while I head back to the dorms to get ready. I stayed out long enough that I knew Heather would be at the party by now.


  I get dressed although I don’t even know why I’m really even going to this party. No, that’s not true. If Landon wants to mess around, why can’t I? Why can’t I turn my feelings off like he does? Like Madison does?


  I decide to wear the short jean skirt that Landon loves and the flowing black off the shoulder top and a pair of black boots. I sweep my hair up into a messy bun and leave a few strands of hair out. I apply just a little makeup and I’m ready to go in twenty minutes. I grab my light jacket with the hood since it’s raining and I’m out the door.


  The walk is short to Tim’s. When I get there the party is in full swing. Holden is out on the front lawn talking to a bunch of the guys from the team. I look around and don’t see Landon.


  “Hey, Macy,” Declan says as I walk past the group.


  He’s talked to me a time or two but he never went out of his way to say anything to me before and it takes me a few seconds to catch up.


  “Hey.”


  The rest of the guys turn to look at me. Holden, who is by far the best looking one of the group in front of me, smirks. He nods his chin in a greeting.


  I smile and look back to Declan. “Landon in there?”


  Declan’s eyes fall to the ground and gives a little nod. A shiver comes over me and I wrap my arms around myself needing the warmth. The protectiveness.


  “Thanks.”


  I walk away and I hear one of them say, “Landon’s a fucking idiot.”


  I step into the house and my eyes take a second to adjust to the darkness. The bass of the song matches the thump in my chest. I walk into the living room and stand behind the couch looking around for Heather or Landon, hell, even Cash at this point.


  My eyes scan the room.


  My hands rest on the back of the couch.


  My heart is hammering.


  I can feel the room shifting.


  My body leans against the couch.


  My hands grip the back of the couch tighter. They’re cold and clammy.


  I spot Heather in a corner talking to a few girls. She doesn’t see me just yet.


  I see people flowing in and out of the kitchen with their cups full of beer.


  My breaths are coming in shorter pants.


  Then my eyes spot the number ten jersey. I see his lean body; I would know that body anywhere. I let my eyes roam down his body. I gasp when I see a pair of tan legs wrapped around his waist.


  The music fades.


  My heartbeat stops.


  All the air from my lungs rushes out.


  Landon has some girl pushed up against the wall. His hand is on her thigh under her skirt.


  Landon must feel my gaze burning into the back of his head. He turns and his eyes land on me. I let the anger take over. I replace it with the heartache he is causing. He’s cut me deep, so deep.


  The memories of prom flash through my mind.


  Landon moves his hand and her legs fall from around his waist. I see her lips moving but Landon turns and walks away. He’s not hearing her or maybe he’s ignoring her.


  I need to get the fuck out of here. I can’t let him near me. I open the front door and step outside. It’s raining harder. Declan, Holden and the rest of the guys are now standing on the porch.


  “You okay, Macy?” Declan asks.


  It sounds muffled like he’s talking through a tunnel. I look up to the sky. It’s dark like my mood, like my life. Without answering I start running down the stairs towards the street. I pull the hood of my jacket up shielding myself from the rain, the cold, but it doesn’t faze me. The bitterness from the cold slips into me and starts to crystalize the blood pumping through my body aiding me in shutting the emotions off, the torment of what I’ve seen, an image that can’t be unseen. How would he feel if these roles were reversed? If that was Holden or Will who had my legs wrapped around their waist, their hands up my skirt. How dare he…how fucking dare he?


  A car coming down the street heading in the direction I’m going lights up the street. I step into the street. The car slams on its brakes as they spot me. I take off when I hear the door to Tim’s slam shut. I dash across the street towards the park that I passed on the way here. My heart starts pounding. I hear the swooshing in my ears. Fuck! The park is dark and eerie, somewhere I shouldn’t be by myself. I know this but I go anyway.


  Landon catches up to me, “Macy.”


  I don’t stop running. I go quicker, needing to flee.


  “Macy, stop.” The wind picks up and pushes my hood off my head.


  I spin around, my eyes narrow, body taut, ready for a battle. I start to shake my head. “You stop, Landon. Just go back to whatever her name is. Do you even know her name?”


  He tries to look innocent. “I wasn’t doing anything.”


  I fold my arms across my chest and laugh dryly, “Yeah, it didn’t look like you were doing anything. Did you feel how wet she was? How wet you made her from just giving her the time of day?”


  I’m livid. He’s a fucking idiot if he thinks he can tell me he wasn’t doing anything.


  “Yeah, she was wet. So what? Does it hurt you to know I made her wet?”


  He wants to be the cocky asshole that he is to everyone else. Well, fuck that. Turning away from him I start to walk away. I take a few short steps and Landon blocks my path.


  He nods towards his truck, “Let me take you home. You shouldn’t be walking out here by yourself.”


  I shake my head, “Fuck you. I’d rather be out here in the rain then be anywhere near you.”


  Landon nods, agreeing. “You hate me that much?”


  I scrunch my nose up in disgust. “I hate you more than you will ever know, Landon.”


  He smirks, “Good, we’re getting somewhere.”


  I try to step around him but he blocks me again. I try again when he reaches forward grabbing me around my waist. I try to bat his hands away but he lifts me off the ground and throws me over his shoulder.


  I pound on his back screaming, fighting, to get down. “Put me down or so help me God, Landon.”


  We reach his truck that is parked just a little bit away. He opens the passenger side door and places me on the seat. I try to get up but Landon pins me with a look.


  “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I repeat for what seems like the hundredth time.


  Landon slams the door shut and walks around the truck. I reach for the door handle and open the door. I swing my legs over the seat and I’m about to hop down when he grabs my arm stopping me.


  “I’m taking you home.” He says coldly. He puts the keys in the ignition but doesn’t start it. Turning his head to the side he takes me in.


  My body trembles and I run my hands up and down my legs. “Let’s go. Take me home so I can get out of these soaking wet clothes.”


  “I’ll show you wet.” Landon mumbles under his breath.


  I gasp, my eyes finding his, and I see the seriousness in them.


  “In your dreams.” I huff and sit back adjusting my shirt. I try to hide from him. There is no hiding though. Landon sees the hurt, the pain, the darkness. Landon leans over, his body like a magnet, and slips his hand around my neck. I don’t move, don’t pull away. I should but I don’t.


  I tremble. I hate that he has this control over me. I thought after my pep talk to myself earlier that I would be able to check my feelings but I should have known better. Landon has a spell over me.


  He places a hand on my knee and kisses me. His tongue slips into my mouth as his hand inches up my thigh.


  Stop him Macy. Don’t let him do this.


  Landon reaches my panties and pushes them aside. I can’t do this.


  I push Landon’s arm. “You can’t do this after you just had your fucking hand up that bitch’s skirt, Landon.” My words burn him. I’ve never told him no when it came to anything sexual before. “If you want some go back to that piece of trash. You seemed to have been having a good time with her. You weren’t thinking about me.”


  He doesn’t answer me at first. Just stares into my blue grey eyes that used to be so light, so carefree. But he dimmed them, damn near darkened them.


  “You, Macy. It’s always you.”


  I suck in a breath, shocked by his admission. “I wish I believed you, Landon.”


  He nods, “I wished you did too.”


  I sit there in my seat, quiet. I’m contemplating everything he just said to me and I’m pissed at myself for giving into him, for allowing him to give me that little bit of pleasure. Pissed I let myself feel. The power he has over me regardless of how fucking angry I am at him is almost overwhelming. I yearn for what was, yet I’m reduced to being satisfied with what we are.


  I reach for the door handle. I’m about to run. I have to get away from him or I’ll just let him take me home and let him have his way with me.


  Landon stares straight ahead when he says, “You running to Cash now?”


  This time it’s me who smirks, “Maybe I am.”


  His eyes train on the street lights casting the tree shadows over the hood. “Are you fucking him and not me?”


  Huffing and shaking my head I open the door. I turn my body so my legs are dangling over the seat. “I’m fucking whoever I want, Landon. The dead fish that you seem to be isn’t quite doing it anymore. At least Cash is about something. At least he’s trying to live his life.”


  And then I’m sliding out of the truck and running down the street back towards the party.


  The rain has fizzled to a mist. As I approach Tim’s house I see Declan wrap an arm around Heather and they go back inside. I don’t want to ruin her night after probably ruining the game for her earlier. I don’t want to go home yet either so I sit down on the front steps.


  A little while later I spot Cash out front. He sees me and a warm smile presents itself. He’s exactly what I need tonight. A friend.


  “You okay?” He asks bumping into my shoulder.


  When he asks it’s like a dam opens up. “I’m going to kill Landon. I hate him so much sometimes.”


  Cash looks scared, like he doesn’t know what to say to comfort me but he doesn’t need to say anything, him just being here is enough.


  “I know of a party!” He says a little too loud. Cash is well on his way to being drunk. It doesn’t happen often but when it does it’s a riot. And it’s exactly what I need.


  We go three houses down to another party. A party I know Landon’s not going to be at.


  Cash gets us beer and we sit down on the steps that lead upstairs. My mind drifts back to Landon and Madison on prom. It’s always that night for me. It’s a memory that will never go away.


  Could that have been Cash and me in that closet finding comfort? Could I ever turn off my feelings enough to be with Cash like Landon was going to do with Madison?


  “Do you ever think about us together?”


  Cash looks at me like I’ve lost my mind and at this point I think I have.


  I shrug. “What?”


  “Me and you?”


  I nod.


  “No,” he answers a little too quickly. “Never.”


  I shouldn’t be surprised by his answer but it hurts a little bit. I’m just like Madison in appearances. Why couldn’t he think of me like that?


  “Oh.” I roll my head side to side feeling like an idiot.


  “Well, fuck, I didn’t mean it like that, Macy but it’s the whole bros before ho’s thing.” Cash throws an arm around my shoulder trying to soften the blow. “I just meant that you’re like my sister in so many ways that it would be weird to think of you as anything else.”


  Saylor, Cash’s roommate, and Austin, another teammate of Cash’s, find us and we start doing shots. We’re carrying on having a good time when my phone beeps. I pull it out of my pocket and see it’s a text from Landon.


  


  Landon 11:38pm: How’s Cash?


  Landon 11:39pm: Fuck. I’m sorry.


  Landon 11:40pm: I need you.


  


  I look up to see Cash looking at me. He knows it’s Landon texting me. “There’s always a choice, Macy.”


  “Sometimes there’s not, Cash.” Because really there isn’t. It’s not often that Landon says he needs me. I want to run to him. I want to be there for him but then I think about that girl with her legs wrapped around him. It should have been mine but they weren’t.


  Cash and I walk into the other room where it isn’t so loud. The alcohol is flowing through my veins now and I’m feeling a little braver.


  I smile, “Would it be totally inappropriate if I sent him a text that says I miss his penis?”


  “Probably. But that’s pretty classy. I want someone to send me a text saying they miss my penis.”


  I type the message out to Cash instead. “Done.”


  “You’ve never seen my penis?”


  I laugh. “How would you know?” I’ve seen Cash naked a few times, his ass mostly. He doesn’t know that though.


  “Have you?”


  My cheeks flush, “No. I’m teasing.”


  Cash winks at me. He’s in a playful mood. “Do you want to?”


  Oh my God. “Cash!”


  Cash holds his hands up. “I’m teasing!”


  I roll my eyes. “Yeah, sure you are.”


  “Mostly, I was.” Cash says with a wink.


  Cash and I are standing next to the wall and a P!nk song comes on. I can’t help but sing along. Once the lyrics start it’s like something in me clicks and I come in tune with it.


  I’ve always loved to sing, mostly in the shower, but nonetheless I love it. Not many have heard me because honestly it kind of embarrasses me. Cash, Madison, Landon, Alexa and of course my parents are probably the only ones who have ever heard me. Madison and I used to get our hair brushes out after our showers when we were little and would have a sing off. Madison couldn’t hold a tune to save her life but it was fun. I secretly think the only reason she did it was to hear me sing. She’d ask me any other time and I couldn’t do it. I hate the spotlight.


  A couple of times when Landon was sick he’d ask me to sing to him. He said it was soothing and he’d always fall asleep. I don’t know if that was a bad thing or a good thing.


  “You should get on that America’s Got Talent or American Idol… whatever that shit is called.


  I wave him off because it would be a cold day in hell that I could do that. I don’t have the balls.


  “You need to, Macy. You have the talent.”


  God, not him too. Madison said the same shit. Landon knows better than to bring it up anymore after one horrible fight we had. It gives me anxiety. “Cash…drop it.”


  We stand together holding the wall up for a few more minutes before he leads me to the dance floor. We’re dancing when “Blurred Lines” comes up. I throw my arms around Cash “I love this song!”


  I never dance unless it’s with Landon. I never felt comfortable enough, it kind of feels like cheating to me so I don’t do it. Cash’s hands wander down to my ass. I don’t push him off because I’m safe with him. It’s Cash, it’s my best friend. We dance like this for a few seconds before I turn and press my back into his chest.


  I look around, people are staring, mostly the girls. They wish they were with Cash, I can see it in their eyes. I start working my ass up against Cash. I look over at one girl, her eyes trained on Cash. His hands are on my hips matching my moves. The girl bites her lip. She looks over at me, her expression changes from lust to jealousy. This should feel wrong to dance like this with Cash but it’s not. He’s my best friend.


  I feel Cash step back a step but he leans in, his chest pushing against my chest. “Stop, Macy. You’re making me hard.”


  My cheeks burn with embarrassment. I didn’t mean that but he is a fucking guy, guess I should have known better. “Sorry.”


  He slurs his words, “I’m not trying to be a dick. Just…I’m drunk.” He lips brush over my cheek lightly. “You keep that shit up and I’ll do something stupid.”


  I’m drunk too and I just don’t give a shit what he says. I’m shutting my feelings off. I’m living in the moment. I push back and grind back into him. I guess I am teasing him.


  I look over to the girl who was watching us. She grabs hold of poor Saylor and pulls him a few feet away from where Cash and I are. She turns so her back is to him and then she grabs his hands and puts them on her hips and grinds into him.


  Saylor looks over to me with wide eyes and mouths. “What the fuck?”


  I throw my head back and laugh.


  The song changes to “Rake City,” the tempo slows down and the bass takes over my body. I turn in Cash’s arms and throw my arms around his neck, “I’m so drunk.”


  I know Cash is too. His cheeks are flushed, his eyelids drooping but he’s got that smile that tells me he’s had too many.


  He slides a leg between mine and it changes my movements. It’s friction. It’s wrong. It’s so wrong to grind against his leg but I do it anyway. And it feels good. Wrong, but good.


  My heart rate picks up. I’m feeling brave, braver then I ever have. This is Cash I try to tell myself, it’s not Landon. Is this how he feels when he had that girl pushed up against the wall? Does he loose himself in the moment?


  I look into Cash’s eyes. They’re glazed over.


  “Do something stupid.” I whisper into his ear still grinding against him.


  A look comes over Cash like he’s unsure what my words even mean. He grabs me by the wrist and leads me down a hall where there are a bunch of people fucking around. Did I push him too far? Can I do whatever is about to happen?


  Cash stops and backs me up against a wall. Something is about to really happen and I’m not even doing a damn thing to stop it. He pushes himself against me. “Is that what you want? Me?” Cash whispers in my ear. “I’m not Landon, Macy. I don’t fuck like him either.”


  My eyes widen at his admission. I don’t know how anyone fucks. I’ve never been fucked, never even thought about it. Cash takes a step back and his eyes soften. He’s waiting for me to push him away. He’s begging me to push him away.


  I shift on my feet from the sudden change. “I wouldn’t know…”


  Cash’s eyes roam from my chest to my eyes. “Know what?”


  “How you fuck.”


  Cash looks away for a second, “Fine,” his hand that he’s leaning near my head goes to the button on his jeans. “Wanna find out…right now?” His lips are moving and he’s saying something else but I can’t hear him. All I see now is him. It’s like my brain shut off for a moment.


  Cash’s lips are so close. I can feel his breath against my lips. I let my mind wander.


  How would he fuck? It’s like I’m lost in a daydream and my mind creates this vision of what it would be like should I let him.


  


  I see him unbuttoning his jeans. I feel his hardness against my center. I see him lifting my legs up and wrapping his hands around my ass and the feel of what it might be like.


  He presses harder, his fingers curling around the edge of my panties as he yanks hard. The fabric digs into my skin and they give as he rips it away.


  “You wanted this. Take it.” One hand moves to my neck around my throat and squeezes. My heart thumps against his hand, his eyes are dark and never like I’ve seen before. I know now why my sister has always been drawn to him. Cash is warm and comforting but he doesn’t hold back with anything when it comes to passion, at least not on the field. I know now him having sex is no different. I would crave it, should I give in. Could I give in?


  I see the appeal that Madison sees, he possesses you. He’s a monster. He’s not the golden boy everyone thinks he is. Cash makes you see him and the passion that pours out of him like water. You give yourself over to him because that’s all you can do.


  If I give in to Cash physically there is no doubt that I would not survive. There would be no more Landon. He would be a distant memory. There would be no more Macy. Cash would have destroyed me and everything that I am. I’d no longer be the girl who wants the soft gentler side that Landon gives me. No, that wouldn’t work anymore. Cash would change everything I know with that all-encompassing passion he exudes.


  I look at him and a small smile tugs at the corner of his lips because he knows what I’m thinking. I try to push his arm away but he just squeezes my neck tighter.


  “This is what you crave, I know it. I see it in your fucking eyes.”


  I try to talk, to tell him this isn’t what I want but I can’t. The pressure he has on my throat stops me. No, it’s not that. I just can’t say the words to tell him that I don’t because a small side of me wants it. He’s fucking possessing me. He’s wiping all of my memories away. He’s showing me what else there is. It’s like he’s a drug and I know I shouldn’t take it but I want to. I’m craving it. Why Madison wouldn’t want this addiction for the one she pays for is beyond my understanding. Cash is all that and more.


  Cash leans in and when he talks his lips brush against mine. “I will fuck Landon out of you. You won’t remember anything that he’s ever done to your body. You’ll learn things about your body that you never knew before.” I swallow hard. “I’m going to own your body.”


  My head falls back against the wall as he enters me. He’s rough and it should hurt but it doesn’t. My heart is beating too hard I’m afraid it’s going to give out or maybe it’s the lack of oxygen. My back burns as he pounds into me relentlessly.


  Cash moves back, my body following, and pushes me up against the opposite wall. “How bad have you always wanted this?”


  His hand that is on my ass reaches up and grabs my hair causing my head to snap back against the wall. I blink trying to clear the darkness.


  


  I pant, trying to catch my breath. Thank God that was just a vision. Thank you! I swallow still feeling Cash’s hand around my neck. His chest presses against me.


  I raise my hand, “Don’t.”


  I shake my head trying to clear the daydream away. When I look back over to Cash, he smiles then buries his head into my neck. I should push him away but I don’t. It was just a dream, Macy.


  Cash bites my neck, “You’re a fucking tease.”


  I giggle and shove him away. It’s fucking hot in here. No, it’s not, it’s the dream that’s making me hot.


  “And you made my penis hard.”


  I relax and roll my eyes, “You’re such a fucking weirdo, Cash Bryant.”


  “I’m hungry.”


  I tense. Holy fucking shit.


  Cash laughs, “For pizza. I’m hungry for pizza.”


  My shoulders slump in relief. “Uh-huh.”


  As we’re walking to the pizza place I wonder if I should tell Cash about the dream. Every time he bumps into my shoulder I tense. It’s not a bad thing, it just makes me a little uneasy because it could be a reality.


  We sit down, order a pizza and some beers. When the waitress comes back Cash asks her to bring a bottle of Jack Daniels over. She looks at him but nods and walks away. No one denies these football players anything.


  “Do you think that’s a good idea?” I ask when she walks away.


  “It’s a great idea.” Cash says in between bites of pizza.


  The waitress sits the bottle down in front of Cash and he gives her a killer smile. He’s working on her and she falls for it. Her cheeks flush as she scurries away.


  Cash takes the paper of the straw off.


  I raise my eyebrow at him. “What are you doing with that straw?”


  Cash puts the straw in the bottle. “It’s so much simpler.”


  It takes him a few tries to get the straw in his mouth. He’s still sucking on the straw as his arms pull the bottle away. Some of the whiskey dribbles down his face. Cash reaches up and wipes it away with the back of his hand.


  I look away trying to hold back my laughter. I’m not as drunk anymore. I’ve still got a buzz going but that’s all I can allow myself. Clearly I can’t handle my alcohol if I almost had sex with my best friend.


  When I look back to Cash he has a serious look on his face. “Do you have one of those Sippy cups Bentley uses?”


  I can’t contain the laughter that bubbles up. Cash is adorable and so carefree when he’s drunk. He’s fun and playful.


  “No, I don’t have a cup your sister uses with me.” I laugh harder when he frowns.


  I grab for my beer, the same one I’ve had since we got here, but I lose my hold on it and it spills all over Cash.


  “Shit,” I reach for my napkin and toss it to him. “Sorry.”


  Cash gets this look of pleasure on his face. “Ahh,” he leans back against the seat. “That was refreshing.”


  It’s time to go and get him to bed. He’s going to regret this in the morning. I stand from the table. “Cash, I’ll be right back. I’m going to use the bathroom.”


  I don’t wait for a response and just walk to the bathroom.


  When I come back, Cash is gone. Oh, shit. I look all around and don’t see him. The waitress that gave Cash the Jack Daniels points outside.


  I run toward the door. He’s too drunk to be out there by himself. He’s going to get hit by a car. I push the door open and look down the sidewalk and then turn my head the other direction. No Cash. I see campus security standing around someone in the middle of the street.


  I rush over to them. Cash is curled up like a baby in the middle of the street. I see one of the security guys lean over and tap him on the shoulder. “Come on, Mr. Bryant.”


  I push my way through them and reach for Cash’s hand. I’ve got to get him home before he gets in trouble. They help me get Cash to his feet. We start walking back toward the dorm. Cash is stumbling all over the place. He’s heavy as hell.


  “I’m hot.”


  I laugh, “Yes, Cash. You are. Come on bud, let’s get you to bed.


  October 20, 2013


  “There’s a spider. Can I get in your bed?” Cash asks.


  “Ugh, kill it first and then you can get in bed with me you big baby.”


  He rustles around with the covers, “I’m not killing it. It’s big enough to eat me.”


  I roll my eyes as Cash elbows his way into bed with me.


  It’s quiet for all of five minutes. I think he may have fallen asleep or so I thought. He rolls and his heavy arm flops across my chest momentarily leaving me breathless. I shove it off. “What now?”


  He groans, “I have to pee.”


  I roll over top of Cash so he can get out of bed. “So go pee.”


  I lay facing the wall not wanting to look at Cash’s ass because I’m afraid my mind will start to wander when suddenly I hear a stream of water. I quickly turn towards the sound and all I see is Cash’s white ass. “Cash!” I yell.


  He turns still peeing and turns toward me peeing all over the floor.


  “You couldn’t make it the two steps to the bathroom?” I say. My eyes wander down to his penis. I shouldn’t look but I do anyway. Who wouldn’t?


  Cash looks around confused. “I thought this was the bathroom?” He sways and leans against the wall. “Your plant looked dry. Needed water.”


  I lay back down and shake my head throwing my arms over my face. There is no use talking to him and it’s too late to get him to the bathroom. I grumble to myself, “You owe me a new plant.”


  When Cash turns around his pants are around his ankles. He’s naked. He tries to jump in my bed commando but that shit isn’t flying. I’ve already seen his penis and if anyone walks in and sees that he’s naked it’s going to start a shit storm. My mind drifts to Landon. He’d be fucking murderous if he saw this scene right now.


  “You aren’t getting in my bed naked, Cash.” I push on his leg to keep him off the bed.


  He struggles with pulling his boxer briefs up. I’ve always wondered if Cash was a boxer or briefs kind of guy. Guess he’s both. Finally, he gets them up and flops down in bed.


  We just get comfortable, and he’s snoring against my cheek. Heather opens the bathroom door that connects our rooms. I know it’s Heather without even seeing her. She’s the only one who ever just walks in.


  She walks around the side of my bed and slips in Cash’s pee almost falling on top of me. I reach an arm out to steady her.


  “What the fuck?” She says and then slaps a hand over her mouth when she notices Cash.


  I try to move but Cash rolls. The covers bunch between us exposing his bare legs.


  Heather’s eyes go wide and she whispers. “You’re in bed with a naked Cash?”


  I slap my forehead with the hand that was steadying Heather.


  “Let me peek?” Heather says taking a step closer. “Just one tiny peek. I won’t tell.”


  I roll my eyes and push Cash so I can sit up.


  “You want to tell me why Cash Bryant is in your bed?”


  I laugh because she’s never going to believe me. “He’s afraid of the dark and he saw a spider.”


  A look comes over Heather’s face; nothing good can come from that. She’s thinking something. I know her and she turns around and rummages through my nightstand looking for something.


  A clicking sound fills the room and then I have to squint because she’s shining a flashlight in my face. “What the hell?”


  “Let me see.” She pulls on the blanket trying to see. “You have the star quarterback in your bed. Let. Me. See.”


  We struggle; she’s practically on top of Cash at one point and trying her hardest to see his junk.


  “Go away.” I rip the flashlight out of her hand and throw it across the room. It lands next to my plant. It flickers a few times then goes out.


  “You’re no fun.” This time she rolls her eyes and looks at the flashlight. “How come the floor’s wet?”


  I giggle because what else can I do? This night is going downhill fast. “He peed on the plant, sort of.”


  Heather laughs, “Are you kidding me?”


  “Nope.”


  She sighs, “I always miss all the fun.”


  I roll my eyes, “Oh yeah, you missed everything. Cash falling asleep in the middle of the street, he pissed on my plant and he tried to get in bed with me naked. Oh, and I saw his penis.”


  Heather’s eyes go wide. “You saw his penis? Was it nice?”


  “Oh, God. Goodnight, Heather.”


  She crosses her arms. “Well? Was it?”


  “Goodnight, Heather.”


  Cash groans beside me and moves the arm that’s over his face to my boob. “It’s glorious.” I move his arm and slap his forehead with my hand. “Go to sleep.”


  I’ll never tell her it was a nice penis although I’ve only seen two in my life so I don’t really have anything to compare it to. This is going to be one story to tell Cash in the morning because I know damn well he isn’t going to remember it.


  


  October 26, 2013


  Bruins vs. Ducks Game


  


  Once again Heather joins me for another game. I’ve teased her the whole time here saying she was only coming so she could see Declan but she says that’s not it at all. The two of us take our seats bundled up in our hoodies and jerseys. I told her if she was going to start coming to the games she had to buy a jersey. She did and now she’s supporting Declan.


  “Do you know where the party is gonna be held tonight?” Heather asks.


  I shake my head. I’m always last to know. “No idea. That’s what I rely on you for.”


  “Ha ha.” She says nudging my shoulder.


  The first quarter of the game tied. Cash couldn’t find Landon for shit. With every game they seem to be sticking him more and more. They know what kind of player Landon is and they aren’t going to give him an easy chance at scoring.


  The second quarter Cash got the ball to Holden who was able to score a forty-yard touchdown. But then the Bruins scored again and the score was tied fourteen to fourteen going into the second half of the game.


  Heather and I got up to go to the bathroom at halftime. We ran into some of her friends on the way there and they informed us that the party was at Zach’s tonight. On our way back to our seats we passed a couple of guys without their shirts on. Their bodies were painted green and yellow and when they stood next to each out they spelled out the word ducks.


  “Those guys are fucking nuts.” Heather says covering her boobs with her hands. “My nipples could cut glass with how cold it is and they act like its ninety degrees outside.”


  I laugh. “That would be the alcohol warming them up.”


  Heather and I got back to our seats just as the second half started. The guys were running the field but neither team was scoring. Finally, right before the third quarter was over Cash found Holden once again and he ran it in for an eleven yard touchdown. The score going into the fourth was twenty-one to fourteen.


  In the fourth quarter I think the Bruins checked out of the game. Cash was nailing passes and finally found Landon for an eight yard pass. He followed that up with passing the ball off to Holden who scored a three yard touchdown. And the last score was handed off to Sean for a two yard touchdown.


  The Ducks won forty-two to fourteen.


  Heather drags me to the party that is being held at Zach’s house. I didn’t want to go but she said that she’d tell Landon that she found me in bed naked with Cash. I know she would never tell him but still.


  It’s early and the guys aren’t here yet. Heather and I find a seat in the kitchen and we’re chatting.


  “Look at that guy,” Heather laughs. “He thinks he has moves.”


  I snort almost spitting my beer out when I glance over to where she’s looking. This guy is dancing like he’s got a stick up his ass. “I’d hate to see what he’s like in bed.”


  Heather grimaces.


  “Actually, I bet he’s a stud in bed.” I tease.


  Heather turns and cocks an eyebrow at me. “You’re fucking kidding, right?”


  I shake my head and bring my beer up to my lips to hide my smile. She looks back and forth between us and I can’t contain my laughter anymore.


  I wipe the tears from my eyes and notice Jay walking towards me. What the hell is he doing here? I look past him to see if Madison is trailing behind. She’s not.


  Jay is scary. I’m not sure why Madison hangs around him but the dude is not attractive if you ask me. He’s clearly done too many drugs and if I had to guess, he has ink poisoning.


  He walks up to me, never making eye contact, and bumps my shoulder. “Here’s your stuff.” He hands me something then he walks away without another thought.


  Heather’s eyebrows draw in confusion. “Do you know him?”


  I shake my head and glance down to my hand. In a little baggy are a red pill and two small white ones.


  “What the hell is that?” Heather asks.


  “I have no idea.” I look around to see if anyone is looking at us. “I guess he thought I was Madison.” I offer. It’s the only thing that makes sense.


  “What are you going to do with them?”


  I think about that for a minute. What am I going to do? I knew Madison was popping pills for a while. I’ve seen her do it. And it’s the only time that she doesn’t seem to have a care in the world. I wonder what that would feel like. To not care about the next homework assignment. To not care about what Landon is doing or who he’s doing. To not feel anything. To be numb to the world.


  “I’m taking them.” I state matter-of-factly.


  Heather shakes her head. “No, you’re not. I won’t let you.”


  I look away when I say, “I want to feel what she feels. Even if it’s only for one night. I just want to shut my mind off.”


  “I’m going to the bathroom.” She pins me with a look. “Do. Not. Take. Them. Without. Me.”


  I salute her.


  The second Heather walks away I toss all three pills in my mouth and wash them down with my beer.


  The guys from the football team arrive. Colton, Jet, Declan, Holden, and even Sean swarm around me. The music seems to be turned up louder. The guys all crowd my space and they’re causing me to feel like I’m knocking on the doors to hell with how hot it is in here.


  Heather comes back from the bathroom and Declan gets a goofy smile on his face when he sees her.


  He kisses her cheek and then scoots her way over to me. “You sure you want to do this?”


  I nod and the room tilts a little.


  She shakes her head in disbelief. “Alright. Where are they?”


  I smile. Warmth comes over my body. It’s getting hotter in here by the minute.


  “You took them didn’t you?”


  I nod.


  “Fuck, Macy.” Heather says.


  I’m burning up now. I can literally feel the warmth in my cheeks rising. It’s actually… nice. I kind of like this feeling. No wonder people take drugs.


  Jesus. It’s like a rollercoaster ride but you never quite fall.


  “I wanna dance!” I try hopping off the chair and almost fall but Heather reaches out and steadies me. “With him.” I say pointing at Holden.


  “That’s not such a good idea.” Heather says looking at Holden.


  He winks at me. Oh yeah. It’s a good idea.


  “It’s a perfect idea. Loosen up, Heather.” I say tapping her cheek gently with my hand. “Go fuck Declan all you want.”


  Heather’s jaw hits the floor. “This is going to be a long fucking night.” She mumbles as I walk away.


  Holden’s smiles grows a little. “What’s up, Macy?”


  I grab his hand tugging him to the dance floor. “I wanna dance with you.”


  He chuckles as Jet high fives him.


  Holden and I start dancing to the beat of the song. Our hips swaying in perfect rhythm. I’m sweaty but I can’t stop moving my body. He’s keeping up. Every once in a while I feel his hands slide down and grip my ass bringing me closer to him. He’s hard and it’s turning me on. I turn in his arm, he grips my hips and brings me back to him. I reach behind me and run my hands through his hair as we continue to grind into each other. It feels like I’m having sex with him but we’re still fully clothed.


  My shirt is soaked by the end of the fourth song. Holden’s hair is wet too but he never once tries to stop us from dancing. The fifth song is a bit slower. Holden turns me so I’m facing him again. He keeps a hand on my lower back. His fingers dipping into the waist band of my jeans. We’re staring into each other’s eyes but I have to keep closing my eyes as they have grown really heavy quite suddenly. I lean forward needing to rest my head due to the ringing through my ears. Holden’s other hand slips up under my shirt on the side and it feels fucking great. His hands are cold against my burning skin. He nuzzles his face into my neck and starts kissing it.


  Every sensation in my body comes to life feeling him kiss me like that. I know it’s the drugs talking but damn, it’s nice.


  “Whoa,” Heather cuts into my daze. I feel someone pulling me and it feels like I’m free falling before I land against something really hard with a thud. “We need to get you home, Mace.”


  I try to talk and tell her that I’m fine and to leave me alone but my tongue feels heavy.


  “Dammit, Macy.” I hear someone say as everything fades away.


  My mouth is dry and it’s fucking hot as hell in here. I go to push the covers off of me but I can’t seem to move my arms. Damn, what the hell happened last night? I peel one eye open and the room has a soft glow to it. The rays of the sun rising spilling into the room painting the walls an orange color. Knowing it’s safe, at least for right now, I peel open my other eye. My head starts hammering and my stomach rolls. Fuck, I’m going to get sick.


  Light snores have me whipping my head to the side. My eyes snap shut and I cringe from the movement. When everything settles I open them again. Landon is lying beside me with his hands tucked under his face. His brown hair is a mess sticking up all over the place. His lips are red and swollen and he has a faint bruise forming under his right eye. He has stubble growing that’s barely visible unless you’re up close and personal. My eyes continue down to his chest, it’s bare. I close my eyes realizing suddenly that I’m shirtless too. I reach down because my body feels numb. I have no shorts on. Shit! And I also have no panties on.


  “Fuck.” I mumble to myself. My skin is sweaty and sticky. We definitely screwed around last night. I go to move my right leg and wince from the soreness between my legs. My body feels like it’s been thoroughly worked over.


  Landon moans and rolls onto his back. He brings his strong muscular arms up above his head stretching them out, his muscles flexing as he does this. His eyes fly open and he freezes before looking around the room. He turns his head in my direction and shock registers across his face. Guess he doesn’t remember much from last night either.


  “Morning,” Landon says. I scowl from the loudness of his voice.


  “Rough night?” He whispers being mindful of my headache.


  I nod and grimace. My head feels like it was banged around much like my body. “I could say the same for you.” I say and let my eyes wander down to his chest.


  “Damn,” Landon’s husky voice sends shivers over my body. “I fucking missed it, didn’t I?”


  I huff and lay my arm across my face and summon the memories from last night.


  


  “Ride me, Macy.” Landon panted in my ear while rolling us so I was straddling him. “Hard.”


  Oh God, do I ever. My head fell forward and I watched as his cock disappeared into me, the tip of him slipped past my opening. Feeling a sense of urgency suddenly that took over I slammed down onto Landon the rest of the way and winced from the bite of him hitting the hilt. I raised up and crashed back down again.


  Landon apparently couldn’t handle it either. He gripped my hips and helped guide me up and down at an unrelenting pace, a pace that he controlled yet I’m the one steering this ship. I swiveled my hips against his before I raised up and slammed back down again. I reached forward and dug my finger nails from his chest all the way down to his stomach. Landon’s grip on my hips tighten, so hard, and I knew I’d have bruises tomorrow but I didn’t give a shit. I reached down between my legs as I slowed my movements and started rubbing my clit.


  Landon sucked in a breath watching where I’d just driven this party. He bent his knees and it caused me to pull my hand away. I caught myself before falling face forward into him. Apparently he didn’t want me to have too much control. That didn’t surprise me. Landon’s always in control at all times.


  “Hold on.” Landon gritted out.


  I placed one hand on each side of his face bracing myself for whatever he was about to give me. Landon slid out almost all the way, just leaving the head in, and then slams so hard into me that I knew for a fact that I was going to be walking funny tomorrow. I’d almost lost what little breath I had in me but it felt so damn good I didn’t give a shit.


  He did it again, “Fuck!” I yelled from the sharp pain and blinding pleasure from that new position and that only seemed to drive Landon even crazier.


  His relentless pounding caused my vision to go spotty. My heart wanted to give out from the overdrive of his never-ending, out of this world stamina and threatened to not be able to keep up. He’d pumped into me so hard that all I could say was, “Oh, fuck!” as my orgasm took over.


  If Landon didn’t work out as much as he did I would have been worried he’d die of cardiac arrest. He’d barely broken a sweat. My body started to go limp from the intense orgasm that’s racing through my body yet again and I lost my balance; my boobs now bouncing in his face.


  Landon lifted his head and took a nipple into his mouth. A shiver went right down my back and straight to the very spot that just experienced an off-the-charts orgasm. He sucked on it hard. His body started to tense under me but he still pumped in and out. Landon released that nipple and dove into the other like he was possessed. He sucked on it, swirled his tongue around it and then he bit down hard and it threw me right into another mind-numbing orgasm.


  


  Holy fucking hell!


  


  I physically couldn’t hold my body up any longer and fell onto Landon’s chest breathing as if I just ran the last mile right along with him. He wrapped his arms around my back and drove into me a few more times before he gasped. I turned my head into the crook of his neck and bit down on that sensitive spot between the neck and shoulder as he released into me. “Fuck, Macy.” He said through his clenched teeth.


  


  Landon’s touch to my breast startles me. “Looks like things got a little intense.” He says chuckling and looking nervous.


  I look down and I have his teeth marks around my nipple. Groaning, I roll away from him. He’s about to bolt, I can see it in his face. This is his normal M.O., he bolts the second the emotions are brought in.


  We’ve never fucked around like we did last night, never. Landon always treats me like I’m going to break. It’s what I need but sometimes I like things a little crazy but I’m too afraid to say anything. I’m afraid if I do he’ll pull back and push me away.


  I lie there on my side and I wait for the bed to dip from him getting up but it never happens. He’s so quiet I think he’s fallen back asleep again. I turn slowly, trying not to wake him if he did. Landon has his arms tucked under his head staring off into space. I scoot a little closer to him and run a fingertip down one of the many scratches that have dried blood on it. Landon’s stomach muscles tighten. He lowers his one arm and brings my body closer to his. Is Landon Hayes actually cuddling with me after sex?


  Shit!


  The pills that I took last night. Oh my God, Landon is going to murder me. Maybe I just won’t tell him. Hopefully, he falls asleep and we can skip the pillow talk.


  Is this how Madison feels every day? Is that why she takes them, for that floating feeling, the escape from reality, the numbness?


  Landon takes a deep breath and I watch as his chest rises and falls with each breath. The marks on his upper body are red and puffy; they’re probably going to sting a little when he showers.


  “Do you remember anything that happened last night?” he asks.


  I stop moving my thumb that’s rubbing just below his nipple. “A little. It’s kind of spotty though. Do you?” It’s a lie. I don’t want to say anything if he can’t remember.


  I feel him shake his head rather than answer at first. “No, not really.” Landon plays with a piece of my hair. “I remember showing up to the party late.” He was late because he had to get high first I’m sure. “Colton handed me a shot the second I made my way over to the guys and then that continued for a while. I remember I kept telling them no more and they weren’t listening so I left but I don’t remember how I got here.”


  I lift my head off Landon’s chest and bring my hand up to the bruise under his eye, “Do you remember how that happened?”


  He smirks, “Yeah. I punched Holden.” I remember dancing with Holden last night before things got fuzzy but if Landon doesn’t know why he punched him I’m not telling him. I’m sure the guys were rubbing it in his face.


  I shake my head, “For what?”


  Landon shrugs. “Don’t remember exactly.” He pulls on the strand of hair he’s playing with, “What happened with you?”


  And there it is, the talk I didn’t want to have. “Heather and I were at a party.” That’s all I give him. He didn’t seem to care about where I was before he went to his party so why should he now?


  “And…” Landon probes.


  “And I don’t remember much of it. We weren’t there very long.”


  He sighs, “You were trashed, Macy. I remember that part. You opened the door and jumped into my arms.” Landon reaches down for my hand that’s on his chest and brings it to the top of his head. He’s got a lump there. “We fell in the hallway.”


  I frown. “I don’t remember that.”


  “I’m not surprised. You weren’t drunk though Heather said when she helped us off the floor. She told me it was Madison’s fault that you were like that before she shoved us in here and left.”


  Damn Heather and her big mouth.


  Laying my head back on Landon’s chest I explain everything that I could remember about last night. “So yeah, my head is killing me. I took a baggie of pills. I’m naked. I’m sore and I don’t know what the hell happened.”


  When I finish, Landon is breathing hard and his body starts to shake. “You took pills last night?”


  I guess he did hear me say that part. “Yeah, whoever that guy that Madison deals with thought I was her, I guess.”


  “Stay the fuck away from Jay, Macy. I fucking mean it.” Landon sits up abruptly. “He’s bad news.”


  I cover my naked body with my sheet. “But not bad enough for you and Madison?”


  Landon picks up his jeans off the floor and puts one leg into them. He glances over at me with rage in his blues. They’re so dark when he’s pissed. He reaches down and picks up his shirt and tugs it over his head.


  “Stay the fuck away from him, Macy.” Landon seethes.


  “But---”


  “But nothing, I’m not fucking around.” He reaches for his sneakers not even bothering to put them on before stomping over to the door and slamming it shut behind him.


  “Well, I guess I know how to piss him off when I need to.” I mumble to myself before lying back down and going back to sleep.


  Just as I think I might sleep, Heather comes over with coffee. I forgive her for coming in because of what’s in her hand. “Morning, sunshine.”


  I grumble as she sits down on the bed and take the coffee. It’s warm and exactly what I need.


  She hands me her phone. “I have video footage from last night.”


  “Oh God,” I nearly choke on my coffee. “Is this like that movie Hangover?”


  “No,” she smiles handing me the phone. “It’s better. Especially at one minute twenty three seconds into your lap dance where you go to whip your head around and nearly knock out Will.”


  “Will?” I press play.


  It’s all there.


  All of it.


  I gave Will a lap dance in front of the entire party. I gave fucking Will a laptop dance!


  “You broke Will’s glasses by the way.”


  I place my coffee cup on my night stand and pull the covers over my head officially embarrassed.


  “You don’t find that the least bit funny?” Heather says while laughing.


  “Get out.” I grumble from beneath the covers.


  She’s laughing so hard now she snorts. “Just wait till you see him in class. I bet he’s gonna have tape holding them together.


  I yank the covers off and push Heather out of my room and lock it behind her. I’m never leaving my room again.


  


  October 31, 2013


  


  I’m sitting in class as another wave of nausea washes over me. That’s the second time today. Heather and I went out to Studio One Café for breakfast this morning and as soon as the waitress set the plate of French Toast down in front of me I stood up, knocking my chair over, and ran to the bathroom. I never did get sick but my stomach never settled enough for me to even eat. I left poor Heather at our table to eat by herself while I walk around outside. I couldn’t even stand the sweet smell of syrup in the air of the café.


  My period is two weeks late. I’m scared shitless. I have no one to talk to about this and that isn’t helping me at all. Yeah, I could talk to Heather, she knows more about my life right now than my own twin sister does but I’m afraid. I feel like I barely fit in now as it is and if I am pregnant I’ll feel like I have a sign on my back that says outcast for sure. Or people will say I got pregnant on purpose because Landon will go pro for sure. I’m not telling Landon because of the drugs I took a few days ago. He will freak the fuck out if he even speaks to me after I tell him I could possibly be pregnant. Will he even believe that it’s his? Probably not, but I know it is. I’ve never been with anyone else.


  I glance up to the clock, twenty minutes until this lecture is over. I sit back in my seat and rub a hand over my stomach begging the feeling to just go away. I thought seeing Will shortly after I gave him a lap dance would be awkward, well more awkward than normal, but it wasn’t. He asked for another one. For a brief second I forgot about my problems. And here we sit in this never-ending lecture while I’m feeling like death warmed over.


  Will leans over in my direction, careful not to bring attention to us. “You okay? You don’t look so hot?”


  I give him a pointed look. So, not only don’t I feel well, I don’t look well either. Just fucking great.


  The corner of his lips pulls up, “Well, you always look hot.” His cheeks flush. “Just not right this second.”


  I stare blankly at him for a few seconds letting him squirm in his seat before letting him off the hook.


  “I, uh, I…” Will stumbles with his words. He thinks he offended me.


  I giggle, “I’m just kidding with you, Will.” He visibly relaxes. “I don’t actually feel too well. I must have eaten something last night that isn’t sitting well with me.”


  “Yeah, probably.” He looks toward the professor before meeting my eyes again. “I was going to ask you to a Halloween party tonight.” He’s nervous and it’s kind of cute. “But maybe we can just hang out and do something low key if you aren’t feeling all that well.”


  I sigh. “I wish I could, Will.” I tap my pen on my leg. “Believe me, I want something normal in my life but I’m just not capable of normal right now.” My eyes tear up from the memories of my past, the good ones and the bad. “I’m so in love with Landon and all his fucked up shit that I can’t see straight.” I look Will in his eyes and give him a small smile. “Run away while you can, run far, far away.”


  Will looks like I’ve slapped him across the face for a brief minute before his expression changes to understanding. “We’re all fucked up in our own way, Macy.” He shrugs. “I hope Landon opens his eyes before you slip through his fingers and I step in to save the day.”


  “That’s it for today. We’ll review briefly in the next class before moving on.” The professor says.


  Everyone around us stands and shuffles books and papers before gathering all their belongings and leaving class. I reach down to grab my purse off the floor but Will beats me to it.


  “Thanks,” I say taking it from him and slinging it on my shoulder.


  “I’m serious, Macy. When he fucks up I’m holding you to our date.” Will says with a smirk on his face as his cheeks burn red. He’s still trying to impress me even though I just shot him down.


  I step past him and into the aisle, “And I’ll be ready.”


  [image: ]


  November 3, 2013


  


  I took a few days before I called Madison to tell her about what happened with Macy. When I left Macy’s dorm I went straight to the gym and beat the shit out of the punch bag until my knuckles were raw and bloody. I would have kept going if one of the trainers hadn’t stopped me.


  We went into his office where he wrapped up my hands and told me if I did that stupid shit again I was going to be benched for a game. I agreed that I wouldn’t make them bleed again. I never said I wouldn’t hit the bag again because honestly I needed to take my anger out on something. I’d prefer it be Jay’s face for what he did but I’d probably wind up dead in a ditch somewhere.


  “Landon,” Madison says so groggy that I wonder what she’s high on when she answers the phone.


  “You popping pills now too?” I jump right in. No point in holding back.


  “What are you talking about?” She says defensively.


  I huff. “A couple weeks ago your sister took your pills that Jay gave her at the party.”


  “What?” Madison sounds awake now. “What do you mean pills?”


  “Jay saw her at a party, he gave her the pills. He assumed it was you. Does he not know you have a twin?” I’m getting irritated.


  “Landon, you know how Jay is. We barely talk.”


  “No, Madison, all you do is fuck.”


  That was an asshole thing to say but I’m fucking pissed that Macy took those pills. Pissed she was even involved at all. She’s too good for this shit.


  


  November 7, 2013


  Stanford, California


  Cardinals vs Ducks


  


  We’re in Stanford, California. We got in yesterday and we’ve been busy with practices and watching tapes. I’ve been studying my opponents, keeping up with my game. I’m excited as I think we all are.


  “You ready, Hayes?” Colton asks as we’re getting suited up.


  I nod. “You?”


  “Always.”


  Coach does his game day speech before we hit the field. We’re all in our zones ready to rock the Cardinals.


  The first quarter of the game we don’t score. The Cardinals are up by a touchdown. Saylor is trying to hype us all up. Patting guys on the asses and slapping guys on the helmet after they run off the field.


  The second quarter we’re scoreless again but the Cardinals score ten points. We’re losing seventeen to nothing ending the half.


  Coach Lander yells as we all expect. Tells us to get our heads out of our asses and play the damn game.


  The third quarter we still can’t seem to score. The Cardinals are able to score another six points with two field goals. The score is now twenty-three to nothing.


  Cash is pissed. He’s hesitating because no one can seem to get open. This is a good and a bad thing. Cash is a monster on the field when he’s pissed off.


  Finally, in the fourth quarter I get a break and Cash throws me a twenty-three yard pass and I score putting us on the board. The Cardinals follow that up with a field goal. Riley receives the punt return running it in for a sixty-five-yard touchdown getting us on the board once again. The last play we make, Jet scores with a twelve-yard catch scoring another touchdown.


  It’s not enough to win us the game with the score being twenty-six to twenty.


  As I’m walking to the locker room I hear Cash talking to reporters telling them that we were all hesitating and that’s something we just can’t do. He’s right we can’t. It cost us the game. It’s our first loss of the season.


  


  November 16, 2013


  Eugene, OR


  Utes vs Ducks


  


  We’re back on our home field. This week’s practices have been brutal. Coach Lander is pissed that we lost last week’s game and he’s taking it out on us. Practices and training have been extra-long barely giving me a chance to breathe let alone get any homework done.


  Everyone is being quiet as we suit up for the game. I feel good about this game though and I’m hoping we’ve found our groove again.


  The first quarter, Holden receives an eight-yard pass for a touchdown and then we get a field goal and the Utes come up with nothing.


  The second quarter, Cash drops back into the pocket and he throws me a five yard pass for a touchdown. The Utes were able to score a touchdown as well. The score is seventeen to ten.


  When we get to the locker room after the half ends, Coach Lander is in a slightly better mood seeing as we’re ahead in the game. The crowd is keeping us all upbeat after our shitty performance last week.


  The third quarter, Sean receives the kick return and runs it in for an eighty-six yard touchdown. The crowd goes crazy. This is what we’re about. We find our way and lead it. Jet is able to score a fourteen-yard touchdown with a perfect pass from Cash but we miss the extra point. But then the Utes are able to score a touchdown. Then the last play of the third quarter Cash hands the ball off to Holden and he runs it in for a seventeen-yard touchdown. The score is now thirty-seven to fourteen.


  The last quarter the Utes score right off the bat for a touchdown. We hold them off from scoring anymore and with two minutes left on the clock Holden runs the ball in for a sixteen-yard touchdown.


  We won forty-four to twenty-one.


  


  November 23, 2013


  Tucson, AZ


  Wildcats vs Ducks


  


  Another away game and the pressure is building on me. I feel like everything is about to cave in on my life. I’m barely sleeping. I even paid some girl in one of my classes to do my homework one night so I could actually sleep. I slept for six hours straight. That never happens. I haven’t seen Macy in weeks. We’ve sent a few texts but that’s it.


  Saylor tries to pump us up before the game but no one’s in the mood. With having these two away games so close together everyone’s patience is wearing thin.


  The first quarter we’re able to score a field goal. It’s all we’re able to do against the Wildcats’ two touchdowns.


  The second quarter Cash runs the ball in for a touchdown but we miss the two-point conversion. The Wildcats are on their game scoring another fourteen points.


  Coach Lander tries a different approach this time during his half-time speech. He’s not pissed, he’s livid. He barely talks at all and when that happens we know the shit is going to hit the fan on Sunday when we’re reviewing tapes.


  In the third quarter we’re scoreless while the Wildcats come up with yet again another touchdown.


  The fourth quarter, Cash gets the chance to look around the field and finds me out by the sidelines for a twenty-two-yard pass into the end zone. But the Wildcats follow that right up with another touchdown.


  We lost that game forty-two to sixteen.


  The plane ride back to Eugene was long. No one talked. No one looked at each other. Everyone was dreading the team meeting with the coach because we were going to get our asses handed to us after he chews them up and spits them back out.


  


  November 26, 2013


  


  Colton and Cash are going at it yet again in the locker room. You would think that Colton would shut the fuck up and mind his own business but he doesn’t. He’s a fucking idiot sometimes. I think he was hit in the head with the ball one too many times.


  Cash’s pads are flying off and getting slammed into his locker. It takes a lot to piss Cash off but lately just a look in his direction and he’s ready for a fight.


  Cash goes and takes a quick shower while I’m still in the locker room taking my time because I’ve got nowhere to be. He dresses and pulls his hat down low over his eyes. I glance back at him and our eyes meet. His are cold and angry. Something in my gut tells me he’s going to see Jay. I’ve got to warn him not to but then another part of me just wants to stay the hell out of it.


  He takes a few steps in my direction and I jump up off the bench holding my hands up. “He’s dangerous.”


  Cash gives me a menacing look. “Don’t you have to go get high or something?”


  He brushes past me hitting my shoulder. “Fuck!” I yell then punch my locker. I drop to the bench staring down at the floor. I at least tried to warn him. I knew it would fall on deaf ears but I couldn’t live with myself if I said nothing at all.


  


  November 28, 2013


  


  Campus is mostly deserted since it’s Thanksgiving. Everyone has gone home to visit family but not me. My mom and dad are pissed but what can they do about it. They offered to come to Eugene and take me to dinner but I made up some lame excuse that I was keeping my head in my books all day to catch up on some school work I was behind on. Mom started crying and passed the phone off to dad. He told me not to worry about her and that he was proud of me for being responsible. That made me feel shitty because the last thing I was worried about was studying.


  Macy left to go home for a few days saying she just needed a break from everything. I think she wanted to put some distance between us and I couldn’t blame her. She never even asked if I was going back home either.


  I’m lying on my bed in my cold cinderblock room throwing the football up in the air then catching it. I feel like I’m trapped in this room but yet I can’t seem to make myself leave either. I’ve got the whole day to do whatever the hell I want since we have no practice and no game today.


  Tomorrow is the Civil War game. This matchup is going to be intense and everyone needs to be on their game, especially Cash. Oregon State is a huge rival of ours and the game is at home so we have that going for us. I haven’t smoked in days and it’s starting to wear on my nerves, I feel like I’ve been off my game until I’m on the field. That’s the only time I feel a sense of calm come over me.


  My phone starts buzzing beside me. I pick it up and see that it’s Madison.


  “Yo.”


  “Come over?” She sounds sad.


  “Give me a few.” I hang up not waiting for her response.


  I toss the ball on my bed; grab my truck keys and wallet and head to the only diner in town that’s open.


  After ordering two turkey sandwiches I head over to Madison’s place. It’s not Thanksgiving dinner but it’s close enough and I really don’t think she’ll care. I know I don’t.


  Of course when I arrive at Madison’s she’s smoking from a bong and her room is filled with smoke. She’s really taking this final split with Cash hard. I think she finally realizes that she’s pushed him too far this time.


  “What did you expect him to do?” I ask taking the bong from Madison.


  “I don’t know?” She says looking away. “He’s never actually been this pissed off before.”


  I don’t know what she wants me to say so I say nothing. She had to know that this would all come to a head and blow up.


  Madison’s lying back on her bed staring up at her ceiling for a while. Every once in a while she’d look in my direction to make sure I was still here.


  I do what I can for her, make her laugh, and comfort her just by being there. Every time I’ve needed her, she’s been there.


  For a moment, I hesitate when I look at the bong she has out.


  Only for a moment.


  And then I inhale and nothing else matters. It relaxes the both of us. We eat the sandwiches I bought and then I fall asleep on her bed and then go back to my room around one when she’s tossing and turning so much I can’t sleep.


  As I open the door to my dorm room, I see Colton sound asleep and realize that should be me. But now, I spent the night getting high knowing damn well we have a game tomorrow and I’m going to be tested.


  I fucked up.


  


  November 29, 2013


  Eugene, OR


  Civil War Game


  


  I barely slept when I got home from Madison’s last night. I knew the second I saw Colton asleep that I should have been here hours ago with him. My head wasn’t on tight though and I fucked up. Nothing new there.


  When I get to the locker room I change into my uniform. I finish off a bottle of Gatorade and I walk over to toss it in the trash but I stop in my tracks. Cash has red welts covering his face, his lips are swollen and cracked, and his eye is swollen too with a deep purple mark lining the creases. I want to ask him if he feels better after getting his ass kicked but I don’t. I really want to say I fucking told you so but he could say the same for me and all the fucked up shit I’ve done. Instead I just walk away. I know what battles to pick and which ones to stay away from.


  We’re all suited up and standing in the tunnel ready to run out onto the field in front of sixty-thousand screaming fans, people from all over come to watch the Beavers battle it out with us.


  The first half of the game is tied. Cash finds me open and we score two touchdowns and a field goal in the first two quarters but the Beavers scored the same in just the second quarter.


  The third quarter Cash calls the play but I get held up and have to haul ass to get down the field where I should be standing when I see Cash’s arm go behind his head. I make it just in time and make the catch scoring a touchdown. The Beavers are only able to score a field goal. By the end of the quarter we’re leading.


  The fourth quarter we’re off to a bad start. The Beavers are up a field goal and a touchdown. Cash is able to find me and we score leaving the score twenty-four to thirty. We’re in the lead. It’s one tough ass game as we all expected it would be. With less than two minutes on the clock the Beavers score again. The game is tied. The clock is winding down. Plays are being yelled without a huddle. Cash gets us as close to the end zone with handing the ball off but we’re out of time; he has to throw the ball. He looks to me and I know that look. He’s relying on me to score, to win this game for us. I nod and he makes the call for the play. Saylor hikes the ball to Cash, he makes the snap and I’m right where I should be but the throw is off and I make the split second turn and catch the ball to for a twelve-yard touchdown.


  We win thirty-six to thirty-five.


  The fans and team rush the field. Colton runs to me and I jump mid-air and he catches me. Saylor slaps my ass as the rest of the guys congratulate me. I’ve played one of my best games. I don’t feel like I should be living in the victory because I know when I get back to that locker room and take the piss test my season is over. This was the least that I could do for them. I give myself a few minutes to live in the moment.


  After the interviews I head back to the locker room. Cash is already there standing at his locker. I glance over to him. “Good game. Best throw you made all year.”


  He doesn’t respond. I didn’t really expect him to.


  “Hayes? You’re up.” A rep from the NCAA says looking at me.


  They test all of us after the last game and after a bowl game too. I knew that heading into the game but last night I didn’t care. I needed that escape.


  “I’m sure Steven would have loved to see this shit.” Cash mumbles.


  I glare at him. “Don’t you fucking say his name around me.”


  “Why? Does it hurt to know you were responsible?”


  “Fuck you, Cash.” I brush past him towards the bathroom.


  “Landon Hayes?” The man holding a clip board asks.


  I nod but don’t say anything. He hands me a piece of paper that says I’m being tested with my name and date. I sign it, hand it back.


  He follows me back to the bathrooms, makes me wash my hands with water only and then tells me to drop my pants down to my ankles.


  “Lift your shirt up to your arm pits.”


  There’s no modesty allowed here. They see it all.


  “Now turn around and do a three-sixty.”


  I do as he says. This isn’t my first drug test so I know what the drill is here. He watches me piss in the cup and then takes it and calls the next player back.


  I know I’m not passing. I smoked pot yesterday.


  Coach sees me walk out and he knows too. I feel his disappointment rolling from him.


  When I come back into the locker room with the boys, Colton and Cash are shoving each other. I know where this is going so I stand in between them but I can’t help myself and start laughing. Probably because I should be laughing at myself right now.


  Or that I just find it funny that Cash just punched Colton. That’s entertaining to me.


  “It’s not even about you just being an all-around dick anymore.” Cash says to me knocking my hands away. “It’s about you having a fucking drug problem.” And then he shoves me backwards into Coach Lander. “You not only let me down, you let Steven down. You let the whole fucking team down you piece of shit!”


  I don’t say anything because he’s absolutely right.


  And then I’m fucking pissed. I’m pissed because I’m being called on my own shit in front of everyone all because he thought I was laughing at him.


  “You sure you want to do this right now, Landon?” Coaches and players start trying to separate Cash and I when they see where this is going. “You sure you want to have this conversation, here, right now?”


  Fucking right I want to.


  “Yes.” I say laughing. I’m glad someone’s finally calling me on my shit but it doesn’t stop my own anger either.


  He shoves me first and I have to catch myself against the locker. With a dark gaze, I look up and am met with an even darker one. I’ve never in my life seen Cash this angry. And never with me.


  My hands start shaking as I feel the adrenaline jolt through me. “You ready for me to break that million dollar arm?”


  He fucking laughs at me right then. “I'd like to see you try, asshole.”


  “How long have you been fucking Macy?” I ask curious how long the two of them have been going behind my back. Probably years.


  “Don’t say shit like that unless you want an honest answer.”


  “You warning me?”


  “I guess I am.” He smiles back at me, a glowering look that makes me want to wipe it off his fucking face. “Don’t ask unless you want the truth.”


  He shoves me back again. It’s like a goddamn shoving match. “How long have you been fucking, Madison?”


  I don’t answer him. Instead I punch him.


  “I hope your nose is crooked, you bastard!”


  “Yeah,” I spit blood on the floor. “Your face isn’t so pretty now, asshole.”


  He smiles with blood running down the side of his face. “Still pretty enough for Sports Illustrated.”


  


  December 2, 2013


  


  I get the phone call I knew was coming all along. Coach wants me to come to his office. He’s pissed. I can’t hear it in his voice. Leave it to me to fuck up once again. I can’t even manage to stay sober knowing that a drug test was coming.


  I knock on Coach’s door and wait before entering.


  “Come in, Landon.”


  I take a seat in one of the leather chairs in front of his desk. He picks up a stack of papers, “Do you know what this is?”


  I nod, “The results of the drug tests.”


  He stands and paces back and forth after throwing the papers back on his desk. “Do you know what you’re outcome was?”


  I know and I’m not going to lie about it. “Yeah.”


  “Landon,” he starts off saying. He’s breathing hard trying to keep calm. “Son, you knew this test was coming up. You know this team needs you, you’re an important part of it.” He’s laying the guilt on thick. “You couldn’t stay clean could you?”


  I don’t answer because I have nothing to say. Life is a bitch and I’m at her mercy.


  Coach puts his hands on his hips. “I went to bat for you, Landon.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “But it didn’t matter.” He sighs loudly. “They’re pulling your scholarship, you’re out of the Bowl game and you must take drug and alcohol classes before you can even think about playing ball next year.”


  Every single word he just uttered is like a bullet to the chest. He just ripped my fucking chest wide open. I have nothing left. I’ve lost everything I care about, football, Macy, Cash, Alexa, and Steven.


  I rest my elbows on my knees and scrub my face with my hands. What the fuck am I going to do now?


  Coach Lander leans against the desk in front of me, “You need help, Landon.” He says in a sincere voice. “I’ve watched you for the last three years and with each passing year I see you giving up.” He sighs, “You need to find that young man you were before the accident. The one I saw dominating the field your senior year. I know he’s in there, every once in a while he’ll make an appearance but never sticks around for long.”


  I meet his eyes for the first time since stepping foot in his office. “And what if I can’t, Coach?”


  He smiles, “Never doubt yourself, Landon. Everything may seem fucked up right now but things have a way of working out in the long run.”


  His words feel empty, I feel empty. I’ve got nothing left. This is what I deserve though. I’ve created this life I’m living.
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  After the meeting I run into Macy on the way back to the dorms. She looks slightly panicked and I just assume she already heard. It wouldn’t have surprised me if she did.


  “You got a second?” she asks nervously.


  I nod, “Sure.” We start walking slowly back to the dorms.


  “So,” she takes a deep breath and fidgets with her hands. “I’m two weeks late.”


  I stop walking and I’m pretty sure I’ve stopped breathing at this point.


  “What did you say?” I have to make sure I heard her right.


  She turns towards me but doesn’t look me in the eyes, “I know this is shitty timing with the Bowl coming up but I don’t know what else to do.”


  Before I realize what I’m saying I blurt out, “Is it Cash’s?”


  Macy looks like I’ve just slapped her and I mentally smack myself for not thinking before I speak.


  She shakes her head in disbelief, “No, asshole.” Finally she looks into my eyes and I know she’s telling the truth. “I’ve only ever been with you. At least I know I can say that and it’s not a lie.” Macy takes a step back. “Forget it, Landon. Forget I even mentioned it.”


  “You took those pills at that party and blacked out.” My hands start sweating. How could this be? “How do you know you didn’t sleep with anyone else?”


  “Un-fucking-believable. I was with Heather, you idiot.”


  I laugh sarcastically, “Well, that makes me feel better. She’s more of a whore than your sister.”


  Macy’s eyes go wide in surprise, “You pissed Madison won’t sleep with you?”


  She’s being a snarky bitch today and if I weren’t so fucking pissed off at the world it’d probably turn me on. “Believe me, Macy, if I want to fuck Madison, I can. Anytime.” I’m being a dick but fuck it.


  Her eyes pool with tears and it should make me want to take it back but I don’t. I can’t deal with this shit right now. My head falls back and I look up to the sky and curse. Can anything else go wrong?


  I shove my hands in my pockets, “Macy,” I croak out suddenly feeling like I’ve swallowed sand. She stands there with her hands on her hips and my eyes flicker to her stomach for a brief minute. “I’m sorry.”


  I turn around and leave her standing there. I don’t know why I said I’m sorry but it felt like it needed to be said. My mind is going in all different directions, my vision is going blurry. I need to get the hell out of here but I don’t know where to go.


  What the hell am I going to do if she’s pregnant? I can’t raise a baby, I’m barely surviving myself.


  How would I support them? I probably just lost my chance to play in the NFL.


  


  December 5, 2013


  


  Days turn into nights.


  Time stands still, or does it at least feel that way?


  After receiving the shitty news that I’ve lost my scholarship and I have to attend drug and alcohol classes and then getting the final blow from Macy that she’s late I went straight to the liquor store and stocked up on whiskey. Then I met up with Jay and told him to triple my normal stash. I’ve finally hit rock bottom.


  Some days I wish it would have been me who died in that accident. I don’t deserve to be here. Everything I touch turns to shit and I’m left with nothing. The only thing that I still have is Macy and it’s only a matter of time before she’s gone. I’ve got to cut strings once and for all if she doesn’t turn out to be pregnant. I’m going to ruin her and I’ll never be able to live with myself if I do. I know I can do no wrong in Macy’s eyes and maybe that’s what is wrong with us. She’s never blamed me for anything that’s happened, nothing. Where I choose to numb my emotions Macy chooses to numb her feelings with me. It’s the only thing that makes sense, how else could she deal with me knowing I’ve hooked up with other girls during our on again, off again relationship.


  I’ve kept myself in a high, drunken state for days now. I don’t want to feel anything, I want the numbness. I need it. Being high keeps me calm and being drunk is getting me out of rage that I would be feeling for ruining my life.


  It’s just sometime before midnight and another day almost passed when I find myself at the one place I’ve been trying to keep myself from. I lean against the wall at the end of Macy’s hall. My knee is throbbing, I bend down to rub it and nearly fall over. Some girl passes by staring at me but doesn’t say anything. When my hand finally finds my knee I notice my jeans are ripped and there is blood staining them. “Damn.”


  I right myself again and stumble down the hall trying to find Macy’s room. I knock on one door thinking it was hers but some girl wrapped in a towel answers. She gives me an inviting smile then reaches for my hand. I let her pull me into her room, who wouldn’t when she’s already naked and probably ready for me. She pushes me up against the back of the door and my head thumps against it. Some of the fog clears and I realize what the hell I was about to do. Everything is in slow motion and before I can react her lips are on mine.


  I open my eyes and see the wrong color staring back at me. I grip her arms and push her away from me.


  “Ow,” she cries out. I look down at my hands and I see double.


  I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head trying to get my bearings. I let go of her and try to get the door to open but it takes me a few times. When I get back in the hallway I trip and fall, “Fuck.”


  I roll onto my back as my stomach grumps from being jarred around. Where the hell am I? I roll back over onto my stomach and it protests. I know this hallway. I get to my hands and knees and crawl to the nearest door.


  I bang on it with my fist yelling, “Macy!”


  The door flies open and I fall forward.


  “Damn it, Landon.” Heather. Finally the right door.


  Heather reaches down and tries to help me up, “Fuck, you’re heavy.” Heather says straining.


  She gets me up and all but throws me on Macy’s bed and everything fades to black.
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  December 5, 2013


  


  It’s late and when Cash calls me and asks me to go get a cup of coffee with him; I don’t hesitate. We don’t really talk about much, we just needed each other’s company.


  Cash takes a sip of his coffee and I blurt out, “I gave Will a lap dance.”


  He coughs, choking on his coffee. “Damn, Macy.” He wipes his mouth. “A little better timing next time.”


  I laugh and it feels good. “Sorry.”


  He shakes his head, “No, you’re not.” Then he throws his napkin at me. “So, Will? Do I know him?”


  “Probably not.” I shake my head, “He’s this, hot nerdy kid in my business strategy class.”


  He looks confused. “The kid with the black rimmed glasses who runs whenever I get near you?”


  I giggle and look away, “Yeah, that one.”


  “Ha,” Cash laughs, “How’d that happen?”


  I glance around the coffee shop at all the different people that are coming and going. “I was drunk.” I can’t tell Cash about taking the pills that were meant for Madison.


  Cash laughs.


  I cover my face with my hands, “I broke his glasses apparently too.”


  Cash throws his head back and laughs. “Oh, man.” He belly laughs grabbing his stomach. “I need to see that.”


  I shake my head. “Heather has the video.”


  Cash laughs even harder. “I’m sure half the school has seen it now.”


  I shake my head. “She wouldn’t. I’ve got blackmail on her.”


  I sigh and my phone dings. I dig through my purse looking for it.


  Heather 10:15 pm: Text me before you come home.


  Frowning at my phone I tap out a reply.


  Me 10:16 pm: Everything ok?


  Heather 10:19 pm: yup


  Cash clears his throat, “You okay?”


  I nod. “Yeah.” I finish off my coffee. “I’m going to get going. Walk me back?”


  Cash stands. “Let’s go.”


  When we make it to the dorms I text Heather.


  Me 10:39pm: I’m walking up.


  Heather 10:40pm: K


  Heather is standing out in the hall with her arms crossed leaning against the door frame. My steps slow and my stomach tightens. Something isn’t right.


  “Heather,” I say cautiously.


  “Hey,” she smiles timidly, “you have a guest but I wanted to give you some warning first.” Heather looks to the closed door like she can see through it before her eyes meet mine once again. “He’s high as a kite and drunk off his ass. He’s been here since I first texted you. I didn’t know what he was going to do so I didn’t want to bother you right away.”


  I nod. Would he really be any other way? He’s been self-destructing since I told him that I might be pregnant. It’s eating at me that he’s acting like this but really, what did I expect?


  She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out her keycard to the dorms, “I’m going to go hang out with Declan. Text me if you need me.”


  I nod again. I want to beg her to stay, to not let me deal with this, but I don’t. I let her go. She doesn’t need this bullshit in her life; I’ve already dragged her into it enough.


  When I can no longer see Heather I take a deep breath and focus on the energy that I’m going to need to deal with Landon. He’s been coming over more and more often higher than a fucking kite. Most of the time he just sleeps it off or he just wants to hold me. We rarely ever speak to one another, what’s there to say? To be real honest I don’t even think he remembers coming to my room every night because by the time I wake up in the morning he’s gone and I don’t hear from him until the next night.


  Pushing open the door Landon is lying face down on my bed lightly snoring. He’s dressed in dark jeans and a light grey t-shirt. He has one sneaker on and the other is laying on the floor.


  I set my purse on my desk and turn on the lamp so I have a little light in my room. I slip off my shoes and remove my jacket hanging it on the back of my desk chair. Sighing, I walk over to Landon and try nudging his leg. He doesn’t respond at first so I do it again and this time he grunts and moves his leg up to his chest. I nudge his other leg and it follows suit. Landon is now laying in a fetal position in the middle of my bed.


  I stare at his long body folded up in the middle of my tiny bed. My heart aches. I miss the times when we used to lay in bed for hours just wrapped in each other’s arm. But he’s created this barrier between us and I hate it. Looking to Heather’s room I think about crawling up and falling asleep on her bed but I don’t unsure if she’ll be home later. I reach for my pillow and blanket that Landon is thankfully not lying on and toss it on the cold hard floor. I should feel guilty for not covering his sleeping body but I don’t. I’m getting tired though of always being his pillow when he’s crashed and burned every night.


  Not bothering to change out of my clothes because I’m physically and emotionally too tired from not sleeping the night before I get myself situated on my makeshift bed. It’s rare that I ever really sleep, haven’t in three years. On the nights Landon is here though I sleep like a baby knowing he’s here with me and no one else. He’s still holding on to me even if it is only by a string. My head hits the pillow and minutes later my eyes grow heavy and are off to dream land.


  


  December 6, 2013


  


  I feel like I’m floating in mid-air suspend above the ground and it’s absolute heaven. I feel alive, I feel better than I have in a long, long, time. Then I’m being laid in a cloud only it’s not, it’s my bed. I blink a few times clearing the sleep from my eyes. Landon is staring at me breathing hard, he smells of smoke and whiskey. I don’t know if he’s mad at himself or me. He can’t be mad at me, I didn’t do anything. He showed up at my place, I didn’t ask him to come here.


  Then he answers my thoughts, “You smell like Cash,” he says still breathing hard.


  “I was with Cash last night, Landon. It’s why I wasn’t here when you showed up.”


  Landon’s body tenses and then I realize what I said didn’t quite come out right.


  “Not like that.” I shake my head, “I meant I was with Cash last night getting coffee.” Landon relaxes slightly. “And talking, that’s it.”


  Landon stares into my eyes daring me to blink, daring me to show him that I’m lying to him. “I don't like it, Macy.”


  I huff. Here is the Landon I love. The one who thinks he still owns me. “You don't have to.” I bring my hand up to wipe a piece of hair out of my face, “But since we’re confessing our dislikes I’ll join in. I don't like it when you fuck those other girls.”


  Landon laughs sarcastically, “I'm not fucking anyone.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure you don’t.” I bring my hand between our bodies. I need to feel his heartbeat beneath my touch. It calms me in a twisted way. “What are you doing here?”


  He makes eye contact again and holds it. I don’t blink; he has me hypnotized by his piercing blue eyes. “I needed you.”


  My heart squeezes at his confession, “You haven't in a long time, Landon. Why now?”


  Landon turns his head and stares up at the ceiling, his breathing low and even. If his eyes weren’t closed I’d think he’d fallen asleep by the amount of time that’s gone by. Finally, he speaks and it startles me, “I failed, Macy.” He laughs but it’s bitter. “In school, at life, football, with you.”


  My heart hurts for him. It always will no matter what happens between us. He was one of the best memories from my past. His crazy ways, his shirtless body, his golden heart. “Oh Landon,” I whisper. “You need help. You have to deal with everything that is happening.”


  “No, I don't.” Landon snaps.


  I flinch from his harshness, “Yes, you do.” I said with authority. “What if I am pregnant? What’s going to happen to you, to us? You need to deal with what happened so you can move on. It’s the only way, Landon.”


  He sits up and dangles his legs over the side of the bed. “So do you, Macy.”


  “I am!” I yell and bang my fist against the bed. “I’m dealing the best way I know how.”


  Landon turns his cold eyes to me, “You can’t even say it. You can't even say his name.” Landon shakes his head and the memories all slam into me at once.


  “Landon, sit down.” I pull on his shirt trying to get him to sit back in the seat.


  “Say it, Macy.”


  The sounds of metal on metal and glass crunching ringing out.


  “Macy.”


  “Macy,” Madison whispers and points with a shaking arm towards the SUV. I look up and there is a guy on the hood who isn’t moving.


  “Say his name, Macy.”


  “Steven,” Alexa cries. “Steven!”


  “No.” I shake my head back and forth trying to clear the memory away. I can’t say his name. I haven’t said it in years. It hurts too much.


  “See,” Landon says getting up from the bed and reaches down for his shoe.


  I start to panic, he’s leaving me again. He says shit like he’s failing me and then he just up and leaves me here. “Fine, but you need to deal with Steven’s death, too. You blame yourself for what happened. It’s not true. We’re all to blame in our own ways, Landon.” Tears well in my eyes. “We shouldn’t have been driving with the radio so damn loud. You and Madison shouldn’t have been drinking in the car. Cash and I should have stopped you. Steven shouldn’t have let you even get in his car. You shouldn’t have been smoking. I shouldn’t have let you.” The tears are coming so hard I can barely breathe.


  Landon sits on Heather’s empty bed, “You aren’t done dealing, Macy. You may think you are but you aren’t.” He leans his elbows on his knees, so frustrated with himself he shakes. “You need to deal with what happened with me and Madison too.” My body tenses at the mention of my sister’s name. “You haven’t dealt with that. You swept it under the rug.” Landon stands and runs his hands through his hair, “Damn it, Macy! You need to fucking blame me.” He raises his voice now. “It's my fault Steven's dead and that I was making out with your sister at prom. I knew what the fuck I was doing.” He watches me and I want to hit him for even mentioning her. “I fucking knew what I was doing with her in the closet. If Alexa wouldn’t have opened the door, I would have fucked your sister.”


  My hand flies up to cover my mouth. Shaking my head side-to-side because deep down, I know that’s true. It hurts so damn bad. “That's not true.” It’s a lie but I can’t deal with that shit. It’s done it’s over, it never happened.


  Landon stops right in front of me bending to eye level. I turn away but he grabs my face between his shaking palms. “Fucking look at me.” He spits the words so harshly that I do, I can’t help but look at him. “It is, Macy. It is. Everything I’ve just said is true. And I’m sorry for that. I am. You forgave me but not Madison; she’s your fucking twin sister! You have to blame me. Everything was my fault. Tell me how angry you are! Tell me! I was angry and hurt and I chose your sister over you.”


  It’s a slap in my face and it’s meant to be. That’s not true, the more he blames himself the more pissed I’m getting. I stand, causing Landon to stand as well. “Fine,” I yell. “I do blame you, Landon.”


  Landon laughs, it’s sarcastic and it pisses me off even more, “That's better.”


  I glare at him wanting to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze the life out of him. “No, it’s not.” I shove Landon’s shoulder, “I blame you for not letting me comfort you, to love you like we used to be able to do.” I pound on his chest. “I blame you for getting in that closet with her, for using me and destroying Cash.” I shove him again, “Things will never be the same and God damn it they don't need to be. We can deal with the here and now.” I place a hand on my stomach. “We have to deal with it.”


  “No, we don’t.” He looks down to the floor. “We don’t deal with anything because everything you just said to me I know isn’t true. They’re just words that you think I want to hear. We’re too fucked up to be together,” Landon says so low I’m not even sure I heard the last part. “Your words don’t mean anything unless you feel them.”


  Feel them? How can I not feel them? Is he expecting me to throw myself down on the ground and cry myself into a stupor? Does he want me to destroy my room in anger? Is he expecting me to hit him over and over again until I can’t feel anything else? He has his way of dealing with the past and I have mine. I don’t want to be the one to fall apart while everyone around me crumbles in my destruction.


  As I stare at him, I know that I have to give him something. But I’m so tired of this same song and dance.


  I sit down on my bed feeling defeated, no matter what I say or do it’s never right. “I’m tired. I’m tired of trying so hard.” I’m bawling again. “I’m so fucking tired of trying.”


  Landon’s voice is cold, “Stop trying to fix me. I never asked you to, Macy.”


  I bring my knees up to my chest and rock back and forth looking for any kind of comfort. My world, my nicely put drama-free world is crumbling.


  “Tell me you never want to see me again, Macy. It’s the only way.” I meet his eyes. “Go head, tell me.” Landon drops to his knees in front of me.


  “I can't, Landon. You're all I have left. You're all I want.”


  Landon grips my upper arms, “I can't be with you, Macy, until you blame me!”


  The final wall held up with that last remaining scrap of metal from an accident long ago crumbles to a mess in front of me, I’m defeated. I’m caving into what he wants. “Fine, you want me to blame you, fine.” I grip his shirt in my hands and get into his face. “I hate you. I hate that you were high and drunk and messing around. I hate that you turned to Madison for comfort when it should have been me. I hate that you fuck around with those other girls.” My face is red and I’m sweating. “I hate that you push me away and try to hurt me. I fucking hate you, Landon.”


  I completely lose it. I’ve never hated someone in my entire life like I do right now. Landon abolished the only little part of my heart I had left. I cry for all of us that night but more for Landon and me. That one night destroyed our lives forever, and now we’re forever dark.


  Landon tucks us both under the covers in my bed and just lets me cry. I swear, in the middle of my break down, Landon cries, too. The top of my head is wet and it could only come from one place. People always say that men don’t cry but sometimes, in the rough of things, I think it does them well. Landon is so angry all the time and he feels the weight of the world on his shoulders and can never catch a break.


  Eventually Landon and I fall asleep, we’re on an emotional overload that no one can understand but the two of us. But before we fall asleep Landon places his hand on my stomach and rubs his thumb back and forth. That motion gives me a little hope that someday we’ll find our light.
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  I wake before Landon but don’t make a move. I’m enjoying the little peace that we have for now. Landon’s breathing comes faster and I know he’s awake now too.


  “Landon,” it comes out rough from all the crying. He looks up with red tired eyes. “I don’t hate you.”


  He gives me a half lazy smile, “I know.” He shifts his body down a little further on the bed then puts his head on my stomach. “I’m all messed up, Macy.”


  I run my hands through his hair comforting him. “I know. We all are in our own ways.” I pick up my phone and check the time. “We’ve got to get up, we’re gonna be late for class.”


  Landon kisses my stomach and sits up. I throw my legs over the side of the bed and walk over to the bathroom. The reflection in the mirror scares the hell out of me. I quickly brush my teeth and glance back to see Landon still sitting on my bed. “Come on or you’re going to be late,” I say with a mouth full of toothpaste.


  “I’m not going. They pulled my scholarship.” He mumbles and I know I didn’t hear him right.


  I rinse and walk over to my dresser, “What did you say?”


  Landon shakes his head, “Nothing, never mind. Let’s go.”


  I throw another shirt on and promise a shower after this class.
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  Later that morning Landon shows up at my dorm room with a movie in his hand. We’re lying on my bed watching a movie. Things are a little awkward in a way between us but at the same time it’s comfortable. This is the old us.


  My phone rings but neither of us makes a move to get it. Then, minutes later, Landon’s phone starts to ring. A chill breaks out over my skin, something’s happened. I can feel it.


  I lift my head from Landon’s chest and look up to him. “Landon…”


  His eyes close, “I know. I’m afraid to find out what’s happened now.” Landon opens his eyes, “I’m not sure how much more I can take without breaking, Macy.”


  I nod and take the lead. This is me being there for Landon. That was his way of asking for help without really asking for it. I climb to the end of my bed and pick up Landon’s phone that’s charging on my desk. Steven’s mom, Jackie. My blood runs cold. What could she need?


  With a shaking hand I sit back on the bed and answer. “Hello?”


  “Oh, Macy,” Jackie says crying into the phone. “Sweetie, you need to come home. It’s Alexa.”


  I look to Landon with wide eyes. He mouths the words, “What?” Tears pool in my eyes. I know it’s not good.


  I cover the phone, “It’s Alexa.”


  Landon leaps from the bed quickly grabs his shoe and puts it on. He grabs his wallet off the desk and puts it in his back pocket. Landon reaches down and grabs my purse off the floor.


  “We’re on our way,” I tell Jackie. I slip on my shoes and start pulling my hoodie on.


  “Please,” Jackie takes a shuddering breath, “Please be careful.”


  “We will.”


  I turn to grab my purse and I steal a quick glance at Landon who is grimacing at his phone. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it later. We need to get to Alexa.


  “I’m going to call Cash and make sure he knows,” I say, ignoring the gnawing feeling in my gut.


  Landon nods, preoccupied with his phone.


  “Hey,” Cash answers.


  I cut right to the chase, “Jackie call you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “We’re heading back. Do you need a ride?” I look up to Landon to see if he’s going to protest but he’s still talking on his phone.


  “Nope, I’m already on my way back.”


  “Alright, see you there.”


  “Be careful.”


  “You too.” I whisper before hanging up.


  Landon looks up with a defeated look on his face but holds his hand out to me. I take it and we rush to his truck. When we approach I look to Landon.


  “What?”


  I look down nervously, “Can I drive?”


  Landon takes a deep breath and nods, “Yeah.”


  He hands me the keys and we both climb in. I adjust the seats and mirrors preparing for the drive home when the door flies open and in jumps Madison.


  I snap my head in Landon’s direction who offers me an apologetic smile. I squeeze my eyes shut cursing up a storm in my head before letting it all out in a deep breath and pulling out of the parking spot.


  This is going to be one very long, uncomfortable hour-and-a-half ride home. We barely talk, and I can’t bring myself to look in the rearview mirror because I’m going to see Madison and that is something I’m just not ready for. Landon every once in a while will sneak glances my way and brush his hand against mine. It settles my nerves just a little but it’s enough to make this ride a little less painful.


  When we arrive back in Canby I go straight to Jackie’s house. I figured that was the best place to start. I pull up in front of Steven’s house and my eyes well up with tears. I turn the car off and no one makes a move to get out. We’re all lost in our own thoughts.


  The front door opens and Jackie appears. Her arms are crossed and she looks older. I’m first to get out followed by Landon and Madison. I take slow deliberate steps up the walk way when she sees me she smiles sadly.


  “Macy,” she opens her arms and I run into them. “Oh, sweet girl.”


  I cry and she just holds me and rocks us back and forth. When I settle down she releases me and I wipe my face with the sleeves of my hoodie.


  “So, what happened?” Landon asks. He’s standing there with his hat down low and his hands tucked into his hoodie.


  “She almost overdosed on Vicodin. She just kept saying she wanted the pain to go away and to be able to sleep without thinking of Steven.” Jackie wraps her arms around herself. “Something told me to go to visit Steven at the graveyard and I’m so glad that I did. I found her there collapsed by his gravestone.”


  Madison sniffles beside me but I don’t turn to look at her, to offer any comfort because she doesn’t deserve it.


  Landon kicks at a rock that’s on the walkway. “Is she okay?” he asks.


  I glance back to Landon’s truck, the keys weighing heavy in my hand. I want to go but I’m also afraid. I haven’t been a very good friend to her and I hate myself for that.


  I jingle the keys trying to steer the emotions to what’s important. Alexa. I take a step towards Jackie and grab her hand. “Thank you for calling us. We’re going to go check up on her.”


  She pulls me into a hug. “You’re welcome, sweetie.”


  When she lets me go I go back to the truck and start it up waiting on Landon. I don’t really care what my sister does but out of the corner of my eye I can see she’s right on Landon’s heels.


  “Let’s go.” Landon says fastening his seatbelt.


  [image: ]


  When we arrive at the hospital we walk in and get passes to go see Alexa. The lady at the counter gives us a sympathetic smile as she slides our passes to us. I walk down the hallway towards the elevator. When I reach them I glance over my shoulder and see Landon and Madison talking. Madison shakes her head and Landon walks off towards me.


  When he approaches I ask, “She not going to see her?”


  Landon shrugs. “She’s giving us our time.”


  The elevator doors ding and we step in. I go to one side and Landon goes to the other. The doors ding again and close, it’s just Landon and I.


  Landon looks to the floor. “I can’t go in there.”


  I take a deep breath, I was wondering if this was going to happen. “You should, Landon.”


  He looks up at me, he’s tired. His eyes are bloodshot with dark circles around them. He’s let his hair grow out a little and he hasn’t shaved in a few days. Landon is letting himself go.


  “She hates me.”


  She probably does. Alexa is hurting, enough so that she wanted to kill herself. “She hates everyone. She’s lost, angry and wants to take it out on everyone.”


  He leans back against the wall and crosses his ankles. “I can’t do it.”


  I take the few steps to him and wrap my arms around him. I need his comfort as much as he needs mine. “Alright, but at some point you have to deal with it. You have to talk to her Landon.”


  I feel his head nod up and down.


  The elevator doors ding and we walk towards the room Alexa is in. I look to Landon. “You sure you don’t want to go in? We can go in together.” I offer.


  He shakes his head and leans against the wall across from Alexa’s room. “I’ll wait here.”


  “Okay.”


  As I push on the door to her room my hand starts to shake. I don’t know what to expect. I step into her room but don’t look to her right away; I need that extra few seconds to control myself.


  I take a deep breath and look up. She looks awful as I suspected. Alexa seems skinnier than when I saw her a few months ago. She’s pale and her cheeks are stained with tears. Her eyes are red and swollen.


  There is a chair next to her bed. I slip my purse off my shoulder and set it beside the chair before sitting down. I see Alexa’s fingers flinch. I reach out to grab her hand in both of mine.


  “Alexa,” I start to say and I watch a tear slip down her cheek. I let go with one hand and reach up to wipe it away. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a shitty friend.”


  She huffs and turns her head and my hand falls away. She’s angry and maybe a little embarrassed.


  “I should have been there for you but I wasn’t. I was too damn scared and didn’t know how to handle things with you. I’m sorry.” My own tears burn my eyes.


  She turns to look at me and the corner of her lip pulls into a smile. “I would have only pushed you away.”


  I nod because if I was in her shoes I would have too. “I still should have tried harder.” The tears spill over. “Maybe you wouldn’t be here.”


  She shakes her head. “This is not your fault. I wanted the pain to go away.” Alexa starts to sob. “I miss him, Macy.”


  I let go of her hand and climb into bed next to her. We both need it. The two of us cry until we have nothing left. We cried for Steven, for that night that changed all of us.


  “Are you going to be okay?” I ask once we’ve both wiped our tears away and caught our breaths.


  “I’ll never be okay. A piece of me died that night with him.” Alexa answers honestly.


  “Make me a promise?”


  Alexa looks out to the window and nods.


  “No more of this. You’re here, live for him.” The tears start again. “It’s what he would want.”


  She doesn’t answer right away and I’m not sure she will make me that promise but then she says, “As long as you make me a promise too.”


  “Okay.”


  “Promise me that you’ll stop being blind to Landon. He’s going to ruin you, Macy. Be you, be the girl who was my best friend in high school. Don’t put up with his shit.” Alexa’s voice rises and I wonder if Landon can hear her standing out in the hall. “I know what goes on at school. I hear about the parties and what the football players are doing and who they’re doing. I see it all too. It hurts me to watch you living your life with your head turned away when it involves Landon.” Alexa takes a deep breath. “I blame him and Madison for that accident but what pisses me off the most is that they’re throwing their lives away. They should be…” Her tears come again. “They shouldn’t take that for granted.”


  “I know.” I whisper and hug her close.


  Everything she has said is true. In some ways Cash and I are taking life for granted with the way we let them walk all over us. Alexa is right when she said that I’ve been letting Landon walk all over me. I shouldn’t let him but I do anyway. If I am pregnant this changes everything for me. I won’t put my baby through this emotional rollercoaster that is Landon. Life is too precious, if only I would listen to myself.


  “I think Madison wants to talk to you.” I say slipping from Alexa’s bed. “I’m going to go down and get something to drink. Do you want anything?”


  She smiles and shakes her head.


  “I’ll see you later.”


  She nods and I see another tear slip down her beautifully pale face.


  


  December 7, 2013


  


  I can’t focus on anything when I wake up. Mostly because my mind is all over the place, I’m still upset with Landon and my life is a fucking wreck. Not only am I worried about Alexa but I still haven’t started my period. Damn it. Being pregnant would be the worst thing that could happen right now.


  Landon has barely talked to me since leaving the hospital yesterday. Things are different after our blow up and we still have a lot more talking to do but him not saying a word really isn’t helping. I feel so alone.


  As I lay there in bed, I feel like I need a friend. One who understands. I planned on going by the hospital to check on Alexa since she was getting released today but first I need to make a stop. I put on my Ducks hoodie and a pair of jeans, stop by the coffee stand on the corner and order a decaf mocha for me, and a black coffee for Cash.


  I knock on the door when I get there, Julia, Cash’s step-mom answers and smiles. She knows Cash and I are still friends. “It’s good to see you, sweetie.” She says wrapping her warm arms around me. For a while, Cash’s dad wouldn’t speak to any of us, said we were stupid and put everyone’s life in danger. He had these grand plans that Cash would play in the NFL, and though that plan still looked that way, his dad didn’t want him having friends or distractions. He was a dick and I’m not sure what Julia sees in him because she’s super sweet.


  “Is Cash around?”


  “Yeah, he’s still in bed.” She points upstairs and then hears Bentley crying in the other room. I smile and take a peek since I haven’t seen Bentley in about six months. She’s already getting so big and walking by herself. When she sees her mommy, her toothless grin sends my heart fluttering. I could be having one of those soon. My hand goes to my stomach, my heart pounding, hands shaking.


  “I can’t believe how big she’s gotten already,” I say, kneeling down beside her.


  Bentley looks up at me and takes two wobbly steps in my direction. My eyes flood with tears. She looks identical to her big brother in a lot of ways. Same bright blue eyes and golden brown hair. Only instead of the wavy curls Cash has, Bentley looks like she stuck her little hand in a light socket. It sticks up everywhere.


  Julia laughs and pats her hair. “Can’t tame it.”


  I stare at Bentley, she stares at me and just as I’m near tears, she tries to take my coffee and pulls my hair.


  “No, no, Bentley.” Julia says. “She just started that and we’re trying to break the habit.” Julie bends and untangles my hair from Bentley’s little fingers.


  I stand and ruffle her little head, “I’m going to go visit your big brother.”


  “It’s nice seeing you around here, Macy.”


  It is nice being back here, away from what my life has become.


  It may be weird that I’m going into Cash’s room not knowing if he may be naked in there or busy doing something else. I’m hoping he’s not either. I knock lightly on the door and hear a groan, but not much else so I knock again, this time louder. “Cash?”


  “Yep.” His voice sounds groggy. “Come in.”


  When I open the door, he looks at me funny but smiles. “Hey?”


  Leaving the door open, I kick my shoes off leaning into the wall careful not to spill the coffee. By the time I reach his bed, I’m teary eyed again. “Scoot over… I need a friend.”


  He looks at me funny. “What’s the matter?”


  “I said scoot over.” I growl, showing him the coffee. “It’s the least you could do since I brought you coffee.”


  That perks him up enough to scoot over.


  “Is it weird that you’re in my bed?” Cash asks taking a drink from his coffee and then smirking suggestively. “I’m not wearing any shorts.”


  “Cash… you’d better be clothed under there.” I groan.


  “Hey, don’t tell me what to do. You got in my bed, remember?”


  I’m quiet for a few minutes and then sigh. “Are you seriously naked?”


  He pulls the covers back and I shield my eyes. “No,” he’s laughing at me. “Just teasing.”


  I move my arm away from my eyes when he pulls the blanket back down.


  “So what’s up? Usually when a chick’s in my bed she wants something from me.”


  I roll my eyes, “I just need a friend…” I’m quiet for a minute and then the tears flow. All I do is cry, this is getting ridiculous. “I think I might be pregnant.”


  Cash moves over a half a foot to the edge of the bed nearly falling off.


  “What are you doing?” I squint my eyes watching him.


  “I don’t want to catch it.”


  I roll my eyes again but don’t say anything else. And after another few minutes, I can’t stand his silence and lift my eyes from the cup in my hand. “Say something?”


  “What do you want me to say?” he shrugs and then smiles, he’s teasing. “Are you sure I just showed you my penis that night?”


  “Yes,” I shove his shoulder.


  “What did Landon say?”


  “He asked if it was yours.”


  He huffs, “Figures.”


  “And you said?”


  “I told him that we never slept together.” I frown. “Then I accused him of sleeping around. He called Madison a whore too. He’s fucked up. I thought they were friends.”


  Cash tenses about the time I said whore and doesn’t let up, but he also doesn’t say anything more.


  “Are you going to keep it?” His voice is a little uneven.


  “I haven’t taken a test. I’m just late, at least I hope.”


  He looks over at me, his mood easing. “I’d make a really great uncle.”


  I smile because I know he would. I have no doubt Cash would make a good father. Landon on the other hand, I’m not sure about these days. He can’t even seem to take care of himself.


  We hear the door creak and then the little thumping of crawling and Cash smiles. He knows who just came in his room but when she peeks her crazy haired head up, he still startles. “She’s done that shit to me twice. If she wasn’t so cute, I’d be scared of her.”


  “Her hair cracks me up.” I say trying to tame it down when she crawls on his lap and sits in between us.


  “Mine was like that when I was little.” Cash looks at me and then Bentley. “You sure you’re ready for this?”


  I shrug, “I’m not sure of much these days but if I am pregnant I’ll be ready with or without Landon.”


  Cash tickles Bentley and she squeals. The sounds making me smile instead of crying. There is no doubt in my mind that this baby will be my forever light.
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  December 7, 2013


  


  It’s been, well, it’s been three years since I’ve stepped foot in Steven’s house. It’s not easy and I doubt it ever will be. I’ve been invited a dozen times but I’ve been able to convince myself not to go.


  When I pull up to the house, Josh, Connor and Adam, Steven’s brothers, appear to be there too.


  “Shit.” I say to myself as I turn off the truck. I want to leave. No way do I want to be here right now, with them. But I also know if I leave, I’ll never do this and I need to. I can’t keep putting this off.


  I walk up the walkway and knock once on the door. Secretly I hope no one answers but I know that’s not true.


  Adam answers the door wearing only a pair of gym shorts. “Hey, man.” He greets me.


  I met his eyes, “Hey, your mom around?”


  Adam opens the door wider for me, “Yeah, she’s in the kitchen.”


  When I step in the house all the familiar smells invade my senses. The smell of warm chocolate chip cookies is my favorite.


  Adam claps me on the back, “It’s nice to see you around.”


  I wipe at my nose needing to distract myself. “Thanks.”


  Walking into the kitchen I see Jackie sitting at the table staring off into space. I spot the fresh pot of coffee sitting on the counter. Reaching into the cabinet above the sink I pull out two cups and set them down. I pour coffee into both and add a little sugar and creamer into mine then carry them both over to the table.


  Jackie grabs my hand, “Thank you.”


  I nod and take a seat in the chair across from hers.


  “When Steven was five, he fell down those stairs,” she nods toward the back steps. “He jumped up and said, “That’s awesome!”


  I laugh and it feels good. For the first time in a while it doesn’t feel forced.


  “He was so crazy.” I laugh again shaking my head. “First time I ever met him and he asked me if I wanted to join the mafia with him.”


  Jackie laughs. “He was obsessed with the mafia after John let him watch ScarFace when he was three. Thank God he got into football after that.”


  “You know, it’s funny. None of us were into football until you guys all stuck us in peewee and Cash was so fucking good we all had to one up him. And then Steven goes and wins the most valuable player.”


  She smiles too wide but her eyes give her away. She misses him and that ache hasn’t dulled in three years.


  “I’ve never said it… and…” I draw in a deep breath and look over at her reaching for her hand. Tears stream down her cheeks and it takes everything in my power not to cry too. “I’m sorry.”


  Jackie tries to talk but nothing comes out. She clears her voice a few times. “You don’t have to be sorry, Landon. It happened. Yes, I lost my baby boy, but nothing we can do will bring him back. You guys made a mistake and…” she can’t say it. “You dwelling on it does nothing but make you miserable. Live for him, Landon. Be the guy he grew up playing football with. The boy he talked about constantly as one of the best wide receivers. Be what Steven would want you to be, the best.”


  We both sit there lost in our own thoughts of Steven. The silence starts to get to me so I feel the need to talk. “Steven’s probably shaking his head up there at me. I’m a mess, Jackie. Everything I touch turns to shit but I don’t know what to do or how to fix it.”


  “Let me ask you something?” She stares intently into my eyes. “Do you blame yourself for that night?” I nod but she holds a hand up. “Think about it hard before you answer me.”


  I sit and ponder it for a second but I don’t need to. “I know it was my fault.”


  “Landon, you acting like this isn’t healthy.”


  “I know.” And then I feel the need to tell her since I haven’t told anyone yet. “I lost my scholarship and they kicked me off the team.”


  “Why?” Her face full of concern.


  “Failed a drug test.”


  Her eyes close briefly, “Landon, you know going into a Bowl game the NCAA tests you. Why would you risk that? That shit follows you into the draft.”


  “I know.” I say in a defeated tone.


  Josh and Connor walk in while Jackie and I are talking. Both stop and do a double take. Josh rubs his eyes like he can’t actually be seeing me.


  “Man,” Josh is the first to speak. “I never thought I’d see you again unless it was on the big screen running down the football field.”


  Josh looks the most like Steven, even acts like him too. “Nah, man.”


  “Nice you see your pretty face around here.” Connor says taking the orange juice out of the fridge and drinking right from the container.


  “Thanks.”


  Jackie waits until both of them leave the kitchen. “Have you spoken to Cash?”


  I look away because I feel like all I’m doing is hurting her even more. “No. We barely talk anymore.”


  She sighs loudly. “You need to talk to him. He needs you and you need him, Landon. Steven would be livid if he knew the two of you lost yourselves like this. Be there for each other and let him be there for you.”


  I stand and take my cup to the sink. “I know.” I answer and stare out the kitchen window. I know what I need to go and do and do it now.


  It’s time.


  I hear three sets of footsteps coming from the front of the house. I don’t think anything of it at first. I think it’s Josh, Adam and Connor but I know it’s not them when I hear Macy’s voice and the voice I’ve been avoiding for three years.


  The atmosphere changes. I look back to Jackie and she has a sad smile on her face. I break out into a sweat as they step into the kitchen. No one notices me at first because they are looking to Jackie.


  Macy’s first to see me and she comes closer providing a little buffer between me and Alexa. Madison notices me next and she goes to take a seat next to Jackie. Alexa turns and our eyes connect and all I hear is her yelling to save Steven.


  My stomach grumbles threatening to throw up the little bit of coffee I had this morning. I lift my hand up to adjust my hat and pull it a little lower. Alexa steps closer to me. She’s standing right in front of me breathing hard.


  She reaches up and it catches me off guard at first when she pushes me backwards. My back is up against the kitchen sink. Jackie stands ready to put her mom hat on and break us apart. Macy slides out of the way just a bit and places a hand on her stomach. Alexa then starts beating on my chest with her fist.


  “Just because you’re fucked up,” Alexa motions to Madison who moved next to Macy, “or she’s fucked, doesn’t mean we’re not, you selfish bastard. I’m tired of seeing you two like this. It doesn’t mean that Cash and Macy aren’t dying inside either. We’re all fucked up forever.”


  The room goes quiet and Alexa’s hands fall away from my chest.


  I’m barely holding it in right now. If I thought losing my scholarship was bad this is so much worse. Hearing it come from Alexa cuts deeper than anything anyone could throw at me. She’s right we all are fucked up and I am being selfish and dealing with it in my own ways. My ways are fucked up, I know this, but I can’t find that slither of hope anymore.


  I don’t know what to say to her that will make any of this better. I’ve got to just get out of here. I look up and see Cash and that puts the icing on the cake.


  I leave Jackie’s without a word to anyone. No one deserves another apology before Steven and that’s exactly where I’m going.
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  When I pull up to the cemetery not far from Jackie’s I rest my head back against the headrest giving myself a pep talk. “You can do this, Land. He’s your best friend.” I take a deep breath then reach for the door handle and climb out of my truck. It’s freezing and I welcome the bitterness.


  I take a few steps then turn around. I forget something that I brought for Steven. I find it on the passenger seat and toss it on my shoulder.


  I find Steven’s final resting place.


  


  Steven Daniel Griffin


  October 10, 1992 - December 5, 2010


  Your memory will always live on within the souls you touched.


  


  I bow my head and will the tears away. I take a seat on the cold hard ground and rest my back against the tombstone. Bringing my knees up to my chest I rest my arms on them and let my head fall forward.


  What do I say? I think to myself. I shake my head because now I’m asking and answering my own questions. So, here goes nothing.


  “Hey, buddy,” this feels so wrong but so right too. “I’m sorry it’s been three years before I finally came back for a visit. I figure you had enough time to cool off by now.” I laugh to myself.


  I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry. I never apologized.” I take a shuttering breath, “I’m sorry for causing you to crash. Everyone says it was just an accident and to not blame myself but I don’t see it like that. I shouldn’t have been drinking, smoking and carrying on in the car. I should have had my ass in a seatbelt and carried on with the partying when we made it to Cannon Beach. I’m sorry.” I scrub my face with my hands. I feel the knot in my stomach. “I fucked everything up, man.”


  I can’t hold the tears back anymore. And I don’t even try to stop them at this point. I cry for I don’t know how long…until my throat is killing me and my eyes are burning.


  “I’m sorry for not looking out for Alexa. You’d probably be trying to beat my ass up for not looking after her better but to be honest I can’t even look after myself.” I take deep breath. “If it weren’t for Macy hanging on to me I would have self-destructed by now and somebody would be visiting me out here as well. She’s the glue holding me together right now.”


  I look around and see an older gentleman lying flowers down on a newly covered grave.


  “I’m going to be better if not for myself, then for you. For Macy.” I roll my neck and some of the tension releases. It feels good to get this all out. “She might be pregnant, man.” I shake my head in disbelief. “Shitty timing but isn’t everything in life anymore?”


  “Macy’s that perfect ball that lands right in my hands leading me to score the touchdown. She’s my touchdown. I’ve spent so much time treating her like a defensive lineman trying to side step her and run my play.” It’s so easy comparing Macy to football for Steven, he’d understand exactly what I was saying. “She’s been trying to tackle me every day. Trying to slow me down or change my course but I know her moves even before she does. I beat her every time.” I shrug knowing that’s a lie. More like beat myself.


  I reach for a leaf on the ground and hold it up in the air and let the wind take it away. “I should be treating her like she’s the game ball that Coach gives me after the game. I was so caught up in myself that I barely paid her any attention. And she still wants me, like nothing has ever changed when everything has.”


  I pick up another leaf and let the wind take it away again. “She told me she thinks she is pregnant and you want to know what I said?” I shake my head. “I asked if it was mine. I was a fucking tool and I didn’t care. I lost my ride to school, to football, Macy told me she might be pregnant and you want to know what I was worried about? When was I going to get high again?” I laugh bitterly at myself. “What an asshole I am.”


  The freezing winter winds pick up and the clouds are turning grey. I stand and brush my jeans off. I take the jersey that I brought for Steven and lay it over the tombstone. It’s a Ducks jersey with Steven’s last name Griffin and his number, now mine, on it. “This is yours, man. Not a day goes by when I’m on that field that I’m not playing for you.”


  I stand there just staring at it before walking away. I don’t feel like going back to my parent’s house so I wander around town and end up where I always do.


  Canby High School’s football field.


  Going over to the bleachers I find Cash sitting there staring at the field. I should turn around and leave but I don’t. I need to do this too. It’s another step in the right direction.


  I climb the stairs and sit a few rows behind Cash. I wait for him to tell me to leave and if he did, I’d leave. It gets darker outside and a few snowflakes start to fall.


  “I’m sorry.” There I’ve said it. I don’t feel any better about it but it’s out there hanging in the air between us. The hardest two fucking words to say and it’s taken three years to utter the simplest phrase that means so much.


  Cash doesn’t respond or even acknowledge that he heard me. Okay, I deserve this. He turns his body and looks up at me. “I want you to tell me why? Why did you fuck my girl when you had your own?”


  I hang my head, “I didn’t fuck her.”


  “Did you want to?” he raises an eyebrow. “Don’t bullshit me either. Tell me the fucking truth.”


  “Honestly…at that moment, yes. I did.” He asked for the truth.


  “What else did you do with her?”


  “We made out freshman year while we were studying. We were sober and wanted to see if there were any feelings there. There weren’t.” I wait for him to say something, anything, but he doesn’t. So I ask, because it’s only fair, “Did you sleep with Macy?”


  He shakes his head, “No. I never touched Macy like that. Never even thought about it.”


  “So you didn’t do anything?”


  He smirks, cocky asshole. “I bit her fucking neck once trying to prove to her that there was nothing between us.”


  I wait to see if he blinks, it’s his tell. When he blinks he’s lying. It never comes.


  Kicking my feet up on the bench in front of me I stretch out. I think we’re done but we’re not, probably not even close.


  “You had no right to call Madison a whore.” That wasn’t what I was expecting him to say but now I know he’s talked to Macy and I’m not surprised she told him that.


  “You’re right. I’m sorry for that too.” And I am and I’ll apologize to Madison at some point too.


  “Why couldn’t you see that it wasn’t just you hurting?”


  “I’m sorry that I don’t want to feel. Forgive me for being selfish.” Landon says bitterly. “What I can’t understand is that people can’t see that I’m not doing this for them. I don’t do it to feel this way. I do it to not feel.”


  Cash looks at me, really looks at me for the first since the accident. He sees that things will never be the same for any of us, especially for me. He sees the blame I’m holding on my shoulders. “It’s never gonna be the same, man.” I say then bring the beer to my lips.


  “I know.”


  Does he really know? Will he ever? I don’t think he’ll ever see it from my point of view. I have Steven’s death on my hands. “Do you?”


  I see Cash’s face getting redder. He’s pissed that I’m challenging him. “You have so much goddamn God-given talent but you waste it! You fucking waste it because you’re depressed. Yeah, I get it, I was there too. But the eighty percent you play at is better than most who give one hundred percent. If you put forth the effort you do into forgetting, you could go pro and probably be a number one draft pick.”


  I nod because what he said is the truth.


  “Earn it. Being like this is a slap in the fucking face to him. He died. You lived. What good did it do that you were saved and you’re living like this? What do you think he’d say about that?”


  Steven would be slapping me upside my head every day for giving into the depression, the guilt. He wouldn’t let me give into it. He’d make me fight; he’d make me see it from his side of it. Cash and I both know this but I want to know what he would do.


  “What would you do if it was you?” I want to know if it was him acting crazy what he would be doing right here, right now.


  “I would do what I do now. Live my life because dwelling on it doesn’t rewrite history. It happened. We can’t take it back.”


  Landon thinks about it for a half a second. “Why do you hold on to the past with Madison then?”


  “I have no idea.” Cash answers. “I guess I do because I want to.” He looks out to the field. “There are parts of our lives we can’t change, Landon. I know that seems like I’m being hypocritical, but second chances don’t happen often. I’m still holding out for my second chance with her. Hell, I still want to finish my first chance. We were robbed of that opportunity, it was stolen from us.”


  “But you’re not together.”


  “I know. But it doesn’t stop me from wanting that chance at forever with her again.”


  Cash and I stand in complete silence but it’s the good silence. The kind that doesn’t need to be filled. Maybe today is the day that Cash and I can start to be friends again. Maybe one more tragedy is what it’s going to take to bring us full circle, back to where we all belong.
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  After I finish my beer with Cash I leave him to go Alexa’s house. I know it’s probably bad timing since she told me this morning she hated me but what I have to say can’t wait.


  I knock on Alexa’s door, tuck my hands in my front pockets, and wait. I knock again after a few second and wait. I know she’s there, she’s in her room, the light is on. I wait another second before I turn and start to walk away.


  “Landon?” Alexa says stopping me.


  I turn, her face is blotchy and tear stained. I walk right up to her and wrap my arms around her not caring if she tries to hit me again. She needs this hug just as much as I do.


  “I’m sorry.” I say. I don’t know if she heard me over her sobbing but I’ll say it a million times if I have to.


  “Landon,” She says with a shudder. “I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to stop this shit that you’re doing. I want you to be my Landon who always makes me laugh, the Landon who always knew how to draw a crowd and make himself look like a fool but yet had every girl after him. I want the Landon who never took anything serious. I just want you back. I need you, Landon. My life is so fucked up and nothing makes me even crack a smile because I know Steven isn’t here to make that happen.” She rests her head on my chest with her arms wrapped around me. “You’re the only other one who makes me forget what happened.”


  “Alexa,” I close my eyes briefly. “I’m sorry for everything. I didn’t mean to cause the accident. If I could change places with Steven I would. I’d do it in a heartbeat. He deserves to be here, not me.”


  Alexa shoves me away. “Landon,” she yells. “Do not say that. You do deserve to be here and so does he but he’s not. You. Are. Start living your life. It’s what he would want.”


  I shake my head, she’s wrong I don’t deserve to be here. “I miss him.”


  She gives me a sad smiles and tears fall from her eyes. “Me too, Landon. Me too.”


  I reach over and wipe the tears from Alexa’s eyes and then cup her face. “I’m sorry to you to for not being there for you. I thought you hated me and thought it was best to just stay away.”


  She shakes her head. “I don’t hate you. I could never.”


  I smile. “It’s okay if you do.”


  She gives me that look and I shut up.


  “Fix yourself, Landon. There are a lot of people who need you. People you don’t even realize because you’ve pushed them away.”


  She’s talking about Macy. And herself.


  “It’s not going to be easy.”


  “It never is.”


  And she’s right. Nothing is ever easy in life. You either take it on head first or you’ll never survive and that’s exactly what I’ve been doing. I’m barely surviving. I’m walking that last life line.
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  December 8, 2013


  


  I promised Jackie that I would stop over today so that’s where I’m on my way too. It snowed last night but not enough that it would stop me from walking over there. I’m never breaking a promise ever again.


  Jackie is standing at the kitchen table, she’s elbow deep in cookie dough. I waste no time at all, quickly taking my jacket, gloves and shoes off. The shoes are one of Jackie’s pet peeves. If your shoes were wet, you better damn sure leave them at the door. I can still hear her yelling at all of us, including Steven’s brothers, when we would come in from playing out in the snow.


  “Morning, Macy.” She greets me with a smile.


  “Morning,” I shuffle towards the table. “Need some help?”


  She stops kneading the dough for a second and blinks a few times. She nods and I see her swallow a few times. I walk over to the sink and wash my hands. Jackie is well known for making dozens of cookies starting around this time of year and doesn’t stop until after Christmas. She hands them out to all the neighbors, probably the whole town.


  I start on a batch of sugar cookies while Jackie pours in some chocolate chips in hers and starts mixing again. I put the recommended amount of butter in the bowl and then add the sugar and blend it until it’s creamy just like the age-old recipe says.


  I hear someone moaning behind me and I turn to see who it is. Connor is standing in the entryway rubbing his stomach. “You couldn’t have waited until after I was up and back from the gym to start that?”


  Adam pushes him aside so he can walk past him. “No, idiot, you know how it is this time of year.”


  “Boys,” Jackie warns and both of their demeanors change instantly.


  Josh drags his ass into the kitchen looking like a hot mess. His hair is sticking up all over the place, he’s only got on a pair of boxers and he has pillow lines etched across his face. Either he hasn’t put two and two together yet and noticed me or he doesn’t care. I crack a smile, he doesn’t care. Steven was the same way around me, he treated me like I was one of the boys, like his family.


  “Josh,” Jackie looks from him to me and back again.


  He gets this smug smile on his face and goes to stand behind me. Jackie’s watching his every move. “Morning, Mom.”


  “Morning, Josh.” She huffs. “Go get some clothes on.”


  I hear him chuckle behind me and then his brothers chime in. “He’s better with taking them off.” I hear Conner mumble. It’s true. I think I’ve seen Josh naked almost as much as Landon. He’s also the youngest and swore every day growing up he wanted to be like Steven and Landon but he’s better because they got the whole package in just him.


  Josh puts a hand on my hip, “Morning, Macy.” I bring my elbow up and elbow him in the gut.


  He coughs and I smile. Jackie chuckles under her breath. I can handle myself perfectly fine when it comes to the Griffin boys. Steven’s dad has always turned to putty once his eyes landed on me and Madison. He says if he ever had daughters he wished for them to be just like us.


  “So violent.” Josh says rubbing at his chest.


  I crack open a few eggs to add to the sugar and butter followed by the vanilla. The boys bustle around the kitchen raiding the cabinets for food.


  “I’m outta here.” Connor announces. “If I stay in here any longer there isn’t going to be a point in going to the gym because I’m going to eat my weight in cookies.”


  Adam gives way and follows behind Connor. Josh is sitting at the table eating some cereal. Jackie spoons some dough on cookie sheets and carries them over to the oven. When she isn’t looking I ball up a piece of the dough and throw it at Josh.


  He looks up smiling. God, I’ve missed being home. I thought it would hurt if I came over here to visit but it’s not so bad after all. Josh throws it back at me and it’s a perfect shot landing between my boobs. I look up with my jaw on the floor. He couldn’t do that again if he tried. Little shit.


  He jumps up and yells, “Field gooooaall,” and proceeds to double over in laughter.


  I shoot him a scowl that makes him laugh even harder.


  Once he’s contained his amusement, Josh picks up his bowl and rinses it before putting it in the dishwasher. He kisses his mom’s cheek, “See you around dinner.”


  “Bye, baby.”


  Josh winks, “Eight o’clock, my bed?”


  I start laughing and Jackie drops the cookie sheet on the floor. “Oh dear.” Jackie spins on her son. “Josh.”


  “You wouldn’t know how to handle me.” I toss back at him. It’s probably inappropriate but this is Josh, it hardly ever is.


  “I can take you and Madison at the same time.” He says smugly.


  “Josh!” Jackie yells. I laugh as he holds his hands up in surrender. “Out. Now.”


  Josh winks and leaves the kitchen. Jackie finishes picking up the ruined dough and throws it in the trash. I expect her to be a bit embarrassed but she’s smiling. “You always did know how to handle yourself with the boys, huh?”


  I shake my head, “No, just the Griffin’s.”


  She fiddles around with the spoon in her hand, calculating her next question. “How was Alexa?”


  I shrug because, yeah she talked to us, but it seemed like a mask to cover the pain, the hurt. “She’s okay, I guess.”


  Jackie nods, “How are you doing?” She looks up to me, “And don’t lie to me, missy.”


  She always has a way of knowing you’re about to lie. I can’t even tell you how many times Steven was caught up in a lie with his mom and she knew every single time.


  “I’m a mess.” It’s the truth.


  She wipes her hands on her apron and motions with her head to take a seat at the table. I follow.


  “What’s been going on? How are you and Madison dealing?” she looks away and then back to me again. “I know you girls don’t talk much.”


  “We don’t talk at all.” The thought of Madison makes me so angry, makes me want to punch her in the face and that’s not me, but when it comes to my sister that’s how I feel.


  “Sweetie,” Jackie says in a motherly voice. “You have to let the past go. You, Macy, of all the people I know never hold on to anything.”


  Folding my hands I place them on my lap, “She almost slept with Landon.”


  Jackie’s shocked, “Almost?”


  I nod, “Yeah, at prom.”


  Jackie doesn’t say anything and I don’t want to tell her the rest of the story but I know I need to. I don’t have anyone else to talk to about it, at least not someone who was involved. I can’t talk to my mom about it because we’re her daughters and she doesn’t need to hear this shit. Our mom just thinks that I blame Madison for the accident which couldn’t be further from the truth.


  “Alexa caught them.” Her eyes close briefly. “One minute we were dancing and the next moment Alexa caught them in the janitor’s closet making out. Cash and I went to go find them and they both stumbled out of the closet with their clothes all disheveled.”


  “Oh Jesus,” Jackie shakes her head.


  “Yup, I haven’t spoken to her in three years.”


  Jackie’s head tilts to the side, “But you talk to Landon?”


  I ring my hands together tightly, “Yeah.”


  She huffs, “You always did have a soft spot for Landon.” Jackie shifts in her seat. “He would walk into a room and your face would light up.”


  Tears sting my eyes and I try to blink them away.


  “Macy,” I hear the concern. “Do you ever think about what Madison is going through? What if it was her who tried to kill herself?” Her eyes glass over. “I’m not trying to defend Madison here because what she did was wrong but if you look at it from my side of things. She not only lost my baby, one of her best friends, but she also lost you, her other half.”


  That makes me angry. I angle my body away from Jackie’s. “She never should have put a hand on Landon. Hell, she not only hurt me but she crushed Cash.” I bang my hand on the table. “She had everything and throws it away like it was trash!”


  Jackie stands, walks around the table and sits next to me grabbing both my hands. “I know, sweetie. What she did was so very wrong, Landon too, but some of us aren’t as strong as you and Cash. Some people do stupid things when they’re mad, when they’re hurting. Some people turn to drugs and alcohol, some people try killing themselves. And some people turn a blind eye.”


  The tears fall, I can’t help it.


  “I miss him, Jackie.” My head falls forward, too heavy to hold up. “I’m sorry.”


  Jackie throws her arms around me and we cry together. Both of us holding on to each other and crying over the boy who loved life. Who always saw the best in everything. Who had everything going for him and in an instant it’s gone.


  Jackie sits up and reaches for some napkins that are sitting on the table. She hands one to me and then wipes her tears away. “Macy…”


  I look over and try to smile through the pain.


  “Forgive your sister. For me, for my son. I can’t bear the thought of one more life wasted from the accident.”


  The tears start all over again. And I nod because I will, because I can’t lose anyone and I need my sister. I haven’t felt whole since the night at prom.


  Jackie hands me a tissue, “Aren’t we just a party?”


  “Party?” Madison says from behind us. I don’t even need to turn around to know it’s her.


  Jackie reaches over and wipes my tears away. “Yup, we’re having a party.” She stands and her steps falter. I turn to see what stopped her. “Alexa,” she whispers.


  Alexa runs into Jackie’s open arms. They hug, rocking back and forth for what seems like forever.


  Madison nods towards the door. I wipe my face and follow behind her giving Jackie and Alexa some time together.


  It’s freezing cold out here and I can feel my skin burn a little from the tears that I just wiped away. Madison takes a seat on the front step and I sit beside her. She really looks horrible today. I’m not sure if it’s being back in Canby or the drugs catching up with her.


  I don’t know exactly what to say to her. I know something needs to be said. I’ve got to deal with the past. She is my sister after all but it doesn’t make what she and Landon did any easier. She’s my sister, she should have never did what she did. It was unacceptable. I think I was more pissed at her because she knew just how deep my feelings ran for Landon. She was the only one who really knew.


  We’ve been sitting out here for a few minutes. I can hear Alexa and Jackie talking and laughing. It’s nice to hear her laugh after everything she’s been through lately.


  “I’m sorry.” I hear Madison say.


  I can tell with the tone of her voice that she means it. It’s only taken her three years. Yeah, she’s said it plenty of times when it first happened but she really didn’t truly mean it. Not like she does now. “I know you are, Madison.”


  “I’m sorry that I chose him that night and broke your trust.”


  My chest tightens as I remember them walking out of the closet together. Landon’s tie missing and Madison’s dress ripped. What do I say to that? Tell her that it’s okay because it’s not, it never will be. She hurt me, Cash, and herself. She not only lost Steven she also lost me that night and in most parts she’s lost Cash too. Madison turned to something that would take all that away. Something she now has to climb her way out of and only she can do it.


  “I hate what you’ve done to yourself. I hate that Steven’s gone and that Alexa wants to be. I hate that you’re slowly killing yourself. But mostly,” I wait until she looks at me. She has to know how serious I am. Tears burn my eyes but I stare at her until she looks at me. I want her to see my pain and know that I’m sorry too. “I hate that I’m letting you do it.”


  Madison reaches for me and I open my arms to her letting her back in. She cries and it shakes her whole body. I let my own tears fall when I know that Madison has hit rock bottom and knowing I was part of the cause. I knew she what she was doing and I did nothing to help her. I should have been there for her and I turned my back when she needed me the most.


  “Can you forgive me?” Madison mumbles as her face is buried in my hair.


  I pull back and place my hands on either side of her cheeks. “I’m going to try. You need me.” I look down her skinny body with her clothes just hanging off her and the dark circles around her eyes. “I can’t stand seeing you like this. I need you, Madison. I need you to get better. I need you to get off the drugs.” I take a few seconds and collect myself. That was harder to admit than I thought it would be. “I hate that you turned to Landon. And I don’t want to hate anymore. I’m exhausted.”


  “He was just there, Macy.” Madison pulls out of my hold but still faces me. “Haven’t you ever been curious…about Cash?”


  The daydream about Cash makes my cheeks instantly flush. “Yes. I have.”


  “And?”


  “I would never act on it.” I say defensively because she needs to know that nothing would ever happen with Cash and I.


  “But you thought about it…”


  I nod in agreement. “Yes. I suppose the reason I don’t act on it is because Cash is different. Cash wouldn’t ever let anything happen. Landon on the other hand acts before he thinks.”


  “He loves you, Macy. Only you.”


  I know he does even if it’s Landon’s way of loving me but sometimes I wonder if it’s enough. Does love really conquer all? Some days I’m not so sure. But I am sure that my sister needs my love and I know that my love will be enough for her.


  When Madison and I go back into the house I hear Alexa and Jackie laughing. Madison and I look at each other and shrug before we pile onto the couch where they’re both sitting.


  “Do you girls remember that one time when Steven shaved his head when you guys were in fifth grade?”


  Alexa laughs. “Yeah, I hated his skin head. It was so wrinkly and had dents in places there shouldn’t have been dents.”


  Jackie giggles, “Did he ever tell you why he had to shave his hair?”


  We all shake our heads.


  “He had this thing with gum. He chewed it non-stop.” She laughs again. “He kept it in his mouth while he ate. It was the most disgusting thing ever.” She laughs harder. “I told him one night before bed that it was going to fall out of his mouth and get stuck in his hair and we’d have to shave it. He didn’t care. Well, the next morning he walks downstairs and Adam pointed to his head and asked what the hell that was.”


  Alexa snorts.


  “Sure enough the gum was stuck in his hair. We tried everything to get it out but it only made it worse and we had to shave his head. We could have just cut that one section off but that would have looked worse. He hated it and I swear he shed a few tears during that haircut.”


  We all laughed and it felt so damn good.


  Jackie sighs, “I want you girls to watch something.” She gets up and grabs the remote from the table and then takes her seat on the couch between us again.


  The familiar voice of Mase singing “Welcome Back” starts playing and we’re staring at the gym back in our high school during that last pep rally. Madison reaches over and grabs my hand. She helped them all with this skit for school. The four of us watch as the boys dominated that show. Everyone was on their feet at one time or another.


  Steven comes around in front of Cash when the music fades into “Like A Virgin.” Steven drops to his knees and acts like he’s proposing. Cash looks horrified all the while Landon is humping the ground.


  I start laughing so hard I can’t see and my stomach aches. We were one crazy group of friends.


  We all sigh when it’s over. “Where did you get this?” Madison asks.


  Jackie pats her knee, “Adam.”


  The movie flickers a few times and then we’re watching the championship game. We sit there and watch the entire game. No one moved even an inch. At the end of the game Steven runs up to Jackie, hugs her and he spins her around. Alexa is there in the background smiling like she just won the lottery and in a way she did. She had Steven’s heart and in my eyes that’s the ultimate jackpot.


  “Love you, Mom.” Steven says before the video cuts off.


  Jackie starts crying followed by Alexa and me and Madison.


  When Jackie’s able to talk she says something that hits home and changes everything as I know it. She opens my big blue eyes, figuratively, and makes me see what’s right in front of me.


  “You girls have a gift that was taken from Steven too soon.” She looks up the ceiling. “Don’t waste it. Don’t waste a second on something that’s in the past, something that can’t be changed.


  For a moment, I wish I was pregnant. The timing is horrible but I want that tie to Landon in a way. I miss him. I picture a tiny little baby boy with chocolate brown hair and piercing blue eyes crawling around saying mama and dada. I lean my head back against the couch and see hopefully a future playing out, one where we write the game plays ourselves, not the playbook being written for us.


  “I’ll be right back.” Jackie leaves the three of us sitting in the living room. We each look everywhere but at each other. “Catch.” She says as she comes back into the room and Madison reaches up and catches a set of keys.


  “They’re the keys to the house on Cannon Beach. Go out there. Talk about things. Fix them. Remember why you are here and never forget what brought you to this point. Life’s too short.”


  “You heard her,” Steven’s dad, John, startles us. “Chop, chop.”


  Jackie wraps her arms around her husband and they both give us pointed looks. Alexa, Madison and I jump to our feet and are out the door in a flash.


  “Macy, can you call Landon and Cash?” Madison asks when we reach our cars. “I’ll meet you back at the house and we can all drive down together?”


  “Yeah, yeah.” I unlock my car and climb in.


  Alexa places a hand on my car door. “Thank you.”


  Confused I say, “For what?”


  “For not giving up.”


  The corner of my lip curls, “Never.”
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  December 8, 2013


  


  Macy calls and tells me to grab some clothes and meet her outside in ten minutes. I don’t know what’s going on but we’ve got to be going somewhere. Maybe this will be my chance to talk to her about things, the pregnancy in particular, and the future and what that means for us.


  She beeps the horn. I grab my bag that I dropped by the front door. My parents are out so I make sure to lock up when I leave.


  “Hey,” I greet her when I climb into the front seat.


  “We’re going to the beach.”


  My eyebrows lift up, “Beach? Like Cannon Beach?”


  She flicks the blinker on making a right hand turn towards Cash’s house. “Yup.” And a few moments later she rolls to a stop in front of his house and beeps the horn.


  “Did you talk to Madison yet?”


  Macy looks over at me. “Yeah.”


  I look away for a brief second afraid she’ll tell me she’s still not talking to her sister. “Are things okay?


  She nods and relief floods me. “We’re better.”


  “Good.”


  Julia opens the door with a messy haired little Bentley in her arms. “Damn, she got big.”


  I wave, “Yeah, she did. You should see her crawling around too.”


  I bit of jealously hits me. She’s been with Cash since we got back and I hate that. I want her to come to me but I know she won’t. She doesn’t trust me and I don’t blame her. She’s holding on to the last bit of light before my fucked up ways puts it out.


  “Yo,” Cash says taking a seat in the back.


  I lift my chin, “Yo.”


  Macy pulls away from the curb.


  “So,” Cash clears his throat. “Where are we going?”


  Macy shrugs and keeps her eyes on the road, “Cannon Beach.”


  Cash mutters something under his breath and Macy sighs. “Suck it up, Cash. We need this.”


  He grunts, “I know but I have to be back on campus by the sixteenth.”


  I feel a pain in my chest. I should have to be back by the eleventh as well but I fucked all that up.


  A few minutes later and we stop in front of Madison and Macy’s. She puts the car in park. “I’ll be right back.”


  She runs up to the house. Cash shifts around in the back seat. “You talk to her yet.”


  I shrug, “No not really.”


  “You better.” Cash says as a warning. “It’s time to get your head out of your ass, Landon.”


  He’s right. This is the turning point in my life, there is no other way. “I know, man. I know.”


  Minutes later the front door opens and Macy followed by Madison and Alexa walk out. Each carrying a bag in their hands. I’m surprised to see Alexa. I thought her parents would have been watching her like a hawk since the accident.


  Cash opens the door and grabs the bags from each of the girls. I lean over and pop the trunk open. Macy sits back in the driver’s seat. It’s rare for her to let anyone drive especially if it’s far. Alexa climbs in the back seat and Madison and Cash sit on either side of her.


  I turn my head and smile, “Hey, beautiful.”


  She’s gives me a timid smile, “Hey.”


  Macy turns so she can see us all. “Seatbelts, no smoking, no drinking, no fighting.”


  The tension in the air builds until Cash saves the day. “Yes, Mom.”


  That earned him a glare from Macy.


  “I mean it. I can’t lose any of you. My heart won’t survive it.”


  Cash ruffles Macy’s hair, “We aren’t going anywhere.” Then Cash throws his arm around Alexa and pulls her to his side. “I’m warning you now I drool.”


  “I don’t understand. He drools so much.” Macy says, and then catches herself. “He was drunk one night and I didn’t know what to do with him so he slept on my bed. Fully clothed.” And then she gets a nervous giggle thinking she’s gone too far. “Well, I was fully clothed, he had no pants on. And he peed on my plant.” she sighs. “Never mind.”


  I shake my head not wanting to even think about the rest of that sentence.


  And that’s how they stay until we arrive in Cannon Beach two hours later.


  The house is located down a private drive on a quiet little side street set back a little for the beach crowds. The house has five bedrooms and two-and-a-half baths. The house is bright and windows surround almost the entire lower floor.


  One thing I love about the house the most is the kitchen. It’s huge, has all up-to-date appliances and has plenty of counter space. When I get my own house one day I’d like to buy one just like this for Macy. She’d have plenty of room for cooking meals and baking. I may never get rid of Cash but that’s okay.


  The living room has a huge flat screen and it leads into the dining area and off of that is a long wraparound porch. Macy and I used to go out there and watch the sun set. It was always perfect.


  The five bedrooms were upstairs and each has its own theme. There was one bathroom in the hallway and one in the master suite. The half bath was downstairs. In the master bedroom there were high ceilings and it had a loft that overlooked the living room. Jackie used to tease us and tell us she would know if anyone was having sex and not to try it. She couldn’t hear anything because I know for a fact Madison and Cash and I’m sure Steven and Alexa had sex in there. Macy and I never did though. We always had sex in the hammock or out of the beach when everyone was sleeping.


  


  December 9, 2013


  


  Everyone is down walking along the beach but I stay back. I need to make a phone call to my dad. I was a pussy and couldn’t talk to him about this face-to-face.


  “Hello?” My dad answers on the second ring.


  “Hey, Dad,” I clear my throat. “You got a second to talk?”


  I hear shuffling around in the background and mom asking who was on the phone. Dad tells her and then I hear a door click shut.


  “What’s going on, Landon?”


  I sigh and drop down into a chair on the deck. “I fucked up, Dad.”


  He takes a deep breath, “Tell me what happened.”


  I unload the story about taking the drug test, failing, the school taking my scholarship and not being able to play in the Bowl game. When I finish it’s so quiet I’m sure he hung up. I left the part out about Macy thinking she might be pregnant. I’m not trying to give him a heart attack.


  “I’m not letting this stop you, Landon.” I hear him scribbling something down. “I’ll file for an appeal as soon as I can but only if you get help, Landon.”


  I’m stunned, “You’re not angry?” I thought he would be fucking pissed.


  “I’m not happy about this. We didn’t raise you this way but you’ve got too much talent to waste. You’re a good kid with a good heart. Forgive yourself.” I let his words sink in. He doesn’t think I’m a fuck up. My dad still truly cares about me. “You’re dealing with losing your best friend, kid. I don’t agree with it but what can I do? We tried to get you the best help we could but you wouldn’t take it so your mother and I sat back and just let you do your thing.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  “I love you, kid.”


  I haven’t told him in a long time that I loved them and actually felt the emotion behind it. “I love you too, Dad.”


  Later that night Macy and I are lying on the sand near the fire pit trying not to freeze our asses off. I tried talking her in to going inside with everyone else but she wasn’t feeling it.


  “It was pretty cool what we did tonight to remember Steven.” I say into Macy’s neck trying to keep my nose warm.


  “Yeah, it was. I think it was good for all of us.”


  “Yeah, it was.”


  Macy’s eyes look like diamonds against the flames of the fire. In a way she’s my flame and I’ll always gravitate towards her. She’s the sun after the rain but she doesn’t get that with me. My heart is like the desert though, it never sees the water.


  She reaches over and places a hand on my arm. “What are you thinking about?”


  I waggle my eyebrows, “The hammock. Want to give it another try? See if we still have it?”


  Macy rolls her eyes, “I know I’ve still got it but I don’t think you can hang.”


  “Ahh, you got jokes I see.”


  She winks.


  I roll onto my back and stare up to the sky. It’s a clear cold night with the stars shining brightly. “I didn’t treat you right, Macy, not the way I should have.” She’s quiet. “I took your love for granted. When you gave me your virginity our sophomore year I didn’t realize then what you were sharing with me.” I huff. “I should have loved you more but I didn’t take the time. I didn’t realize what was right in front of me.”


  Macy crawls over and lies against my side and holds my hand.


  “See,” I try to smile but it fails. “I should have done that. I feel like I’m not good enough for you.” My throat feels tight.


  “Landon, you are. This is you and I love you with your flaws and all. If I didn’t I wouldn’t be here.” Macy squeezes my hand. “I’ve been holding on hoping that one day you’d see me again. You’d come back to me.”


  “My light. You’re my light in the darkness.”


  Macy’s eyes glass over. “Landon, I’m all out of tears. I’m crumbling and for once I need you. I. Need. You.”


  I roll over and kiss her with no hesitation. “I’m here, baby.”


  I rest my forehead on hers. “I love you, Landon.”


  All the fight leaves me, I am no longer angry. I am nothing without Macy in my life and it’s taken passing through the gates of hell to get to this point. “I love you too.”


  I lie back and Macy lays her head on my chest. We’re quiet for some time.


  “Are we okay?” I ask.


  She sighs, “We’re always okay.”


  “Well, that’s a problem.”


  “I’m just thankful I have you. All the other shit can be worked out.”


  That night Macy and I slept out in the hammock. We never did find out if we still have it but I know we do. That night wasn’t about that. It was about us finding our way back to each other. It was about finding my forever light.
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  December 10, 2013


  


  I loved waking up this morning listening to the waves crash onto the shore but most of all finding myself in Landon’s arms. I get up early that morning and cooked everyone breakfast. I couldn’t pass up the chance to use the kitchen again. Now we’re all walking down on the beach. Cash and I have fallen back behind the rest of them.


  Cash bumps into my shoulder. “You’re gonna do it, right?”


  I don’t answer him because I don’t know. I don’t know if I can sing in front of thousands of people even if it is for all of us in one way or another.


  “I’ll talk to coach when we get back.”


  I glance over at Cash, “I never said I’m going to do it.”


  Cash smiles, “But you never said you weren’t.”


  I walk away without another word. He knows I’m going to do it. I’m doing it for all of us.


  


  December 14, 2013


  


  After my first final, Will and I walk out together. I asked if he’d like to go to lunch. The look on his face told me I might be leading him on but I need to let him down as gently as possible. I still want to be friends with him but nothing more.


  We grab our lunches and take a seat at one of the empty tables. I tap my straw on the table pushing the paper back on it. I stick it in my cup and take a sip.


  Will is watching my every move. He reminds me of a skittish cat. He goes to take a bite out of his sandwich and it just falls into his lap. It’s like the thing weighs a ton and he couldn’t hold it up anymore. I laugh because I can’t help it.


  “Damn.” Will mutters. He stands and brushes the lettuce and tomato off his pants. The mayo from his sandwich just so happens to land right on his crotch. It just makes the whole situation funnier. I can’t even raise my hand to give him a napkin because I’m laughing so hard.


  Finally, after five minutes of continuous laughing I calm down enough to hand Will my extra napkins.


  I wipe under my eyes. “You okay?”


  Will looks my direction and smiles. “I love hearing your laugh.”


  I blush and look away. This is going to be a harder let down then I realized.


  Will sits and tries his soda and I can see he’s holding it pretty tight since his finger tips are white. “So,” he starts as I look past his shoulder. “How did you do on the final?”


  I take a deep breath. The longer I wait the harder it’s going to be. “Will,” I clear my throat. “I didn’t bring you to lunch to talk about finals.”


  “Uh-huh.” He says like he already knows what I’m about to say.


  “I’m just going to come out and say it. I don’t want to hurt your feelings but I need to make sure we’re on the same page.” I take a deep breath again. “We can only be friends, Will. It’s all I can offer. I know we shared that lap dance and it was…good and all but that’s where it has to stop. It can’t happen again. And I’m sorry about your glasses too.”


  I brace myself not knowing where this is going to go.


  Will takes another sip of his soda before setting it down. “I understand. I figured after that awkward dance that we were better off as friends. Honestly.”


  I sigh in relief. I decide to joke around and keep the mood light with us. “You know you like my moves.” I say laughing.


  He throws his napkin at me. “Yeah, you’re right. I think we should try again.”


  This time I throw the napkin back at Will and groan. “Will.”


  He holds his hands up in surrender. “Just kidding,” he smirks. “Thanks for talking to me about this though and not just avoiding me. I understand that your heart belongs to Landon.


  “My girl gave you a lap dance?” Landon says scaring the shit out of the both of us.


  Will’s eyes are as big as saucers. He’s looking all around until Landon steps out from behind him with a smirk of his own on his gorgeous face.


  “I…uh…” Will stammers.


  Landon puts a hand on his shoulder and squeezes. “Relax, man.” Will doesn’t. “Just keep your hands off my girl from this point on and we’ll be okay. Got it?”


  I thought Landon would be pissed if he found out about the lap dance. I mean it wouldn’t have been right. His lips have touched their fair share of half the girls here on campus.


  Will nods.


  The rest of lunch went well. Landon and Will were actually joking around with each other by the end of it.


  I’m glad that’s over with.


  Landon and I are hanging out in my room after our last class of the day. He’s got his head in my lap and I’m running my hands through his hair.


  Landon is restless. “I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.”


  I nod and keep running my hands in his hair. “I’m definitely suspended and I have to attend drug and alcohol classes. It’s mandatory.”


  I knew this would happen deep down. Landon has been struggling for so long it was only a matter of time before he cracked.


  “I also lost my scholarship.”


  That got my attention. “You should have known that was going to happen.” I should have known too but hearing him say it makes it real.


  “I did.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  Landon sits up and turns towards me. “Dad is paying.”


  My eyebrows go up in surprise. Landon’s parents were always a little hard on him but they did it to push him, to make him a better person. “He is? Is he pissed off?”


  Landon sighs loudly. “Yeah, he was but he said he wasn’t going to let my talent go to waste. He was going to appeal it and see what happens.”
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  Later that night I run into Madison. We walk to the nearby coffee shop and grab a cup of coffee. Things are still a little strained between us but it’s getting better. I haven’t completely let her in and in this moment I need my sister so I try. I just pray she doesn’t throw it back in my face.


  “So,” I run my fingertip around the lid of my cup. “I think I might be pregnant.”


  Shock registers across her face and then it’s gone. It is a shock. No one would suspect it would be me who would get pregnant. I’m the one who always thinks things through.


  “Did you take a test?”


  I shake my head. “No, not yet but I will in a few days. I want to give it just a little more time because it started but it was really light and then stopped.” I take a sip of my coffee. “Maybe I’m just stressed out and it’s messing with me.” I wish it were true but I’m not so sure.


  Madison watches me for a few moments. “Well, if you want I’ll go with you.”


  I smile letting her know that her offer means a lot to me. “No I just want to wait just a little bit longer.”


  She nods. “I’ll be here, Macy, when you’re ready.”


  Madison and I finish our coffee and we talk about what we’re going to be doing for Christmas. I’m leaving in the morning to go home. It’s not something I want to do right now, not with my sister, Landon, and Cash staying behind but I need to be there for Alexa. The three of them will be home in the next few days.
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  December 27, 2013


  


  My drug and alcohol classes are set with a little help from my Dad. He made a few calls and set everything up for me. It was one less thing on my plate that I didn’t have to worry about. I’ll start them about the same time classes start back up. The season will be over so life will be a little less crazy. He’s also started my appeal. I’m not sure if it’ll do any good but it’s worth a shot.


  I feel like shit that I’ve let so many people in my life down, myself included. If this appeal goes through it will be the best thing for me. It will me my little slither of hope again at making it in life and not being a fuck up.


  The morning Macy left campus for winter break she stopped at my door after I sent her a text asking her to.


  


  Macy knocked before she pushed my bedroom door opened. She stepped in and shut it behind her. When she looked over at me her eyes go directly to the whiskey and weed that’s sitting next to me on the bed.


  “It’s not what it looks like.” I defended myself.


  She nodded and came to stand in front of me. I pulled her down onto my lap. “I need you for this part.”


  She wrapped her arms around me. “Whatever you need.”


  I looked towards the bathroom and nodded. I didn’t have to say that I wanted to dump it all because she stood up and grabbed the stuff and walked into my bathroom.


  She put everything in the sink and leaned on the door near the toilet. “You have to do it, Landon.”


  She was right. I had to be the one to do it.


  I started with the whiskey first. I unscrewed the lid and tossed it in the trash and watched as every ounce emptied out. I flushed it and then grabbed the baggy of weed. I opened it and tossed the weed in the toilet next. I stopped with my hand on the handle. I looked over to Macy. “I’m sorry I chose this over you, Macy.”


  She smiled sadly.


  I flushed the last of my drugs away. I feel bare, exposed that I have nothing to hide behind now. I’ve got to deal with everything head on. I’ve got to rely on myself from here on out if I’m ever going to do right by Macy again. Even our could-be baby. For Steven. For all of us.


  “I love you, Landon.” Macy said.


  “I love you too.”


  


  I went home to Canby for Christmas. It was quiet for the most part. I felt lost. I’ve been numb for so long I forgot what normal feels like. I’ve been getting high for years. It calms the storm within me.


  Macy and I slept together every night that I was home last week. It was the only way I could sleep. Not having something to relax me every day is leaving me with some anxiety. My biggest fear is that I won’t be enough for her. It’s not the darkness that scares me anymore; I’m used to that. It’s the light. It’s her.


  Back at school I’m sitting on the bench in the locker room lost in my own world. I know I’m not playing in the Bowl but I’m still part of this team and I’m not leaving them high and dry. So I’ve been practicing with them every day.


  Cash comes in and claps me on the shoulder. “You want to have a beer tonight? Just one?”


  I shouldn’t but one won’t hurt me. Plus, I’ll be with Cash and I know for a fact that that’s all he’ll let me have.


  “Yeah.”


  “Wanna go to Taylor’s?”


  Cash and I change and make our way to Taylor’s. It’s time I come clean with Cash. “The NCAA pulled my scholarship.”


  He nods, “What are you going to do?”


  “My dad hired a lawyer but for now I can stay in school, just have to pay for my tuition. I might have to pay back what they gave me too… but I can also petition to have the suspension lifted after the first of the year since the toxicity reports showed such low levels. Coach says the suspension will be lifted for playing next year but could be less if I appeal. My dad appealed.”


  “That’s not too bad then. I mean they could have kicked you out of school, couldn’t they?”


  “I suppose.” I hate that I’ve done this to my life. What the fuck was I thinking? Oh, that’s right. I wasn’t. “I’m not going to the game.”


  Cash frowns at me. “Why not?”


  “It’s just… it’s hard, man. I feel like I let everyone down.”


  “You did.”


  It’s the truth.


  “What does not showing up say about you? What kind of message does that send the team?”


  He’s got a point and I nod. I don’t answer him though. Cash has always been straightforward with me. He doesn’t bullshit. He flipped the tables and now I see it from his point of view and I know then that I’m going to that game. To be there for him and my brothers.


  


  December 30, 2013


  San Antonio, TX


  Valero Alamo Bowl


  


  Being back with the team seems a little unreal and nightmarish at the same time. I didn’t want to go and I don’t feel like I should even be here surrounded by them. I didn’t think I deserved to go but after Cash talked me into it and pointed out that I was still a part of the team whether I was suspended or not I thought it was best to support my team.


  Coach was actually proud of me.


  “It’s about time you got your head out of your ass, son.” Coach Lander says with a smile, trying to put me at ease.


  I put my hands up letting him know this wasn’t all me. It wasn’t me at all. I would have never done this without Cash. “Well, if it wasn’t for Cash giving me a pep talk… I wouldn’t be here.”


  He waves his hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter. You’re coming around, Landon, that’s all that matters. We’re gonna get through this. I promise you. Next year is a whole new season. You’re biggest season ever. NFL scouts will be watching your every move. You’re always in the limelight but hopefully with your appeal it will be overlooked.”


  I nod in agreement, knowing he’s probably right. “Do you think they’d actually overlook this?”


  “It’s been overlooked before. You’re not the first player in the NCAA to have a drug problem, Landon. Look at the NFL.” He laughs. “Everybody makes mistakes.”


  He’s right. They do. It’s just never felt like this before.


  “I’d like to actually talk to the guys before they go out on the field. Think that would be okay? I’ll make it quick.”


  He smiles proudly. “We’d love it, son.”


  After the team finishes with the warm up Coach calls all the players together. He gives his speech about doing what we’ve been doing the whole season.


  Play together as a team.


  Be brothers.


  You sweat. We sweat.


  Fast hard finish.


  Win the day.


  Same thing he’s said to us all year but today it means something different to me.


  His eyes flick to mine and I nod letting him know I’m ready and still want to do this.


  Suddenly I’m nervous. I’m sweating even though it’s pretty chilly in here, my hands are shaking and my stomach flips around. I’m standing beside Cash, who nudges me with his elbow and gives me a head nod. I close my eyes for a brief second and take a deep breath. This is for Steven, for me, for my team, for my friends and hopefully my soon-to-be wife.


  “Landon,” Coach calls my name.


  The guys open a pathway for me so that I can stand in the center. All their eyes are on me. I tuck my hands in my warm-up pants. I’m not playing so there is no reason for me to suit up but I’m here for my team and wearing my warm-up out is the right thing to do.


  “So, I know most of you are looking at me and shaking your heads at how stupid I’ve been these last three years. I’m doing the same thing. I feel stupid for what I’ve done. Some of you think that this is even normal for me. I promise you it’s not. I’m not this guy. The problem is I’m not even sure I know that kid I used to be. Life has a way of doing that to you. If I had to say when that change happened, I’d say it was my senior year of high school. Three years ago after Canby High School won the state championship… that night I lost my best friend in a car accident. He…” I feel my chest constrict with pain. “He died because I was being stupid.”


  I look around the room to the guys. Some of them are in shock. Some are shaking their heads. And some are looking at me with pity in their eyes and I hate that the absolute worst.


  I shake my head. “I’m not telling you guys this because I want your pity. I’m telling you guys this because you all deserve an explanation as to what the hell I’ve been doing with my life these last three years. I don’t deserve to be here. Steven should be here playing with you guys. He deserved to be here. I know some of you think I should be too, that the past doesn’t matter.” I shoot a glance at Cash and he gives me a reassuring smile. “I made a bad decision that night. We were all celebrating but I couldn’t wait until we got to the beach house out in Cannon Beach. I was drinking and smoking and carrying on. I thought it would be a good idea to hang out of the sunroof. I felt like I was flying.”


  My eyes mist over. I’ve never talked about that night. Once I talked about it with the police I never spoke of it again, not like I am now.


  “A car was coming around a bend with their high beams on and it blinded us all. I was being begged to get down but when I was trying to get down I dropped the joint I was smoking down Steven’s back. He was yelling at me to get it, it was burning him. I couldn’t because I couldn’t put the words together fast enough. The next thing I know the car had come to a complete stop. It was eerily quiet and I knew in the pit of my stomach that something was seriously wrong. When the fog cleared from my head I sat up and that’s when I saw the way Steven was trapped in the car and how much blood was there. I prayed.” I take a deep breath and rub my nose. “I prayed so damn hard that he would be okay. That just because he was trapped in the car once help arrived they could save him.” I shake my head as the tears start to fall. I don’t care in this moment that my teammates, my brothers, see me crying. “All the praying in the world didn’t save Steven. He died before help got there. I believed I killed him. Later it came out the guy in the truck that we hit was so drunk his blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit. There was no saying who hit who there.”


  Cash stands up and guys make a path letting him get to me. He wraps his arm around me and for the first time in three years my life finally felt right. I finally got all of the past off my shoulders. I’m finally dealing.


  I rub my eyes with the backs of my hands new tears are coming, or already there. This isn’t easy to say. “What we all have here as a team, a bond, a brotherhood that molds us to who we are. I feel… no… I know that I wasn’t there for you all these last few years but I’m here now. I’m not numbing the pain and the emotions away. I’m going to deal with them head on and get help if not for myself, for you guys.” Cash shifts beside me, and I look over at him. He has tears in his eyes. “No matter what. I’ve let relationships that meant the world to me to go. I’ll never do it again.”


  All the guys including the coaches stood, clapping and then they all took a few steps closer and as a family, as a team we became one.


  Saylor does one better and picks me up, with very little effort and starts chanting something I can’t understand.


  Macy and Madison flew in last night but we weren’t able to see each other because Cash doesn’t know Madison is here. I was able to get them front row seats. My phone beeps and I pull it out of my pocket.


  Madison: Where are you?


  Me: At the stadium. Want to see Cash before the game?


  Madison: I was hoping you’d say that.


  Me: K. Meet me down by section A and I’ll get him out there.


  I walk over to Cash, “Can you do me a favor and not ask any questions?”


  Cash shrugs.


  “Go to section A.”


  “Huh?”


  I smile. “Just go to section A.”


  He looks at me like I’ve completely lost my mind. “Alright.”


  The opening ceremonies and the team bands have done their things. I still have yet to see Macy. Did she not want to come after all? Is she too disappointed in me for fucking up and not being able to play?


  I spot Madison back in her seat and I jog over to her.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I came to find Macy. I know you didn’t come alone.” I say confidently but there is doubt creeping in.


  “Oh, yeah, uh,” Madison is fumbling with the right words to say. “She’s in the bathroom.”


  “I’ll wait for her. I need to talk to her.”


  “Don’t you have to be on the field?”


  Why does it feel like she’s trying to get rid of me? “No. I’m not playing.”


  The marching band comes on and I see Macy down on the sidelines. “What the fuck? You said she was in the bathroom.”


  “Ladies and gentleman, here to perform your national anthem, Ms. Macy Thomas!”


  “What is she doing?”


  Madison hands me a folded up piece of paper. I quickly unfold it wanting to find out what’s going on.


  The note has been kissed in blood red lipstick and the words ‘Just watch’ are written in Macy’s handwriting.
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  December 30, 2013


  


  I’m so glad that Mom and Dad purchased a plane ticket for Madison to get to Texas with me. If she wasn’t here by my side I don’t think I would be able to sing in front of the crowd at today’s game.


  As soon as my eyes opened this morning I was running for the bathroom. When I finish getting sick I climb off the floor and splash some cold water on my face and brush my teeth.


  Madison sticks her head in the door. “Are you okay?”


  I nod and I feel nauseous again from the taste of toothpaste in my mouth. “Just nervous.”


  She steps in and rubs my back. “You’re going to be fine.”


  I know she’s right but I’ve always had stage fright. It’s the reason why I would never be able to try out for American Idol or any of those kinds of shows.


  “Let’s get you ready to see Cash.”


  It’s the perfect distraction that I need. It takes my mind off of singing in front of thousands of people. I take my time helping her get ready. I fix up her hair, do her makeup and even pick out the clothes she’s going to wear. Then I work on getting myself ready. I curl my hair like I did with Madison’s. I go a little lighter with the makeup but stain my lips blood red. After getting dressed in jeans and my Ducks jersey with Landon’s name and number on it I walk over to the nightstand near the bed. I’ve always wondered why they keep a notepad and pen in the drawer, well now I know why. I rip a piece off, kiss it and then write the words, “Just watch.” I fold the piece of paper up and hand it to Madison.


  “Give this to Landon before I come out.” She nods and sticks it in her purse.


  We arrive at the stadium with the passes that Coach Lander gave me. It gets us access to the locker rooms. The cab ride here with Madison was quiet. I was afraid if I opened my mouth that I would throw up.


  Madison goes to find her seat and I follow the instructions that Coach Lander gave me. A few security guards stop me along the way and I just flash my pass and they let me through. I’m hanging out in the locker room waiting for Coach Lander to come and get me.


  Cash taps on the door before he opens it. He looks so handsome in his uniform. “You good?”


  I shrug and fidget with my hands. “I’m nervous as hell.”


  He wraps me in his arms. “You can do this. When you get out there find that one thing in that crowd of thousands of people and shut the rest of the world out.”


  “Is that what you do?”


  “Yup, when I’m on the field all I see is the field, the ball, the player, and the end zone.”


  I take a step back and try to steel my nerves. “Thanks for the pep talk.”


  Cash leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. “Good luck.”


  He leaves and Coach comes in minutes later. “Show time, little lady.”


  I smile and follow behind him. He ushers me out to the fifty-yard line where there is a microphone waiting for me. I get about halfway there when the announcer shouts my arrival and the crowd cheers.


  I look around, taking it all in. I hear Cash in the back of my mind. “Find that one thing.” My eyes land on Landon, my darkness, my forever. He’s reading the note that I had Madison give him. He unfolds it, reads it and looks up. His mouth is hanging open and I smile.


  I take a deep breath and pour my heart and soul into the national anthem. I start out a little shaky until I let everything fade away and it’s just Landon and I in the stadium. I hit every note and I remember every word. One of my biggest fears was forgetting the words. I belt out the last words and the crowd goes crazy. My performance isn’t perfect but it was pretty damn good.


  When I’m finished I turn the mic off and before I step foot off the field Landon has his arms wrapped around me swinging me around.


  “I can’t believe you did that, babe.” Landon says into my ear since it’s so loud with the bustle of the game starting. He sets me down and pulls me off the field and down towards the locker room.


  When he shuts the door he turns towards me with a smirk on his face. “How did you even pull that off?”


  I shrug. “I’ve got connections.”


  Landon cocks an eyebrow. “Connections?”


  I nod and he stalks forward towards me. I back up until I’m backed against the door. Landon cups my face and kisses me. I sigh as our lips meet and then I moan as his tongue sweeps against mine. Without breaking the kiss Landon reaches down and grabs the back of my thigh hiking me up against the door. I wrap my arms and legs around him. Landon’s hands are gripping my hips as he continues kissing me.


  I break the kiss needing to come up for air. Landon buries his face in my neck and kisses me some more. Finally, he stops for just a second and looks into my eyes. “I’m so damn proud of you.”


  “Thanks.” I say shyly.


  I wiggle because I feel like I’m slipping and Landon hisses. My body is still pumped full of adrenaline so I don’t notice his erection until then. “Macy, we’ve got to get out of here.”


  I giggle and release my legs from around him. “Sorry.”


  Landon kisses me again and leaves me breathless once again. “No more ‘I’m sorry’. Not anymore.”


  I bite on my bottom lip and Landon groans again. “Let’s go.” He grabs my hand and we walk out of the locker room toward the stands.


  We turn the corner and spot Jay walking towards us.


  “Oh fuck.” I whisper just as Landon looks up.
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  December 30, 2013


  


  When Macy and I walk down the hallway we pass by Jay. Macy trips over her own two feet, she saw him too. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Jay never comes to games so what the hell is he doing here? What the fuck is he doing in Texas? I pull Macy closer to my side, my protectiveness kicking in.


  Macy whispers, “Is that weird?”


  “It’s not good.”


  “Oh shit.”


  I’m not sure what to think when I see Jay but I know I need to do something. Say something.


  I lean into Macy. “Go back to your seat. I’ll be there in a minute.”


  She’s hesitating, like she doesn’t want to leave me alone. Maybe she thinks I’m going to get some drugs from him.


  She smiles, it’s reassuring… it’s trusting. “Okay. Just be careful.”


  I kiss her temple and then turn around the corner to where Jay is standing near the stairs. He knows where Madison is sitting now because from here he has a clear view of her and the field.


  “Stay away from Madison.” I tell him calmly. No way am I letting him see I’m bothered by this, or that he can somehow control her anymore. I won’t allow it.


  Jay doesn’t acknowledge my presence, as if he ever has, his eyes on the field watching Cash.


  I know exactly what he’s doing here now. He’s looking for Cash’s weakness. He studies people. Watches them. Then he reacts. It won’t be tonight. Maybe not even six months from now. This isn’t something where he’s sending a message like he so often likes to do. This is a man looking for revenge for taking something of his.


  His dark glare turns to mine, amusement tugging at the corners of his lips. He looks at the ground as he speaks running his hand over his beard. “I’d mind my own business,” his voice is steady, his eyes moving from the floor to mine, “if I was you.” His gaze shifts past me, to the field, and then back on mine but he turns and walks away.


  I make it back to my seat right before kickoff. I take a deep breath and push that encounter to the side. We have to show our support for Cash. He needs us all today


  “Jay is here.” I announce as Macy leans into me when I sit down next to her.


  I watch as Madison flinches. “Here? In Texas?”


  I lean over and whisper in her ear. “Relax, okay? There’s security everywhere and he’d be stupid to try anything. He’s probably just here to watch.” I just lied. I don’t even believe myself for one second thinking he’s here just to watch the game. “I mean it, Madison. Relax.”


  I watch as my teammates blow the Longhorns out of the water. We scored ten points in both the first and second quarters.


  During half-time Madison asks Macy, “Did you take your test?”


  I cock my head to the side and look over at Macy waiting for her to explain. I hadn’t realized she told anyone.


  “I told her.” She shrugs then answers Madison. “No, but I will tomorrow when we get back. I wanted to do this first.”


  I lean over and kiss Macy on the cheek. I’m glad Macy and Madison have their relationship back again. Things are still a little rocky but every day they are getting better.


  It feels absolutely amazing to have things a little right with the world for once. Slowly but surely we are circling back around to what we used to be. I’d like to think that Steven is looking down on us and is proud of us. We are meant to be like this, there for each other facing our fears, reveling in our happiness, holding each other during our sorrows, and high-fiving each other over our triumphs. We had lost our way for a bit but we’re finding our way home.


  The third quarter starts back up and we score another three points and seven in the fourth. The Longhorns got their single touchdown in the first quarter and couldn’t make any other plays. They won the game thirty to seven.


  I’m the first one on the field to congratulate Cash. He did an amazing fucking job blowing the Longhorns away in their house. The crowd swarms in wanting Cash for interviews so I make my rounds to the other guys.


  Once I’ve congratulated everyone I see Madison and Macy standing off to the side. I don’t blame them for not wanting to go into that shark tank right now. Those sports reporters will stop at nothing to get what they want.


  “You ready to get out of here?” I ask them.


  Madison shakes her head. “No, I’m going to wait here for him.”


  “I’ve had enough excitement for one day. Take me to bed.” Macy laughs. “I barely slept and I’m exhausted.”


  I look to Madison. “You going to be okay by yourself.” It makes me a little uncomfortable leaving her here but I want some alone time with Macy.


  “I’m fine. Get out here.” She laughs.


  “You don’t have to tell me twice.”


  Madison calls over her shoulder. “Keep it on your bed though, alright?”


  Macy and I laugh as we walk away with real smiles on our faces for the first time in three years.


  


  December 31, 2013


  Canby, OR


  


  Macy, Madison and I flew back together while Cash had to catch the flight with the team. The first thing that Macy and I did when we dropped Madison off at their parents’ house was go to the store for a pregnancy test. When we woke up this morning Macy threw up. She blamed it on her nerves because she hates to fly. I’ve realized that Macy is avoiding this test. She’s afraid of the outcome, afraid that if it is positive that she’ll have pushed me too far and lost me for good.


  I called her out on it and then she blamed it on the rough sex that we had when we got back to the room last night. I chuckle to myself sitting here on my bed while Macy’s in the bathroom. When Macy and I have sex it’s always slow and gentle. Macy needs that but apparently sometimes she needs it rough.


  She made me have sex with her up against the wall. It’s not the first time for us like that but what was is when she asked me to put my hand around her throat. I couldn’t do it at first, this is the way with Macy but she wasn’t having it. So I did it. It was hot and I think it was the best sex of my life.


  Macy steps out of the bathroom and holds the test in her hand. She’s looking down at it.


  “I thought you had to leave it flat for a few minutes?”


  She still hasn’t looked up.


  “Macy?”


  Finally, she looks up and a small beautiful smile graces her face. “I didn’t need to.”


  “Huh?”


  She looks back down at the test and leans against the door frame. “I think it’s broken maybe.”


  “Broken?” I’m getting more confused by the second.


  “Can you hand me my phone?” I reach over on the bed and bring her phone to her.


  “Hold this.” She says handing me the test and starts tapping away on her phone.


  I don’t look down at the test because I don’t know what I want the answer to be. In ways, I want Macy all to myself for a little while. I want to get drafted to the NFL before worrying about kids. But then on the other hand if she was pregnant I’d be okay with that too. Everything happens for a reason right?


  “So,” Macy says taking the test from my hands. “I texted everyone.”


  “Why?” I ask curious.


  She glances down at the test in her hand again and then holds it close to me. “That’s why.”


  I smile.


  And just like that things change.


  One moment changes everything forever.


  


  The end. For now.


  


  Coming soon…


  


  Finding His Forever
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  As always thank you to my husband and son for putting up with me when I lock myself up with my laptop for hours on end. I know it’s difficult sometimes but your support means the world to me.


  I need to thank Chelsea Landon for this genius idea of writing this series even though I wanted to hurt you when you changed the timeline or other things and never told me! It’s been fun and I can’t wait to finish the series with these characters. And also I can’t forget to thank you for the best coffee in Seattle. Jersey coffee can’t compare BUT we do have Chick-fil-A so there is that.


  Thank you, Erin and Heather, for hosting our blog tour! Our turnout is amazing!


  Elaine, I know we drove you insane a time or two, oh hell, more like the entire time BUT as always you were there for us when we needed you. THANK YOU!


  Jen W., Janet, Heather, Debi, Jen B, Danita...thank you girls for helping us clean up our stories when we didn’t see something and giving us the pointers that make all the difference.


  For all the bloggers who help us spread the love about the Forever Loves Series...THANK YOU for everything and I can’t ever tell you how grateful I am for you all!!!


  And, last but never least, a huge thank you to the readers who took a chance on reading this.


  


  Love,


  Megan
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  Chelsea Landon


  Something Worth Saving


  Come Sundown


  


  


  Megan Smith


  Trying Not To Love You (Book 1, The Love Series)


  Easy To Love You (Book 2, The Love Series)


  Hard To Love You (Book 3, The Love Series)


  Let Me Love You (Book 4, The Love Series)


  Finding Us (Book 1, Finding Series)


  Finding Ours (Book 2, Finding Series)
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