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Note from the Author
 
    
 
   The characters you are about to meet are minor characters from my two previous novels, Love Is Relative and Love Is Absolute. It is NOT necessary to read these books before reading Part of Me, but any mention of the past year in River Bluff is in reference to my previous work.
 
   


 
   
  
 

One Year Ago - Paxton 
 
    
 
   I’m at the one… one… gas station in beautiful River Bluff, Minnesota fueling up Dr. Dixon’s BMW M5. I don’t know why I’m fueling it up - it’s got a quarter of a tank and I got nowhere to go. But I needed to get out of my uncle’s house and, shit, the gas station is about the most exciting thing happening in this town. 
 
   This place is a trip. Five days ago I was in a bed at Mercy Hospital in Chicago recovering from a morphine overdose. I was taking the morphine to make my cocaine withdrawals bearable. I was trying to stop snorting cocaine like an addict because I could no longer afford it – I had quit my band and my other source of income, my girl; Stella, was gone too.
 
   That was then and this middle-of-nowhere town is now. My mom, Rachel’s, home town. I’m living in a town she never talked about, with her brother that I didn’t even know existed until the day before I moved in with him. Which is not uncomfortable at all. Shit. After I signed all the legal documents, mom sent me off with an ATM card, her husband’s obnoxious Beamer and a promise that both would be taken away from me if I ever stepped foot back in the state of Illinois. 
 
   That’s not gonna be a problem. Chicago is a city I never want to see again. This place – with the cows and the fresh air- might be location number two. But, hell, it’s only for a year and considering the shit I’ve been living through for my entire life, I can handle a year of anything.  And when the year is up, Dad will be out of jail and Venice, California will be home. The next time I step foot back in that dirty, grimy, beautiful city I’ll never have to leave again. I just have to get through this year.
 
   I put the nozzle back on the hook and head inside the station so I can waste some more time. When I walk in, the girls that were checking me out in the parking lot look like they’re waiting for me. After the girls I’m used to, these ones look like kids. Inexperienced, innocent, simple kids. Or maybe not. The one with the dirty blonde hair is looking at me like she’d be willing to drop to her knees in the middle of the Gas-N-Go. I nod at them then go in search of the candy isle. I hear them giggling and I try to remember the last time I messed around with anyone under the age of twenty. I’m guessing these girls are about sixteen. I just turned nineteen, but that don’t seem right. I feel like I’m twice my age. The fact that in a couple of days from now I’m gonna be a senior at River Bluff High seems like a cruel joke. I’ve been so far off my mom’s radar for the last four years that she didn’t even care, maybe she didn’t even notice, that I completely dropped out of my senior year of high school. But when word spread around Glencoe – the pretentious Chicago suburb where she reigns with her Dr. husband and her precious step children – that her delinquent son was not only a dropout but also a drug addict and (if the rumors are gonna be believed) suicidal, Mom changed her tune and took enough interest in my life to consult the lawyers and get me the hell out of the state.        
 
   I can see the blonde heading my way. She stands beside me and clears her throat, but doesn’t speak. “You got something you want to say to me?” I ask her, reaching down to grab a couple of Snickers bars.
 
   “Are you Dick Reil’s nephew? The one who’s living with him?” she asks nervously. Word apparently spreads quick through this town. 
 
   “Why would you think that?” I ask the girl.
 
   She shrugs her shoulders. “We don’t see a lot of new faces around here. I heard you’re gonna be a senior at the high school. My friends and I are heading to a field party so we thought we’d invite you… you know, if you have nothing else going on.”
 
   I turn to her now, my eyebrows pinched together. “What the hell is a field party?”
 
   She looks over her shoulder to her friends, then back at me. “You know… a party… in a field?”
 
   “No, I don’t know. You people just hang out in some farmer’s field and call it a party?” I ask, laughing at the visual in my head.
 
   “Well, I mean, this one is down by the river. There’s like a big fire and a keg of beer and music. Are you from around here?”
 
   “Do I look like I’m from around here?” 
 
   The girl’s eyes run over my body. She pauses at the tattoos running down my arms and over the palms of my hands. “No. Not at all,” she tells me. 
 
   “There’s gonna be beer in the field?” I ask her.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Shit,” I mutter because I can’t believe this is my life. “Lead the way,” I tell her, dropping the candy bars back on the shelf.
 
   I follow the girls down some unlit, dirt road and eventually both sides are lined with cars. I park and get out, not waiting for anyone to lead the way. I can see a fire in the distance and I can hear the country music blaring from someone’s car stereo. Holy shit. It’s really a party in a field. 
 
   As I make my way into the crowd of high school students I can feel several pairs of eyes on me but all I want to see is the keg. I’ve done plenty of partying in my life. My dad got me high and drunk for the first time a week before my tenth birthday and I spent the next six summers in California keeping up with him and his vatos. Maybe not keeping up, but learning how to hang with men. But we never drank from a keg of beer. 
 
   I find it - there’s a kid manning it and everything and I wonder if this is his field.  “Here you go, man,” he tells me with a big smile. Fucking weird. No, ‘Who the hell are you?’ or even a, ‘Do I know you?’ Just, ‘Here you go, man’. I’m not gonna argue with him. I take the cup and head away from the fire, where most of the gang is congregated, and down to the water. 
 
   The air is sticky, but warm like a California night. A river is not the same thing as the Pacific Ocean, but it makes me smile anyway. It’s been four years – four of the messiest years of my life – since I felt that Pacific air, but it’s not something I’ll ever forget. I close my eyes and I can almost smell the salt in the air and hear the waves crashing onto the shore. I can feel myself on my board, riding the waves. Better yet, on my board grinding the streets. One year.
 
   I’m lost in my little daydream when I hear a girl laugh the words, “Oh shit.” I look over to the patch of trees where the sound is coming from. A petite girl with long, blonde hair, who is clearly sloppy drunk, is laughing her ass off for no apparent reason. She buttons up her jeans and adjusts her flannel shirt and doesn’t notice me at all. I smile to myself, I can’t help it. The girl is damn cute- beautiful, even. I’m not gonna get attached to anything in this wasted year of my life, but I wouldn’t mind finding a little country virgin to mess around with.
 
   “Jesus, Emily, you drunk bitch,” another voice says from behind the trees. This voice sounds sober and a little husky and completely sexy.  When the girl stomps out of the woods I’m completely taken aback. She’s got the body of a woman… a grown ass, sexy woman. And I’m not making assumptions because every inch of her is clear as day in the short, tight, blue tank dress she’s got on. Not what I was expecting to come strolling out of those trees. My eyes run down her long legs to her bare feet and back up her body again. She and her friend head my way, although I don’t think they see me. I’m staring at the girl’s long, thick chocolate colored hair that is hanging down her back and over her shoulders in loose curls and, I swear to God, I can feel it running over my body along with her tongue. 
 
   I’m watching her as she tries to steer her friend away from the woods when her eyes suddenly flash to mine. It’s not exactly light out here, I mean the moon is bright and the fire is big, but she’s still too far away from me to make out any kind of details, but when her eyes meet mine I feel something. 
 
   She comes my way, I think she’s heading to me, but then she gets her friend sitting down on what I thought was a random log that I was standing in front of but apparently qualifies as a bench around here. “Are you good?” she asks her friend, giving her an amused smile.
 
   “Oh my god. Why the hell did you do this to me?” the girl moans.
 
   “You’re gonna feel like hell tomorrow, Emily, but it was worth it so see you smile again.”
 
   “Did you take a picture? ‘Cause I’m probably not gonna remember it tomorrow.”
 
   “I took all kinds of pictures. I’m gonna look at them every day until you start smiling without assistance again.”
 
   I feel like I should walk away- clearly they are referencing some heavy shit going on in the blonde’s life, and the way the brunette is talking to her feels intimate. Like I shouldn’t be part of it. But then the brunette tells her friend to chill out for a few minutes. She stands up and turns to me. She takes a step until she’s right in front of me. 
 
   And then I can see her eyes. 
 
   I stare at her and she stares at me and something passes between us. Something inside of me is reacting to something inside of her, coming alive like it never even existed until I looked at her.  It’s an ugly fucking feeling that makes me so hungry it hurts for a minute. I’ve felt this before. Once. I’ve felt it once before, but it sure as hell was not while looking into some chicks eyes for the first time. It was after a lot of chaos, disaster and desperation. When I was begging to belong anywhere with anyone. I know what this feeling means and where it will end and I’m not interested in going there again. But I can’t look away from the girl’s turquoise eyes.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” she asks me, snapping me out of my little la-la land moment, and I can’t help but smile at her. It’s the first hint of attitude I’ve come across in this town. 
 
   “Ask me nicely and maybe I’ll tell you.”
 
   “I don’t care enough to ask you nicely. What I really meant to say was, why the hell are you still standing here?”
 
   Adrenaline starts flowing through my body for the first time since I pulled off the interstate and into these serene rolling hills. She’s the first desirable thing I’ve seen in days. And I want her. “You’ve got a mouth on you.”
 
   She looks at me like I’m an idiot, shaking her head like she doesn’t have the time for my banter. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
 
   “Don’t you think you would remember if you’d met me before?”
 
   She laughs at my cockiness. “She’s not in a position to move,” she says, nodding her head towards her friend who is looking up at us from her place on the log, “and I need a minute. So why don’t you take your ass back to wherever you came from,” she tells me, turning her attention back to her friend.
 
   “Chicago,” I tell her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You asked where I came from.”
 
   “No. I don’t give a shit where you came from. I told you to get out of here.”
 
   “What about you?” I say, just trying to engage her in any way possible. I can’t stop staring at her lips. I have an overwhelming desire to suck the shiny pink gloss right off of them. 
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “You don’t seem like you belong here.”
 
   She pauses at that comment. It looks like she’s trying to keep up her badass demeanor, but when she pulls her bottom lip between her teeth I know it’s to keep from smiling. She likes the idea that she doesn’t belong here. “I don’t belong here. As fate would have it, I’m going to school in Chicago.”
 
   I flinch at that comment. Her words snap me right back into reality and I take my eyes off hers because those eyes of hers are telling me lies. If she’s headed to Chicago then clearly I was not supposed to cross paths with her because I can already tell, two minutes into meeting her, that she’s not your average girl that can be easily forgotten. And as far as Chicago and everything in it goes, all I want to do is forget. 
 
   “Is this what I should expect when I get there? A city full of cocky assholes?”
 
   “You’ll fit right in,” I tell her.
 
   I’m still not looking directly at her, but I notice when she cocks her head at me, like she’s finally interested.
 
   “I’m Jessa. What’s your name?” 
 
   I laugh at her sudden change of attitude.
 
    “What? That wasn’t nice enough?”
 
   “It was fine. I’m Paxton. It’s really great to meet you, Jessa,” I tell her facetiously, still not looking at her.
 
   “Do you go to school there – in Chicago?”
 
   “Since kindergarten.”
 
   “So what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
   I look at her again, at her eyes, at her hair. If she’s leaving to go to Chicago and I’m gonna be stuck in this hell for the next year then, shit, maybe I should just take her. One last hurrah before I put myself on auto pilot for the next year. All I want to do is put my fingers in that hair of hers and know what it feels like to bite down on her fat, wet lips. 
 
   I step to her, until I have to duck my head to see her eyes. The defensiveness drops off her face and I hear the hitch in her breath. “Maybe I came here looking for you,” I tell her as my fingers slide into her hair and I grasp it. Maybe too hard because a small whimper escapes her mouth and her hands wrap around mine, like she’s going to pull them away. But she doesn’t.  I keep my fingers buried in her hair, but my thumbs run down the soft skin on her face and land on her neck. I push down until I can feel the blood pulsing through her veins. 
 
   She stares at me and I stare back at her like there are words passing between us, but neither of us is speaking. Her eyes become intense, her nostrils flare and her lips part and I don’t know what that means – is she turned on or pissed off? I lean in closer, needing her lips on mine. Her hands move from mine and I think she’s going to push me off of her- because that would be the rational thing to do when a stranger fists your hair and is about to kiss you- but then her hands move to the back of my head and her fingernails dig into my skull… and there is no going back after that. 
 
   I bite down on her bottom lip and it feels so good between my teeth I’m practically growling and when I run my tongue across the flesh that’s trapped there, it tastes so good I need more. I want so much more. When I prod her mouth open and my tongue glides across hers, she licks me right back. 
 
   The way our tongues are exploring each other’s makes me feel like I’ve done this with her a million times. Like we’ve spent years practicing until our kiss was perfect. But I haven’t kissed her before. I would remember kissing this girl. I would remember how it felt to have her in my hands. I would remember the taste of her mouth. Desire spreads through my body- I want this girl more than I’ve ever wanted any girl. My fingers clamp down harder on the base of her skull and her throat and I pull her deeper into me. She kisses me back with the same amount of raw lust as I push myself as far into her as I can - until she has no choice but to work me over with her tongue. And she does. Jesus, does she work me over. 
 
   I lose myself in her. My mind shuts down and all I can feel is her. I move a hand down her body, my fingers trailing over her, memorizing the curve of her breast and her hip and her back. When I pull her to me, the desire that’s coursing through my body becomes painful and in the middle of all this desperate need, something suddenly feels empty. Like a space is being created that’s not gonna get filled. Like I’m never gonna get enough of this girl… Jessa. Like I need her inside of me in a way I can’t fucking explain. It’s the strangest feeling. It’s overwhelming.
 
   I pull her up my body, trying to somehow get her closer… deeper. She clings to me, holding me tightly and it’s satisfying - I need her to want me like I want her. For a moment my eyes open and somehow, in the middle of this beautiful chaos, in the dark of night with her eyes so close to mine, I can see her clearly. And I get it. 
 
   The thing that I felt with the eyes… I can feel it again. That’s what this shit is. I need her in some fucked up way that I can’t understand or explain. It doesn’t make any kind of logical sense, and it scares the shit out of me. 
 
   In that moment, I pull out of her mouth and push her away from me. She stares at me with some level of confusion, her breaths heavy, her chest rising and falling with the effort. Her wet, pink lips hanging open, her turquoise eyes burrowing into mine like she can see straight into me. Like she knows me. “Fuck off,” I tell her before turning around and getting the hell out of there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1 - Jessa
 
    
 
   On the drive with Dylan to Chicago I was already realizing that I had made a huge mistake. It could have been the way he sang along with the Ed Sheeran, Jason Mraz and John Mayer cds he played on a loop for six hours straight. Maybe it was the annoying way he kept both hands on the steering wheel at ten and two at all times. Or the way he talked excitedly about joining a fraternity and suggested that I join a sorority. That drive with Dylan made it blatantly clear that Dylan is not my kind of guy. 
 
   I kind of figured this would happen because it’s what always happens when you turn a fun, flirty, sexy relationship into a committed one. People get comfortable and the real them emerges and you realize that when people stop trying so hard to be the person that you will want to belong to, that they aren’t who they were pretending to be. The Dylan that I was just screwing for more than nine months back in River Bluff sure as hell didn’t break out John Mayer on me. 
 
   What the hell was I thinking? After warding off relationships through all of my post-pubescent years I decide to, not only force myself into one, but then act like it was cool when Dylan decided to follow me to college in Chicago. 
 
   The whole point of coming to Chicago was to find my future and people who were like me, who would get me. A year ago when Chicago boy Paxton showed up in River Bluff and I saw so much of myself in him, I knew I had made the right decision. But then I left my home town with a piece of it still clinging to me. 
 
   Watching my friend Emily and her guy Danny; the way they managed to help each other through all of their shit and make each other better, did something to my brain. It made me want to be happy too and, in a moment of weakness, I decided Dylan would be the man to make it happen. 
 
   But Dylan is not the man to do that. No man is the man to do that. I know that. Men only make things complicated and confusing and force you to take your focus off of your real problems and make you focus on theirs. Or, more accurately, all of the new problems you have because of your relationship. 
 
   I need to let him go, I know I do. But how do I do that? How do I tell the guy that gave up his own plans and moved to a strange place for me that I no longer want him? That I, in fact, prefer he disappear from my life so I can leave my failed attempt at happiness in the distance.
 
   It would help if I had a legitimate excuse, but I don’t. Not that I have any real experience in this department- Dylan’s my first real boyfriend. When I was fifteen, I stupidly thought I was in love, but he turned out to be the biggest asshole I’ve ever crossed paths with. Compared to that sleaze bag, Dylan is the ideal boyfriend. He’s nothing but sweet to me. He’s attentive – way too attentive. He’s everything a perfect boyfriend should be. And we do everything a perfectly boring couple does. Parties aren’t fun because I’m suddenly a possession that Dylan needs to be attached to at all times. I’ve seen every new release at the theatre and eaten at every restaurant within twenty miles of campus because… what the hell else is there to do with your boyfriend on a Friday night? He came over in fricking sweatpants the other day. Sweatpants. And not the sexy kind that some guys wear that hang low on their hips and make you want to find out what’s under all that baggy fabric, but stained ones with a hole in the knee. Jesus.
 
   As far as relationships go, I’ve always preferred the kind that were loosely defined by the sex I was getting. Those kinds of relationships don’t require dates and can’t take issue with you talking to another guy. That kind of relationship is about having fun and experimenting with each other’s bodies. In those relationships it’s mostly easy to get out. And I always know when it’s time to get out. It’s like a switch is being thrown and suddenly I cannot stand being kissed by the guy. It happens every time. And when it does it’s time to go. And I go. Maybe they protest, but hell, you’re not my damn boyfriend.
 
   I’ve hit that point with Dylan. I can’t stand his lips on mine, his tongue in my mouth makes me want to vomit, his groping hands make me want to knee him in the balls. The problem is that I can’t just go. It’s not that easy. Which is why…. I don’t do this shit.
 
   Lesson learned. Won’t happen again. But that doesn’t solve my current problem.
 
   “Whatcha thinking about over there?” my roommate, Taylor, asks me from her bed, which is four feet away from my own.
 
   “Dylan,” I tell her.
 
   “Oh, yeah? I bet I know what you’re thinking of,” she giggles.
 
   “I bet you don’t,” I say, unintentionally mocking her high-pitched tone.
 
   Taylor is a sweet girl. She’s from a small town like me. Hers is in Wisconsin. She moved here to be with her boyfriend, Will. They met in Mexico on spring break and it was love at first site. They are deliriously happy and they are our new ‘couple friends’ – Will lives on Dylan’s floor in the dorm next to ours. It’s all so sweet and perfect and it makes me feel claustrophobic and miserable and like a complete phony. 
 
   And, Taylor has appointed herself the official welcoming committee and friend to all. Therefore, there is a fun little dorm party in my room just about every night. And on the nights when I’m not interacting with my floor mates, by no choice of my own, I am on a double date, or just a regular date. None of this is me. None of this is what I want to be doing. I can’t even pretend anymore that I’m having fun. I just want out. 
 
   “Well tell me, what were you thinking?” Taylor asks.
 
   “I wasn’t thinking anything really… just about tonight.”
 
   “Tonight is going to be so fun. What are you going to wear?”
 
   I look at Taylor and force myself to smile. “Um… I don’t know. I have to make a phone call,” I tell her, getting out of my bed. “I’ll be back in a little while and we can figure it out.”
 
   “Oh. Okay,” she tells me with a puzzled look on her face.
 
   I take the back stairway out of the dorm and walk to the edge of the tiny patch of trees that is behind it. I’m planning on calling Emily, but I end up pulling Paxton’s number up.
 
   I haven’t talked to him for a few days. He’s in Venice, California with his dad. Apparently Venice is where he spent most of his summers growing up and it’s the place he considers home. Not that he ever mentioned the place, or his dad and the rest of his California family, until six months after I met him. I realize now that he never really talked about his life at all – not the one in Venice and not the one here, in Chicago. We spent so much time together during his year in River Bluff and I feel like I know him so well, yet if I had to make a list of facts about his life I couldn’t even fill a page.
 
   “Beso… it’s you,” he says, calling me by the, oh so funny, nickname he has recently bestowed upon me. Beso means kiss in Spanish and he will never let me forget about that first night we met. Ever since Paxton’s been back home he tends to throw a Spanish word in every once in a while. I guess it’s a Venice thing.
 
   “Paxton… you’re high.” I can hear it in his quiet, dreamy voice. Every time I talk to him he’s at some loud party or just about to get it on with some chick… or high and completely disengaged. He’s not the kid I knew in River Bluff, which is disconcerting, but the least of my problems at the moment. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter, does it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The line goes silent. All I hear is Paxton’s breath. “I know you’re calling for a reason, kid. Spit it out,” he eventually mutters and I wonder why the hell I chose to dial his number. Ever since he went home all I get is a pissy attitude on the other end of the line. 
 
   “I just came outside to get some air and I was bored, staring at the trees, so I thought you could keep me company, but that’s not really panning out for me.”
 
   “I’ll keep you company.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, taking a deep breath; hesitating. “So… I’m kind of in a bind.”
 
   He lets out a low laugh. “You always got a reason.”
 
   “Well, clearly, if I’m just looking to chitchat you and your new badass attitude are not my go to. I just need to talk to someone outside of this quaint little life and you are the least quaint person I know.”
 
   “Jock Boy getting on your nerves?” he asks, using one of his nicknames for Dylan. He’s got a long list of nicknames for him. Jock Boy is one of the more generous on the list. 
 
   “Everything’s getting on my nerves. I know once I spew all of this you are just going to be an arrogant ass and tell me you ‘told me so’ and I need to stop being such a poser, but I can’t keep it inside and I seriously have no one to talk to here.”
 
    “Lay it on me, Jess.”
 
   “I just… I can’t do this anymore… this cookie-cutter shit with Dylan. I don’t want to go on dates. I don’t want his thoughtful lips on me. I’m sick of rom-coms. I don’t want to be part of a group of couples. I don’t want to hold anyone’s hand. I don’t want to have to check in every half hour and account for every second of my life.  And the dorm – the girls, I can’t handle it. I don’t want to sneak sips of peach schnapps in a ten by ten room with twenty other girls. I don’t even know how to giggle. I get glared at every time the truth comes out of my mouth because no one here sees anything except rainbows and butterflies and I can’t keep living in this pretty little world. It’s making me crazy.” When I hear how hysterical I’m becoming, I stop. Paxton’s quiet. I know he’s trying hard to hold back the words that are blowing up his mouth. “Just say it, Paxton.”
 
   “I told you so,” he half says, half laughs. “You don’t belong with that guy, Jess. I mean, I know you think the long, wavy hair is sexy and you love the big, blue eyes. And damn, he worked on that tan all summer. And those rugby shirts he wears are hard to resist. But Jess, he’s a pussy. You’re too much for him. You’ve been running his ass over for a year and he just lays down and takes all of your shit which, contrary to popular belief, is not a good thing. You need a fighter. You need someone who’s going to stand up to you.”
 
   “I need no one is what I need. I need to be myself again. Myself. Not someone’s girlfriend. Not anyone’s anything. I’m not cut out for this shit. It’s suffocating. Why do people do this? I mean, why does everyone couple off and think they’re not complete until they find their ‘other half’? There is no other half. We are not missing half of ourselves. It’s so stupid and I can’t believe I got caught up in this bullshit system.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” Paxton says. “I missed her.”
 
   “She’s a treat,” I say, taking a seat on the grass; feeling exhausted by the mess I’ve got myself into. 
 
   “So what’s the problem? Break up with him.”
 
   I take a deep breath and try to form rational thoughts. “He followed me here. He gave up his plans and followed me here.”
 
   “You didn’t ask him to do that. It’s not your problem.”
 
   “I didn’t stop him. It’s not like we didn’t discuss it. It’s not like he didn’t ask me if I was sure I was okay with all of this.”
 
   “And you said you were?” Paxton asks through a laugh full of disbelief.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, I wasn’t throwing a party to celebrate but I also didn’t tell him there was a really good chance I would be tired of him before we hit the state line. It’s been a month. We’ve been here for one month. I just feel like I’m obligated to stick it out for at least three. I mean, three is at least giving it a shot.”
 
   “Yeah, I think three is what’s standard in the system. Are you listening to this madness you’re spewing, or does bullshit just fall out of your mouth all the time now?”
 
   “Fuck off, Paxton.”
 
   “You called me, sweetheart. I’m just trying to help you pull your head out of your pretty ass. Come on, Jess. What are you really doing there? Why are you letting yourself get sucked into this shit? Since when do you have it in you to stick it out when everything inside of you is telling you to cut ties? I mean, shit, that girl I met at that field party in River Bluff wouldn’t have put up with any shit from anyone. Where’d she go, huh?”
 
   “Cut me a break, Pax. I don’t know this city. I don’t know a soul outside of the dorms. Forgive me for being afraid of being completely fucking alone.”
 
   “You want me to come there?” he asks, catching me completely off guard.
 
   “To Chicago?” I smile into my phone. I wish he were here. I miss him. He makes me feel like…me. In River Bluff I had the two best friends in the world, but none of us were alike. Which was fine, it was good, it was why we were best friends. But when Paxton showed up I knew that there was an affinity between us. Which is why there has always been tension between us; why our words are harsh and our emotions run high. But it’s also why we get each other. “I miss you, Pax.”
 
   “I miss you too. So what’s the answer, beso, you need me there or not?”
 
   Paxton doesn’t want to come to Chicago. I don’t even know if he can come to Chicago; I think his mom probably has an invisible fence around the state line that will keep him out. Plus, he’s doing his thing and figuring his own stuff out. I don’t know what that stuff is, but it’s been clear, since day one, that there is a lot of it. And I know that he needs to be in Venice to do that. “No. I’ll figure it out. I always do.”
 
   He’s silent for a moment. “Let me make a few calls. I’ll find someone to help you out. If you want to get out of the dorm I can hook you up. Just let me know.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you were the king of Chicago,” I tell him, rolling my eyes at his overreaction.
 
   “There are a few people there who still like me.”
 
   “I’ll let you know. Thanks, Pax.”
 
   “Not a problem, Jess,” he says and it’s clear in his tone that he thinks my petty problems, that I could make disappear if I would grow a pair, are stupid and that he’s over it. I need to be over it too. 
 
   “What’s going on with you? Where are you at?” I ask him, wanting to move on from my issues.  
 
   “At the moment? I’m at some chick’s house in Malibu.”
 
   “Really?” I ask, intrigued.
 
   “Don’t get jealous, kid, it’s just a party. I’m not settling in,” he tells me, but I hear a woman in the background. It sounds like she’s doing something close to purring and she calls him ‘baby’. “Back off for a minute- can you not see the damn phone in my hand?” he tells the girl.
 
   This cute little convo I’m hearing is not new. I get to hear all kinds of sweet, desperate voices in the background when I talk to him. I think women must just follow him around begging all day. I get it. I mean, the boy is insanely hot. And in a way that makes women crazy. Which is completely different from your everyday insanely hot boy.  
 
   Take Dylan for example, he’s extremely good looking in a very traditional, rare but not unheard of, way. He’s got a strong chin and dimples in both cheeks, his teeth are straight and white, his eyes are a nice shade of blue, his dark, wavy hair is always perfectly styled. And Paxton’s right; he worked all summer on his tan. He works out every day to keep his body toned. He’s six feet tall, exactly. He’s hot in the most expected, boring form of the word. And girls love him; they stare at him and maybe they imagine hanging off his arm and being his girlfriend. He’s perfect boyfriend material.
 
   But Paxton… he’s a whole different kind of beast. If we are going tit for tat against Dylan, God help him, I will break it down. 
 
    Paxton is at least six-foot-two, so he doesn’t have to (and would never think to) make sure his back is straight and his calves are extended in order to ball with the tall dude that is getting too friendly with you. He definitely doesn’t spend time in the gym but he’s physical. His muscles are lean and defined but do not bulge and are not a direct reflection of his ego. His skin is a beautiful shade of tan; not because he laid out in the sun but because it’s how he was born. The top of Paxton’s hair is long and, depending on the day, is all messed up and sexy, or slicked back and badass, or cutely flopping lazily to one side. But the bottom is shaved short and there is something about being able to see his strong neck and the exact shape of the base of his skull that, for some unknown reason, is tempting. Paxton’s eyes aren’t blue, they are light gray. So light that sometimes they look like clear pools surrounding his black irises. His eyes aren’t friendly like Dylan’s. They are haunting and enigmatic.
 
   Paxton likes tattoos. They start on his palms and cover the underside of both forearms. They snake around his upper arms and over his shoulders and under his collar bone and over his back; like they’re creeping. Like they’re growing. Like maybe someday he will be nothing more than a beautiful illustration of his ambiguous life.
 
   All of the above add to his insanely hot status. But really, for me, it’s the lips.  They are big and fat and it’s hard to look at him and not want to suck on them just to see what delicious thing will come out. Like candy. Paxton’s lips are like candy. 
 
   I’m partial to his lips because he kissed me with them. I like to give him shit about that night, the first time I met him, because he was such a god awful prick. If there is one thing I lie to Paxton about it’s that that kiss left me unsatisfied and definitely not wanting more. The truth is, when he reached out and grabbed me in a way that felt more angry than affectionate, I liked it. The way he pulled on my hair and looked at me like he was going to murder me before he bit down on my bottom lip and then sucked it, did something to my insides. When his tongue forced itself into my mouth and he kissed me, it felt primeval; it felt like we were just bones gnashing together. It was violent, it was awful in some ways, but damn if it wasn’t the most exhilarating moment of my life. 
 
   And that’s the problem with Paxton. That’s the part of him that makes him near-impossible to resist. He screams danger. He screams come with me and I will show you shit you have never seen before. There is a fear in being with him, like you are a step closer to death, like you are definitely doing something you shouldn’t be doing. And for some reason, being that close to danger, to death, is exhilarating. That part of him I can’t explain. It’s in his demeanor and in his expressions. It’s his voice and his eyes. It’s just who he is. I can’t explain it, but I get it. Trust me, I totally get it. 
 
   I spent the first part of our year together in River Bluff trying to figure out how to work around it and see him as something more. It took me a while to realize Paxton is a damn good friend. That there is a soft heart and a damaged soul under that exterior. And that’s how I see him now. My comrade. My best friend. A total asshole, but also the friend that I was waiting for.  And this conversation is just another example of why that is. He will drop all of his own plans if he thinks someone needs him. 
 
   And I know I’m not the only one who knows this because Paxton seems to have a great dad and a lot of friends in California who love him. Which is awesome. He’s finally free and doing what he wants. I want him here, but I don’t need him. Ever since I was twelve I knew that the only person I needed in this life was myself. I appreciate Paxton’s willingness to help, but I can handle my problems on my own.
 
   I want to stay on the phone with him, but I know I’m keeping him from his night time activities. Plus, I have to go deal with Dylan. “It sounds like you’re busy. I’ll talk to you later, Pax,” I tell him, smiling into the phone.
 
   “You letting me go already?”
 
   “Are you trying to tell me that you’d rather sit on the phone and talk about my problems rather than go get a piece of that girl that’s purring at you?”
 
   “I always want to talk to you, kid.”
 
   I close my eyes and smile. I’m picturing my first day of senior year- my first class of the day. I was sitting at a table in the art room with Emily, when the most beautiful boy walked into the room. For a second my heart was racing and then I realized it was that guy that had kissed me at the river before telling me to fuck off and walking away from me. I’m picturing the look on his face when he recognized me- the shit eating grin he gave me. I was fuming inside but he just smiled at me. I thought I was never going to see him again. I thought he was going back to Chicago and he thought, that when I said I was heading to school in that same city, I had meant that fall. But there we were, face to face again. A million thoughts raced through my mind as the boy that had rocked my world came stepping into that art room. Best case scenario – I thought maybe he would end up being my new friend with benefits. Worst case, and most likely, scenario I thought he would be my nemeses for the rest of the year. The word ‘friend’ never crossed my mind. Friends is not a place I ever pictured us going. But now it seems so right.
 
   “You still there?” he asks me.
 
   “Yeah, I’m still here.”
 
   “What are you thinking about?”
 
   “You,” I tell him, opening my eyes.
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “I was just thinking that out of all of the things you and I could have become, friends seems like the most unlikely.”
 
   “What were we supposed to become, beso?”
 
   “This is what we were supposed to become. I get it now. But when I first met you… I wouldn’t have ever believed it – that you would be my friend.”
 
   Paxton lets out a loud breath like I’m wasting his time with this walk down memory lane bullshit.
 
   “Anyway,” I tell him, pulling my head back into the present. “You have a girl to screw and I have a boyfriend to break up with, so I’ll let you go. If you think about it, call me back when you’re sober and there isn’t a girl on top of you.”
 
   “Yep,” he says quietly. “Catch you later, kid,” he tells me before the line goes dead.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 - Paxton
 
    
 
   My whole life has been leading up to right now. As far back as my memory goes, the only thing I’ve ever wanted was to be able to come to California to live with my dad, Gabriel, and to never have to leave.  It’s taken me twenty years to get to this point. Twenty years to put the state of Illinois, and every fucked up thing in it, firmly in my past. But like the bitch fate likes to be in my life, I’m still tied to that place. 
 
   Because Jessa’s there.
 
   I spent the last year of my life making sure I didn’t get too attached to her, making sure I never let things get out of hand with her for this exact reason. I was cool with the situation. And if I was tempted, which I was… all the time, I managed to keep my eye on the prize. Venice was my girl and I was going home to her. It was the only thing that mattered.
 
   And Jessa made it easy to do that. River Bluff had two main attractions: a giant concrete cow named Mirdle, and a beautiful girl, in a town where fifty percent of the girls get married straight out of high school, who did not do relationships. It didn’t matter who the hell you were, Jessa Fairfield would never be yours.  Which was great fucking news for me. I was never gonna have her, but neither was anyone else. She was messing around with that fool Dylan all year long, but she was spending her days, and most of her nights, with me. Dylan was her safe, stable, sexual partner. But I was her fantasy. We weren’t going to have each other, but we were living off the energy that blew up when we were together. Because we wanted each other.  
 
   That’s what I told myself.
 
   And then she went and did the unthinkable and let that pretty boy claim her. She went and became his fucking girlfriend. That shit threw me.
 
   My last morning in that farm town, after I snuck in through Jessa’s bedroom window one last time, held her in my arms one last time, spent the night talking about the past year and all the crazy shit we had been through one last time, it hit me. It was, very likely, the last time I would ever see this girl. She was heading to Chicago to start a life with Dylan and for the first time since I met her, a thought crossed my mind – that could have been me. She could have been mine. But it was too late for us. 
 
   Right now, at this moment, I have a hot girl in a very small bikini, rubbing her goods all over me and what am I thinking about? Jessa. Jessa and fucking Chicago.
 
   I push the girl off my lap. Having her mouth on my neck while Jessa’s voice was in my ear was a complete turn off. She’s not Jessa. That’s all I know right now. 
 
   “What the hell was that for?” she stammers.
 
   “Just go… get the hell away from me.”
 
   “You schizophrenic freak,” she says, stumbling out of the room.
 
   I have to laugh at that. She might be right. I’ve always had to be at least two people and generally I have no idea who the hell I am. 
 
   I get up and leave too. I stumble out to the beach, looking for the guys; my cousin, Santos, specifically ‘cause he’s the asshole who dragged us to Malibu chasing some chick he inked an angel on this morning. I fucking hate Malibu.
 
   Venice is beaches and surfing, it’s skating on whatever surface you happen to find, it’s grit and grime, it’s piss and motor oil. It’s a small dirty house and bunch of raucous Latino guys getting high and getting drunk. It’s freedom. It’s about finding the most dangerous and stupid ways to feel alive. For me, Venice has always been home. But drag me ten miles up or down the coast and I’m not happy.
 
   Santos ain’t out here and I can’t get Jessa and the fact that she’s done with Dylan out of my head. I told Jessa I could help her out, that I still have friends in that city, which is probably true but the fact is that when I left there I cut ties with everything and everyone. But I’m thinking of calling Violet. I’m thinking about connecting myself back to that life. For Jessa. 
 
   I head down to the beach and pull out my phone. I stare at it, not wanting to dial the number that’s running through my head. I’m tired of thinking about my past. I want to forget about that pathetic kid from Glencoe who was nothing more than a dirty dog that my mom, Rachel, had to feed once a day if she was feeling generous. I want to forget about that selfish drug addict in Chicago who managed to turn the one thing he had going for him – the music – into a near-death disaster.
 
   Jesus, I really need to put my past behind me and move the fuck on. 
 
   The really sad fact is that I think I would do it… for Jessa. I would pick up and leave this paradise and head back into that hell for her. If it was just me and her I would probably already be in my ’68 Dodge Charger - which I picked up, along with a ‘65 GTO for Pops, with the insane amount of money I got for Dr. Dixon’s vehicle. But I can’t do that to Gabriel. He’s fresh out of lock up and his lifelong growing and distributing business is nonoperational which means his life is in dire straits and the only thing saving his ass at the moment is me and the steady flow of money coming into my account from Dr. Dixon. The flow that will freeze like artic ice as soon as I step foot back into that state. 
 
   I’m not gonna do that. I shouldn’t do that. This girl has been in my life for a damn minute. Gabriel is my family and I will live and die devoted to him. But I can’t leave the girl hanging and if she wants out of her life with Dylan I’m going to assist her in any way possible.
 
   “Shit,” I mutter to myself as I start dialing the number that’s running through my head like a ticker.  
 
   “Hello,” the sweet voice that I haven’t heard for over a year says. 
 
   “Hey, Violet.”
 
   “Paxton? Holy shit, is that you?”
 
   “It’s me. How’s it going?”
 
   “Oh my god…what the hell, Paxton. You are such an asshole, you know that? You realize that, considering the way you left this city, I’ve been worrying about you every day for over a year? You couldn’t have picked up a phone and given me a call, just to let me know you were okay? I mean shit, I still call your old number once a week just in case you’ve just had if off for a damn year.”
 
   I push my hand through my hair and grit my teeth. “I’m sorry, Vi. I just… I don’t know. I should have called you I was just trying to forget about everything.”
 
   “I know. I get that. But Jesus…nothing? You couldn’t have shot me a text letting me know you were okay? Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m good. I’m at home in Venice with Gabriel.”
 
   “Seriously? That’s great. When did he get out?”
 
   “About a month ago.”
 
   “I bet he’s so damn happy to see you.” Vi’s part of my Chicago life so she’s never met Gabriel, but she’s the one who was with me when things started to unravel and so she knows more about this life of mine than anyone else in that city.
 
   “Yeah, it’s good. For both of us.”
 
   “Shit, Paxton. You’re never coming back to Chicago again, are you?” she says with a sigh.
 
   “Wasn’t planning on it. But I have some shit going on there and I need your help.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “There is a girl that I met in Minnesota. She’s going to school in Chicago and shit’s not going so fantastic for her. She could use a friend outside of campus if you can manage it.”
 
   “That sounds like a whole lot of drama, Paxton. What are you trying to get me involved in?”
 
   “Violet, it’s me- the guy that saved your ass.”
 
   “Like I didn’t save your ass right back, you asshole,” she says, bitingly.
 
   “Exactly. That’s what you and I do. We save each other from our stupid ass selves. It’s your turn.”
 
   “Fine, what do you want me to do?”
 
   “Call her. Take her out for a drink. Offer her a place to stay.”
 
   “What? I don’t even know this girl and you want me to offer up my spare bedroom?”
 
   “You’ll like her, Violet. She’s cool; a total badass just like yourself. You two will hit it off swimmingly. I’ll send you cash to cover the rent for the next few months.”
 
   “I’ll call her, Paxton, but I’m not promising anything. If she’s some nut ball then I’m not taking her crazy ass in. If I end up in some kind of mess because of this shit then just remember, you’re up next. And my next favor will be a doozie Paxton, I promise you, I’ll make it huge.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   She lets out a low whistle then says, “Give it up, what’s the poor girl’s number?”
 
   I give it to her feeling a little bit better that Jessa will be in Violet’s hands. If Jessa needed me, if she needed anyone, if shit was going down in her life, she wouldn’t ask for help. But Violet will let me know. If Jessa finds a new fuck buddy/ potential boyfriend, Violet can tell me that too. If I have to intervene, she’ll let me know. 
 
   “Santos,” I yell when I catch him heading out the sliding glass door with his angel girl. “Call me and let me know how it goes,” I tell Vi.
 
   “That’s it? You’re hanging up on me?”
 
   “You got my number now, call me whenever you want but I gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon, Vi.”
 
   “You’re lucky I love you, asshole,” she tells me before the line goes dead.
 
   I put my phone in my back pocket and head back up to the deck. “Can we get the hell out of here now?” I ask, running my eyes over the girl who looks like she just got worked over.
 
   “You gotta chill the hell out, cuz. You’ve been one high-strung asshole since you came back.” He takes his arm off the girl, turns her around and spanks her ass. She takes the hint and walks away. Santos slaps my back, then pulls me into a hug. He always was a touchy bastard. “I still can’t believe you’re home. And you never have to go back to that bitch ever again.”
 
   I give Santos a tight smile, wishing the kid didn’t know so much about me. About her. I never talk about any of that shit with him, but Gabriel gets on his tangents.
 
   “Seriously… relax – it’s just Malibu. That ocean you’re staring at is the same one you were surfing in this morning. It’s all good, man. No more cows or McMansions for you. Only the sun and the waves. It’s the only way to live. I don’t know how you were livin’ any other way.”
 
   “I wasn’t, man. My life’s just been on pause up until now.”
 
   “That’s a shame,” he tells me, slapping me on the back. “But now that you’re finally home we are going to start living like we always knew we would, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m ready.”
 
   “Things never seemed right when you were gone. I hated watching you go at the end of the summer. I mean, shit, everything good that ever happened to me happened while I was with you. Hell, we lost our virginity in the same damn room. Can’t get much closer than that,” Santos pauses to laugh his ass off and slap me on the back again. “And now, me and you cuz, it’s permanent.”
 
   “Hell, yeah,” I say as reality starts to hit me, washing away all the other shit running through my head. Santos is like my brother and runnin’ free with him is second nature. It’s in my blood and this is the only place my blood has ever been part of me. This is my family. This is my home. This is where I was meant to be. I need to let my past and everything in it go so I can finally start living.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 - Jessa
 
    
 
   The break up with Dylan was less than stellar. Paxton’s words had me feeling like the hypocrite I was trying not to be. Just hearing his voice and listening to him set me straight had me all pumped up. So I literally sprinted on into the dorm and told Dylan straight up that I was done. That I was bored and that I couldn’t stand his lips on mine anymore. It was brutal. I should have taken a second to breathe before I walked into that dorm and humiliated him in front of his ‘bros’. 
 
   The only upside to that tactic is that he was so shocked and pissed that it didn’t even occur to him to grovel or plead with me. In order to save face, he basically had no choice but to tell me to get my ass out of his room. Which I did. Happily. 
 
   By the time I made it back to my own dorm, good old Will had already called Taylor and shared his feelings about how awful it was and how sorry he felt for Dylan. Needless to say, it’s been icy in Taylor’s and my shared box. But there is an upside to that too because the schnapps sipping parties have moved a few doors down. 
 
   And now I’m blissfully alone. In fact, I’m avoided like the plague. I guess I deserve it because I was awful to him, so… yay for him - he came here because of me and now he’s running the place and I’m a leper. Figures. Relationships. They are so damn messy and pointless.
 
   As I walk to my room I see a note on the message board attached to mine and Taylor’s door. The words read, ‘Burn In Hell SLUT!’ I stutter a laugh. Um… okay. I didn’t know breaking up with your boyfriend was a big enough sin to warrant eternal damnation, but clearly we don’t have any religious studies majors on this floor. I run the sleeve of my leather jacket across the words but they don’t wipe away. Permanent marker. Genius. 
 
   When I open the door Taylor is, of course, not here. She’s been sleeping elsewhere ever since the Big Breakup of 2014 went down. I throw my messenger bag on the bed and sit down, staring at the wall. After class I went to the library to get all my work done and then found some dive diner that, miraculously, I had never been taken to on a date. It’s seven o’clock. I have nothing to do. 
 
   My phone rings and when I look at it it’s a local area code, which can’t be good. “Hello,” I say with some attitude because I don’t have any friends in Chicago- only people who want me to die a long, hot death.
 
   “Is this Jessa?” a sweet, feminine voice asks me. Probably one of Taylor or Dylan’s minions.
 
   “Who’s this?” I mutter.
 
   The girl lets out a long breath. “This is Violet. I’m a friend of Paxton’s. He asked me to call you.”
 
   “Oh, shit. Sorry about the attitude, I was expecting someone else.”
 
   “Not a problem. Paxton said you’re having a rough time at the dorms and thought you might like to make some new friends. You want to come out tonight?”
 
   “I didn’t think he was serious when he told me he was going to send someone to help me out.” I think out loud.
 
   “Well, he was. Are you in or what?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m in.” 
 
   #
 
   A crappy, old Jetta pulls up in front of the dorm, which I guess is my new friend Violet. I’m kind of feeling like a charity case but a friend of Paxton’s is better than the nonexistent friends of mine. 
 
   I open the door and see a dainty little thing with big dimples and a fall of purple, green and blue hair sitting behind the wheel. “Get in,” she tells me.
 
   I do, with a smile. This girl is refreshing already. With no introductions made, Violet turns up the volume of her car stereo and The Go Go’s, We’ve Got the Beat, comes blaring out of the speakers. Violet starts bopping around and singing at the top of her lungs and I start laughing. Probably the most enjoyable seconds of my college life thus far. 
 
   By the time we roll down Western Avenue and pull to a stop I’m yelling out the lyrics to Johnny Are You Queer? along with Violet.
 
   “Gotta let go with my girls before I can party properly,” she tells me. “I’m Violet.” She smiles and offers me her hand.
 
   “Jessa. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “You too,” she says, stepping out of the car.
 
   We walk into the dive bar and my skin prickles as it comes to life. I breathe in the non-sterilized room and feel myself grinning like a total fledgling idiot as I follow Violet who is making her way towards the bar like she owns the place. The girl can’t be more than 5’3 but her demeanor is that of a hulking badass. The bartender calls her by name and asks what she wants. She orders a gin and tonic, then looks to me. “I’ll have a vodka cranberry,” I say, trying to sound confident. 
 
   “Can I see your i.d.?” the guy asks with furrowed eyebrows.
 
   “She’s a friend of Paxton’s,” Violet tells him.
 
   The guy narrows his eyes at me. “I’ve never seen her.”
 
   “She’s from Minnesota, from that town his mom sent him off to.”
 
   He smiles then. “How’s that asshole doing? Is he in town?”
 
   “Good,” I tell him, wondering… what the hell? “He’s in California, with his dad.”
 
   “Yeah? Good for him.” He turns away to go make our drinks.
 
   I turn my questioning eyes to Violet. “He’s gonna serve me… just because I know Paxton?”
 
   “He didn’t tell you a whole hell of a lot, did he?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She grabs our drinks off the bar and proceeds to a small booth in the back corner. She runs her eyes over me with a smirk on her face. “So what’s the deal with the two of you?” she asks me.
 
   “What does that mean? Are you asking if we hooked up?” I presume, based on the look she’s giving me.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “No.”
 
   She raises her eyebrows at me like she doesn’t quite believe me. 
 
   “What? We didn’t. What have you done with him?”
 
   Her mouth pops open like she’s shocked. “Ha! Me and Paxton. No, no, no. Let me explain something- Paxton is a man whore and I do not screw man whores. You’d do best to stay away too because screwing Paxton is the kiss of death. He won’t speak to you ever again.”
 
   A disbelieving laugh bursts out of my mouth. “Seriously? That’s what he was about?”
 
   She cocks her head and narrows her eyes at my response. “Yes, that’s what he’s about. I think at some point he was less of a womanizer. But I’m pretty sure that kid is long forgotten.”
 
   “Wow. I mean, I get the very vivid impression that he’s gotten his share of women since he left River Bluff, but when he was there I don’t think he touched anyone.”
 
   “Please, you are full of shit,” she laughs.
 
   “I’m serious. In fact, for a while he was in a contrived relationship with my best friend in order to avoid women all together.”
 
   “He slept with her.”
 
   “He did not.”
 
   Her eyebrows are up again.
 
   “Trust me. Emily was in love with someone else. Like, you know… the love of her life and all that good stuff.” I can’t help the way my face contorts into disgust. 
 
   Violet laughs. “You are a cynical romantic.”
 
   “Cynical for sure. I don’t know about the romantic part. So how do you know Paxton and why did the bartender serve me because I know him?”
 
   “What has he told you about his life pre – refugee?”
 
   I shrug, not wanting to admit how little I actually know about him, especially since Violet clearly knows him very well. “He hates his mom and his stepdad and was excited to go live with his dad in California. He did something so shittastic that his mom felt the need to move him to Minnesota and pay him to stay away from Chicago.”
 
   Violet looks at me like she’s waiting for me to go on. “That’s it?” she finally asks.
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “He loves music and playing his guitar?”
 
    “Well, in that case I’m gonna let you ask Paxton about the bartender. As far as he and I go, I used to date a friend of his. And when that friend screwed both of us over like the professional asshole he is, we helped each other deal and we’ve been friends ever since.”
 
   “That sounds like Paxton. He’s pretty good at helping people out.”
 
   “Yeah, he can be. Not many people know that though. Around here Paxton is a legend for many reasons- his temper and his willingness to kick the shit out of anyone who looks at him sideways is definitely one of them.”
 
   I cock my head at her. Clearly the Paxton she knows and the Paxton I know are two different people.
 
   “Oh my god… what?  No fighting in Minnesota either?” She throws her hands up in the air like this is a bad thing. “Tell me about this boy who visited your town. This virginal pacifist.”
 
   I roll my eyes at her. “It was obvious that he’s not a virginal pacifist, but he had decided before he got there that he wasn’t getting attached to anything or anyone in our town. That’s not the way it all worked out- he became really good friends with a lot of us- but apparently he managed to keep part of himself detached because I suddenly feel like I never really knew him at all.” 
 
   She gives me a tight smile like she’s just got so much juicy information in her mouth and she’s doing her damndest to hold it all in. 
 
   “It’s fine. I don’t need to know. Hopefully he’ll trust me enough to tell me one day,” I tell her but I’m annoyed and a little pissed. From the small amount I’ve gleamed from his current life in California I was already feeling like Paxton is not the guy I thought he was. Violet is making it very clear that that is correct. Not wanting to talk about your past is one thing, but acting like someone you’re not is different.  
 
   “All you really need to know is that Paxton cares about you. I mean, he called me up and told me I had to offer you the spare room in my apartment in order to get you out of the dorm. That’s not something he would do for just anyone.”
 
   “Ha,” I laugh at her. “I’m sorry, that’s ridiculous. What did he think you were going to say, ‘yes, send the girl over and I’ll get her all set up’?” 
 
   “Well, I did. I mean, you can come stay with me if you want to.”
 
   “What? Why would you agree to that? You don’t even know me. That’s insane.”
 
   She shrugs her shoulders. “It’s Paxton. I’d do just about anything for him. Plus, you seem totally normal and… I mean this is not really relevant… but he’s going to pay rent for me.”
 
   All I can do is shake my head at her. Before I can speak there is a man in my seat and one in Violet’s too. My guy immediately wraps his arm around me and when I look up at him I’m not offended. He’s got dark hair and pretty green eyes and a nice smile. “Who’s your friend, Violet?” he asks her.
 
   “This is Jessa. She’s a friend of Paxton’s. I’m looking out for her… for him.” 
 
   The guy takes his arm off my shoulder and starts drumming his thumbs against the table. Everyone is suddenly silent and I’m dying to know what the drama, or respect, or whatever happens to people at this place when Paxton’s name is brought up, is about. The guy is leaned forward now, he turns his head and gives me a crooked smile, stopping his thumb drumming and offering me his hand. “I’m Billy.” He pauses and I feel like I should say, ‘Right, Billy. Paxton’s told me all about you.’ But of course I’ve never heard that name come out of Paxton’s mouth. 
 
   “He’s a friend of Paxton’s. They know each other from around the bar,” Violet pipes in and Billy gives her a perplexed look to which she shrugs her shoulders. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on. Paxton didn’t talk about his past with her. Obviously, it’s for a reason. I’m not saying shit.”  
 
   Billy laughs. “You his girl?” he asks me.
 
   “No. I’m his friend.”
 
   “Right,” he says like that’s completely unbelievable, just like Violet’s reaction.  I’m over this conversation. All I really want to do is call Paxton and ream his ass for being such a walled off pussy.
 
   “I need to get out,” I tell Billy. 
 
   He steps out and I already have my phone in hand. “She’s pissed,” the other guy in the booth says with a laugh. 
 
   Hell yeah, I’m pissed.
 
   I head back through some dark hallway and past the bathrooms while dialing Paxton. 
 
   “What’s up, beso?”
 
   “That’s a good fucking question, Paxton.”
 
   He lets out an amused laugh. “Already… with the mouth. What are you so worked up about, kid?”
 
   “I’m at a bar with Violet… thank you, by the way, for sending her to me… and I’m learning that, apparently, I know not one god damn thing about you. I’ve been here for ten minutes and so far I’ve been served alcohol simply because I know you, I was questioned and doubted by Violet because she just cannot believe that we are not screwing and that you didn’t bang your way through River Bluff. Then some guy named Billy, who is pretty damn good looking, took his arm and his sexy eyes off of me the minute Violet told him I was your friend.”
 
   “That motherfucker better back the hell off of you,” Paxton seethes.
 
   “I’m sorry… am I speaking to Chicago Paxton? I heard he’s notorious for kicking the shit out of people. If you wouldn’t mind putting my friend Minnesota Paxton on the phone I would like him to explain what the hell is happening.”
 
   “Seriously, Jessa, stay the hell away from Billy. You have no idea the depths he will stoop to in order to get laid. I know he’s got those pretty green eyes, but don’t fall for it.”
 
   “Focus, Pax. We are talking about you, not Billy. And, by the way, if I want to get laid by Billy, I will. Or actually, I won’t. Because I have been hit with the label of Paxton’s friend. Which gets me alcohol in bars, yay, but is also a v-block, boo. But that’s beside the point. Before I have to go back to that booth and look like an ignorant little girl, you better give me some info.”
 
   He takes a deep, annoyed, breath but then he says, “The bartender served you because, assuming you are at The bottle, I used to play there along with Billy and the bartender is a friend of mine. The bit about kicking the shit out of people… I had an anger problem for a few years. It’s a Chicago thing, not something that’s a part of me. Billy stopped groping you because, besides Violet, I don’t have friends that are females so he assumed we have something going on and, despite those eyes, he’s my brother so he’s just respecting what he thinks is mine.”
 
   “That’s lame, Paxton. I know you’re giving me the surface version. I know there’s more than that. Tell me about the, ‘man whore’, as Violet called you. Who’s that kid?”
 
   “Listen, Jess. You’re hanging out with a group of people from a very short, very isolated, piece of my past. Did you think I was a virgin?”
 
   “Yes, Paxton. I totally thought you didn’t even know the meaning of the word vagina. Obviously I didn’t think you were a virgin, but apparently it’s damn near unbelievable that, simply because I came within your line of vision, I didn’t get nailed by you.”
 
   “It was a different world then, with them. I know you’re feeling like you don’t know shit about me, but none of those people do. Who knows if I even know myself? The me, that you know- it’s who I am. The me, that they know- it’s part of who I am too. Forgive me for changing.”
 
   “Don’t wax poetic with me, Pax. The you, who they know, is clearly who you are because as far as I can tell, since the minute you left River Bluff, all you’ve done is party and get laid. Which is fine, I don’t give a shit, but don’t make me look like an asshole. I opened up to you- we all did. We all trusted you and let you in and so it’s a little disturbing to realize that that person who we… who I… thought gave a shit was not really a person at all but just a character that some pathological liar from Chicago invented.”
 
   “Jess, take a deep breath and fucking relax. You’re being dramatic. Here’s the deal; I obviously left some heavy shit in Chicago- you knew that. I was trying to get over it and move on which is why I didn’t talk about shit with any of you. Everything that happened there is a part of my past that I’m not gonna rehash with you because I don’t want to and I don’t have to. As far as what I’ve been doing in Venice… yeah, I drink and I get high and do whatever the hell I want because I can. I do whatever the hell makes me feel happy – that’s what I do here. Which is completely different than banging chicks and being strung out because it’s what’s expected, or you can’t deal, or you don’t know what you’re getting into, or you just need to escape. I don’t want to talk about Chicago with anyone, including you. It’s not personal.”
 
   “Fine, Pax… whatever. I don’t need to know the details. I’m just curious though, do I know you at all? That guy that I became so close to, that I considered my best friend, was he real?”
 
   He lets out a huff of breath. “Depending on where I am.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning, yes, that’s who I was when I was there with you. But no, I don’t think it’s who I am now.”
 
   “You need to start a fortune cookie company because this confusing, backpedaling, riddle shit is priceless. You could make millions.”
 
   He laughs a real laugh, not an angry, bitter or sarcastic one now. “Seriously, beso, I miss you. And I’m sorry that you feel like you don’t know me. I gave you whatever I could.”
 
   “I know, Pax. Maybe I’ll run into you someday in the perfect place, at the perfect time and you will know who you are and you’ll be willing to show me.”
 
   “It’s possible,” he says sullenly. “Listen, kid, watch yourself, okay? Whoever Violet trusts, you can trust too, but stick tight with her. And… Billy’s a solid guy. If you need something he’ll help you out, but don’t try to get him drunk and screw him because if that happens I will come there and tear those pretty eyes right out of his head.”
 
   “You are a hypocritical, frustrating, evasive, strange and perplexing person. But I love you.”
 
   “I’ll talk to you soon, beso.”
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe I’m gonna run away with Billy so I can be with my true love and escape the wrath of the legendary Chicago Paxton.”
 
   “That’s not funny, kid.”
 
   “Bye, Paxton,” I say, hanging up the phone, feeling empty and confused, but smiling none the less. 
 
   I make a quick stop in the bathroom then head back to the table where the guys are staring at me, but Violet has her phone up to her ear. “What was I supposed to say?” she says to the person on the phone which I assume, when she looks at me with big eyes and frustration on her face, is Paxton. “You could have given me a heads up. I mean, Jesus…nothing? Not one thing?... Okay, she’s coming back… I’ll talk to you later… Yeah, I got it… don’t worry, Paxton… Hi, Jessa. I gotta go.” She throws her phone across the table and then slaps the air in front of her like it’s his face. “Seriously, it’s my fault because he locked himself up in a box built for monks?” she asks no one in particular.
 
   “What the hell happened between the two of you?” the guy across the table asks.
 
   “Sorry… what’s your name?”
 
   “Oh, hey. I’m Louis.” The guy holds his fist out for me like I’m gonna bump it. Which I do, fireworks and all.
 
   “I don’t know,” I tell Louis. “Apparently his personality shifts depending on the time and place and he doesn’t want me to meet the kid that lived here. What’d he have to say to you?” I ask Violet.
 
   “Keep your fucking mouth shut, is what he had to say to me. Seriously, what the hell is going on between the two of you?”
 
   “Nothing,” I tell her, holding my hands up like she’s looking for evidence that I don’t have. “I swear to God.”
 
   “That’s what you think,” Billy mutters.
 
   I lay against the booth and take a deep breath because I have nothing to say. Apparently I’m just a puppet in Paxton’s world. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 - Jessa
 
    
 
   Violet’s only been in my life for two weeks but she’s already making things tolerable. Fun even. At least while I’m with her, which I’m not at the moment. At the moment I’m in my room with Taylor. She was straight up acting like I didn’t exist for three days but she’s working for team Dylan so now when we run into each other I get speeches like the one I’m getting now. 
 
   “It’s one night, Jessa. I don’t know why, but he’s still willing to work things out with you. In my opinion, after the way you humiliated him, he should have moved onto another girl. Which he could. Easily. Every girl in this dorm would love a shot with him. All he’s asking is for you to come out for one night. You owe it to him.”
 
   “The thing is, Taylor, I don’t owe it to him. We are not dating anymore, which means…. I don’t go on dates with him. I know you think he deserves whatever the hell he wants, but trust me when I say that if I give him one night it’s gonna make him believe that he and I are an option. Which we’re not. I know you don’t get it but I’m doing the kid a favor by breaking ties completely.”
 
   “He just wants to talk to you, Jessa. He just wants some closure.”
 
   “I pick up the phone every time he calls. I’ve explained to him multiple times why things between us are not gonna work. I’ve told him I’m sorry. I’ve told him he deserves better. I’ve told him to move on. I don’t know what else I can do besides find his dream girl and present her on a silver platter.”
 
   “I just don’t get it,” she says, arms crossed over her chest, lips puckered, shaking her head at me. “He could literally have any girl he wants. Why does he only want you?”
 
   I let out an amused laugh. I know exactly why he only wants me. I got a clear cut lesson on this shit when I was fifteen. He wants me because he can’t have me. That’s how relationships work. You give the guy everything and they become comfortable and eventually they are bored. Men need to be challenged. They need to hunt and kill and have their egos fed. I’m all up for the hunt, but never again will I be the kill. And that is why Dylan wants me. Because I let him chase me but I never really let him capture me. 
 
   I could tell Taylor exactly how things will turn out between her and Will if she continues to be the perfect little girlfriend who gives Will everything he has ever wanted. She will get shit on. He will leave her for something more exciting and less attainable. Maybe she’ll get the dream wedding, maybe she’ll get a couple kids, maybe it will be thirty years from now, but it will happen. I would do her a favor and tell her the truth, but she would never believe it. “I don’t know why he still wants me. But I don’t want him and I’m not a complete bitch so I’m not going to go on one last date with him and let him start believing that he can get me back.”
 
   “Fine,” she huffs. “Maybe I’ll head down the hall and find a nice girl to take out on our double date.”
 
   She thinks she’s pissing me off. That she’s going to make me jealous. “That’s a good idea,” I tell her. “He likes long legs and long hair… Maggie seems like his type. Ask her.”
 
   “I will,” she sneers at me before heading out of the room.
 
   “Wait,” I call after her. Taylor heads back into the room with a smug look on her face, like I’ve changed my mind. But I haven’t. If I can assist in moving Dylan on, I truly want to. I really have been being nice to him but his constant calls and his drunk texts and his popping up every time I turn a corner is getting to the point where I will snap and say or do something awful to him, and he doesn’t deserve it. I head into my closet where a miniscule vanity is attached to the wall and grab my perfume off it. “Give this to Maggie. He loves it.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Taylor asks. “You are seriously trying to help him find another girl?”
 
   “I need him to move on. You and Will should try to make that happen and stop wasting your time trying to get me to go back to him.”
 
   “You have no feelings,” she tells me, snatching the perfume out of my hand and stalking back out of the room.
 
   I turn to the mirror, reapplying my lipstick, wondering if Taylor is right. She might be. The only guy that’s ever made me squirm in a good way is Paxton. But that lasted for a minute and now he’s my best friend. There is a really good chance I will never care about a guy enough to have feelings. Which is fine. I never want to fall in love. I throw my jacket on and head out of the dorm to wait for Violet.
 
   She’s pulling up as I head down the steps in front of the dorm. I can hear Vacation blasting out of her closed windows and I smile. We drive to a part of town I haven’t been to. Tonight we are going to a club which is apparently different than a bar. She told me to wear my dancing shoes, which I took to mean my shortest dress and my highest heels, which was the right call because Violet is dressed in a similar fashion. 
 
   We pull behind a warehouse and Violet pays the guy ten bucks to get into the parking lot. Per her going out ritual, the music does not cease until the keys have been pulled from the ignition.
 
   “I’m so excited,” she tells me, bouncing her little butt in the seat. “Tonight is going to be so fun.”
 
   “I’m definitely in the mood for some fun,” I tell her before we step out of the car.
 
   Violet hitches her arm around mine and practically sprints me to the front door. I have a fake i.d. now. Violet hooked me up and this is my second time using it and again, it goes off without a hitch. The guy at the door is paying more attention to my skimpy dress than he is to the i.d.
 
   We walk through a hot, dark hallway that is pulsing with the bass from the house music. When the hallway ends we are in a two tiered dark room that is filled with dimly lit bodies. Violet steers us to the dance floor to find her ‘posse’.  
 
   Louis and Jimmy; Violet’s boyfriend, are on the floor dancing with her friend, Camilla. I see Billy a few feet away leaned against a wall, looking irritated. Violet immediately starts getting down with Jimmy and I know to stay away from Louis because I’ve learned that every guy associated with Paxton’s past will not put his hands near me. Not even in a, we are just dancing and having fun, platonic, kind of way. Some of them will flirt if they think no one is looking, but I know better than to go anywhere near Billy or Louis. It’s a combination of what Paxton told me – that he doesn’t have friends that are girls so the guys can’t get past the fact that that’s what I am, and that Chicago Paxton had the reputation of being a huge, violent asshole. Whatever. It shouldn’t be a problem finding a guy in this packed house who has never heard the name Paxton Alvarado.  
 
   Camilla puts her hands on my hips and starts moving to the music. I dance with her until I feel a larger set of hands grabbing me under my breasts. I peek behind me to see a tall guy with dark eyes and a sexy smile. I leave Camilla’s embrace to dance with my new friend. She spanks my ass when I turn around, but lets me go. The guy shouts words at me that I can’t hear over the music so I just smile at him. He pulls me close, securing his hands around my waist. I wrap my arms around his neck and move to the techno music, loving everything about this moment – the sexy music, the flirting, the heat from the bodies surrounding me. I love this world that Violet has introduced me to. 
 
   The guy has his hips pressed into mine when Billy suddenly takes my hand in his and holds tight to it before forcing it down to my side. He gets in the guy’s face and says something. The guy gives me a disappointed look before walking away. What the hell? I’m used to everyone around me pulling guys off me at The Open Bottle, but screw that. I’m at a dance club and I want to dance. 
 
   I rip my hand out of Billy’s and stare at him with a look that I hope conveys the words I am going to kill you if you don’t knock this shit off.
 
   He stares back at me with a look that says nothing’s gonna change. 
 
   The house music shifts to a quieter psychedelic melody then and Violet is by my side, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the bar. I’m grateful. I want to tell Billy off but I don’t want to piss off Paxton’s friends. “What’s up with Billy?” I ask her as we wait at the packed bar.
 
   “He’s grumpy tonight. The opening band, Cause for Chaos… they are the remnant of a couple of bands that he, Louis and Paxton used to play with. I think it pisses him off to have to watch them on stage and not be there himself.”
 
   “What the hell happened with the band?” It’s one of those things they’re always hinting at but that they avoid talking about in front of me. Clearly it was a huge part of Paxton’s former life with Billy and Louis. 
 
   Violet scrunches up her cute little pierced nose, like she’s not gonna say anything.
 
   “Jesus, it’s just a band. Clearly everyone at The Open Bottle knows about it, why can’t I?”
 
   We’re pushed up to the bar now and Violet shouts our drink order across it before looking back at me. “All the things, that Paxton hasn’t told you, are all related to that band,” she shouts.
 
   I grab our drinks off the bar and flip the guy a twenty. I drum my fingers out of frustration and impatience while I wait for the change. When I have it back in my purse I grab a hold of Violet and head up a set of stairs. At the top I see the ladies room and I drag her inside. “Can you just give me the basics?” I ask her. “I don’t understand what the huge secret is.”
 
   She pulls a bright pink lipstick out of her purse and looks into the mirror. “I don’t get why he hasn’t told you anything. I mean, you’re right, it was just a band.” She stops and her reflection glances at me. 
 
   “And?”
 
   “The asshole I’ve told you about, the one I used to date – his name is Vincent. Cause for Chaos used to be his band. Billy and Louis and Elijah – you’ll meet him tonight, he’s the lead singer now- were all part of it too.” She puts her lipstick away now and turns to face me. “Billy found Paxton playing at some dive and he knew he had something. Their guitar player had just left town so Billy brought Paxton on board even though he was only fifteen.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, “and…” I can tell she’s hesitating.
 
   “The band was pretty big back then – headlining the best venues in Chicago. When Paxton would play people would listen. I mean- he’s good and he was so young… he just kind of drew his own following apart from the band and Vincent wasn’t cool with the attention he was getting. I hope you never have to meet the guy, seriously, he’s such an arrogant asshole. Anyway, when Vincent kicked him out of the band, Billy, Louis and Elijah followed him. 
 
   “Paxton was pretty bitter about the whole scene at that point but the guys convinced him to give it another shot. His new band was just a joke to him- he named it Polly as an ode to all the people who suddenly wanted to be part of his life and the fans who basically worshiped the ground he walked on and would mimic back to him any absurd lyric he would sing to them. He never meant for the band to do anything but people loved him. They were playing shows every week, Paxton was still in high school, everything that you might imagine bands partaking in, Paxton partook in. He was too young to be thrown into it the way he was. He was already in over his head and then Vincent made it his mission to take Paxton down and eventually that’s what happened. He left town and Polly was no more. Billy and Louis haven’t played since.” Violet shrugs her shoulders.
 
   “Was that so hard?” I ask her, happy to finally have a miniscule understanding of Paxton’s past. Obviously, the bit about partaking in things that band members partake in and Vincent taking him down are the specifics that I’m not gonna learn about from anyone but Paxton, but at least I kind of get it now. At least I know that Paxton’s story about a shitty past that he doesn’t want to talk about is legit.
 
   “No, but seriously, don’t bring it up to Paxton. I promised him I would keep my mouth shut.”
 
   I roll my eyes at her, this is all so stupid, but I tell her, “Sure, Vi. I won’t say a word.”
 
   A loud bass guitar riff sounds and the crowd erupts. “Come on, let’s get down there,” Violet says, dragging me out the door. 
 
   Violet pushes her way into the crowd until we are back with Louis and Jimmy. I see Camilla a few feet in front of us tangled up with some guy. I’m sure Billy is back on the wall. 
 
   The guy on bass guitar finishes his solo and the lights go down and the stage is silent. The crowd starts cheering and my heart starts racing with adrenaline. The only place I’ve watched bands play are at the few outdoor concerts Paxton brought me to in Rochester. He was always desperate to see live bands but the concerts he brought me to had none of this raw energy attached to them. 
 
   A spot light comes on, illuminating the guy with the mic… Elijah, I think Violet said his name was. “Come on, huh,” he grunts before chanting, “Give it up to me, give it up to me, give it up to me.” The crowd is chanting along with him and pumping their fists in the air, I can feel the electricity running through the room. Then the guitars and the drums kick in and the crowd is jumping up and down. A smile breaks out on my face as I join in the fray. The music is loud and the room is filled with heat and I’m jumping around in my heels and it all feels so damn good and freeing. 
 
   As I watch the band I can’t help but think about Paxton; about this life that he lived. That used to be him up on the stage. That used to be his life. I can’t picture it, I mean the boy in River Bluff, up there on that stage. 
 
   Cause for Chaos plays six songs before they head off stage to loud roars. I’m sweating and amped up and anxious for the main band to take the stage, but Violet grabs a hold of my hand and all of us head to the side of the stage where Billy is waiting. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I shout. I can hardly hear my own voice over the ringing in my head.
 
   “Back stage,” she shouts back.
 
   The guy blocking the door nods when he sees Billy and lets us all pass. We are in another dark hallway and then Billy opens a door and leads us into a shabby room where the guys from Cause for Chaos are hanging out. 
 
   “Hey, you guys made it,” Elijah says, slapping and embracing everyone who walks through the door. When he gets to me he looks me up and down then says, “Who’s the pretty girl?”
 
   Billy is, of course, all over it. “She’s Paxton’s,” he tells Elijah.
 
   Elijah gives me a mischievous smile. “Really?”
 
   “No, not really,” I say, glaring at Billy. “He’s a friend of mine. I’m not his girl.”
 
   Elijah nods at me. “What’d you think of the show?”
 
   He’s got a cocky look on his face so I tell him, “It was decent.”
 
   “Decent?” he laughs. “Alright, I’ll take decent from a girl like you.”
 
   Violet tugs me away from him and brings me to a tattered couch, pulling me down next to her. Operation Keep Jessa’s Chasity Belt On is a team effort. When Elijah ignores her effort and comes to sit on the other side of me I feel like breaking out into a cheer. He hands me a bottle of beer and slings his arm over the back of the couch, his body close to mine.  He’s shirtless and his body is damp from his set, but I’ll take sweaty over nothing. “So is your boy in town?” he asks me.
 
   I need to have a shirt made that says, ‘Hi, I’m Paxton’s friend. I met him in Minnesota but he’s currently living with his dad in California!’ I’m tired of answering questions about Paxton. “Nope, not even close,” I mutter.
 
   “That’s good,” he tells me. “What do you think about being my girl tonight?”
 
   Lame, I think to myself about his come on, but since he’s not dissuaded by the name Paxton I tell him, “I could be your something tonight.”
 
   “Cool. I’m gonna get cleaned up. Don’t go anywhere,” he whispers into my ear before standing up and walking away. I watch him go. He’s got a nice body; a little pale, a little on the skinny side, but his muscles are defined and he’s got some nice pieces tattooed on his biceps and his back. I never thought I’d be into that, but ever since meeting Paxton they’re suddenly sexy as hell. 
 
   “I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” Violet says as soon as he’s out of ear shot. I look across the room where Billy and Louis are talking to the other guys in the band. Both of them have their severe eyes on me.
 
   “Vi, I appreciate all of you looking out for me but I have needs and eventually someone is going to have to fulfill them.”
 
   “All he’s after is a little ass.”
 
   “Perfect,” I tell her. “That’s all I’m after, too.”
 
   She lets out a shocked little gasp. “Jessa!”
 
   I laugh as I look into Violet’s surprised eyes. “Seriously, Violet. I’m not looking for a boyfriend, I just need a little make out session.”
 
   “Looking for a rebound?” I haven’t talked to Violet about Dylan but I’m sure Paxton has filled her in. 
 
   “No, Violet. I don’t do the boyfriend thing. Never have. Dylan was the only one, but he proved all my theories true, so I’m done with all of that. He was my first and last boyfriend. Ever.”
 
   “Does Paxton know that?” she asks, with a perplexed look on her face.
 
   “Yes, he does. And he, unlike all of you assholes, doesn’t have a problem with it. You can call him and get his permission if you need to.”
 
   “Seriously?” she asks, sounding pissed off.
 
   “Yes. Seriously.”
 
   “What the hell?” she asks herself, shaking her head. 
 
   Elijah comes back into the room then; his long, dark hair is wet and he’s wearing a black t-shirt. He stands in front of me, holding out his hand. I take it and he pulls me up, slinging an arm around my waist and pulling me into him. His cologne is musky and I inhale his scent. “You ready?” he asks me.
 
   “Depends. Where are you taking me?”
 
   He gives me a crooked smile. “To the floor. I want to dance with you. What’s your name?”
 
   “Jessa,” I tell him.
 
   “I’m Elijah. It’s really fucking good to meet you.”
 
   I smile at him. I’m totally warming up to this guy. His hand slips from my waist and finds my fingers which he laces with his own. We walk toward the door and Elijah says, “See you assholes out there.” I don’t even look at Billy and Louis.
 
   Chills run over my skin as we hit the dark hallway. I feel like I haven’t touched or kissed a guy properly since before I became Dylan’s girlfriend and my body is ready. When we are back on the floor it’s chaos. The new guys on stage are just as heavy and loud as Elijah’s band. He brings me to the back corner of the floor and wraps me up in his arms. Talking is not an option in the middle of this noise which is fine with me. Elijah stares at me with his dark eyes and I relish in it. My arms are around his neck and I move my body against his. His hands slide down my back and then he pulls me into him and I can feel his erection pushed into my stomach. My fingers sink into his flesh and I give him a lazy smile. 
 
   It doesn’t take long for his lips to find mine and when his tongue pushes into my mouth I let out a breath of relief. His mouth is warm and wet and I need this so badly. His kiss quickly becomes needy. My tongue tangles with his and it feels good. So much better than the last kiss I got. I mean, Elijah is no Paxton in the kissing department, but it’s clear he knows what he wants and is willing to take it and I can totally relate. I don’t usually dive right into making out before I even have a conversation with a guy, but Paxton’s friends have forced me into a desperate situation.
 
   Elijah flips me around and backs me into a wall, pulling out of my mouth. He looks at me like he wants to devour me. “Damn, you taste good,” he says before finding my mouth again. He’s got an arm propped over my head and his other hand is wrapped around my naked thigh. When his hand starts to push my dress up I stop him. 
 
   Will I sleep with this guy? Eventually. Will it happen tonight? No. Will I let him touch me in the middle of a crowded room? Hell, no. I will kiss him but that’s all he’s getting from me tonight.
 
   Elijah’s hand moves back around my waist and he pushes into me, I can hear the feral sound escaping his mouth, even over the loud music. Which is a great sound. He’ll play this game with me. He’ll be patient and wait for the payoff that will eventually come if he plays nice.
 
   I almost forgot about my security team but when I feel Elijah’s hot body leave mine, I instinctually know it was not a choice he made. Sure as shit, when I open my eyes, Billy and Louis are on either side of him. “What the hell?” Elijah says to them.
 
   Billy ignores him. “We’re out of here, Jessa.”
 
   “I didn’t come with you,” I shout over the loud music. 
 
   “I’m taking you and Violet home. Let’s go,” he shouts back at me.
 
   “I’ll take care of her,” Elijah tells him, sounding pissed as hell.
 
   Billy just smiles at him and shakes his head before grabbing a hold of my hand and pulling me away from the wall. “Back the hell off,” he tells Elijah before pulling me off the dance floor. I try to yank my hand back, but Billy’s not letting go. I see Violet then, she’s waiting by the entrance with Jimmy, her phone pressed into her ear. Her big eyes look concerned and then she sees me and a huge smile breaks out on her face. She shoves her phone in her purse and comes bouncing over to me, wrapping her arms around me.
 
   “I thought you ditched me – I was gonna kick your ass,” she says, looping her arm in mine. 
 
   “Nope,” I say through my temporary depression. “Wouldn’t think about it.” I glance over my shoulder to get one last look at Elijah, but all I see is Billy’s grumpy face. Shit. At least I snuck in a little action.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 - Paxton
 
    
 
   Gabriel and his crew started partying around noon and by the time me and my boys showed up all the guys were drunk and high. I used to want to grow up to be just like my pops but some of this shit has lost its luster. There’s gotta be more than this. 
 
   We spent the day riding our boards in the Pacific, which is standard. If we’re not riding on the water, we’re riding in the streets. If you can’t find us there, we’re hanging at my uncle, Emilio’s, tattoo shop where Santos is also carving. If the sun’s down we’re chilling with the guys, getting drunk and high. This is all I’ve ever wanted but now that I have it I can’t help but want more. I don’t know what the hell that more is but I feel restless all the time now. 
 
   I’m lounging in the back yard, a beer in my hand, watching Gabriel beat box over Spoonie G and the Treacherous Three. Santos breaks out his b-boy moves and a circle jerk is forming. I laugh as I take in the show. I should be in the mix but I’m just not feeling it. 
 
   Cece, a girl from the neighborhood that I used to mess around with on a regular basis when I was a kid, comes over and takes an uninvited seat on my lap. She’s dressed in a pair of cutoffs and a skimpy tank top that doesn’t cover her stomach. She’s got a tight body and she and I used to have a sweet thing going on but I’m not in line with her tonight. “Come dance with me,” she tells me, running her hand over my chest. 
 
   “You go have fun, C. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   “You’re no fun anymore, you know that?” she pouts at me. 
 
   “That’s not true. I’m all kinds of fun, just not tonight, okay? Go take your whiney ass somewhere else.”
 
   “Seriously, you’re becoming a total gilipollas.” 
 
   “Yeah? Then why are you still hanging all over me. Go find some other boy to side up to, I’m not feeling you.”
 
   She smacks me on the face, which I happily take if it means she’s gonna go. And she does, flipping me off as she walks away. I pour the rest of my beer down my throat and look up at the dark sky, focusing on the stars, trying to clear my head. I don’t like being an asshole – I really don’t. 
 
   I notice Havi when he plants his ass on the chair next to mine but I don’t take my eyes off the sky. “Woo, hoo, those motherfuckers go hard, man. I don’t know how they keep that shit up all day long.”
 
   “You need to take a buck off that body,” I tell Havi.
 
   “Okay, pretty boy, you wanna go? ‘Cause you know those muscles don’t stand a shot against this girth, hommie.” He lets out a low laugh and pounds his fist into my shoulder. He lights a joint and passes it to me, I take a hit and hold onto it.
 
   “You ganker,” he tells me, pulling out his onie and lighting up.
 
   I take another hit and feel my muscles relax as I listen to Havi rap along with The Sugar Hill Gang and the surreal sinks into my brain. “What you gonna do with your life, Havi?” I ask him.
 
   “What’d you say, man?” he asks, leaning into me. “You ask me what I’m gonna do with my life?” The low rumble of his laughter fills my ear.
 
   “What are you gonna be doin’ five years from now?”
 
   “You’re lookin’ at it, brother. I’m gonna be right here, hanging with my boys, livin’ my life, doing my thang. What you gonna be doin’?”
 
   I close my eyes and try to picture myself living Gabriel’s life. When he was twenty he was livin’ right here, in this same house. He had a baby and a live-in girlfriend. But I don’t think that really factored into his life. 
 
   I don’t remember being a family – living in this house with my mom –  but God knows I’ve heard about it. Before Rachel stopped talking to me, it was about all I heard out of her mouth. If you believe her, she was working on a future as some sort of Hollywood starlet when, “that Mexican”, Gabriel, knocked her up, turned her into a housewife living on the wrong side of town and ruined her life. Gabriel don’t talk about his past with her but according to Emilio, that ain’t how things went down. He and my dad met her at a party at some producer’s house in Culver City who Gabriel sold to. She fell for Gabriel’s swagger and rode his ass until he gave into her. Gabriel doesn’t do “tied down” and he didn’t change his ways for her even after she moved in with him and had me. 
 
   In the end, Gabriel got the son he wanted and Rachel got a tool that she could use to punish him for the next nineteen years. All I am to Rachel is a reminder of the “dirty Mexican” who left her with a permanent, ugly souvenir of that year she went “slumming” in California. 
 
   She’s still holding onto him in some fucked up way. But I’m pretty sure he never gave a shit about her. For Gabriel, nothing’s ever mattered but having a good time. It’s been his only purpose in life. Even as a father, all he’s ever wanted to do was make sure I was having a good time. It sounds good. Who wouldn’t want that? That’s what all these guys want. It was always what I wanted, too.
 
   Now I don’t know if I can see myself living that way but I’ve never thought of doing anything else. I’ve just been surviving until I could come here and do this. Seems like a waste, now that I’ve accomplished my only goal in life. What the hell am I gonna be doing in five years? It’s not like I’m getting an education. What am I gonna do, live my life on Dr. Dixon’s dime until he pulls the plug? Get myself an iron and start slinging ink with Santos? Pick my guitar back up and make another run at it? No. Hell, no. Music’s the only thing I’ve ever been able to do properly, but I’m not going back there. 
 
   “Come on, brother, give it up. You got plans to get outta Oakwood? You let me know now ‘cause I don’t want to be hanging with some pussy white boy from the ‘burbs.” Havi laughs but I don’t. 
 
   “I don’t know, man. Don’t you ever feel like you want more than this?”
 
   “What you talkin’ about all crazy? Hell, no, I don’t want more than this. We got it made, Gringo. We’re livin’ the life. You need to get your uptight ass in check. Now look at this one, comin’ after you like she’s gonna screw you into Sunday. Umm, hmm, check out that rack.” 
 
   I manage to open my eyes and loosely focus on the blonde in the short skirt and plunging top. Havi’s right; she’s lookin’ like she’s going in for the kill. I manage a lazy smile for her and she licks her lips clean. 
 
   “I heard you were back in town,” she tells me, grabbing a hold of the arm rests and leaning into me, showing me everything she’s got under her flimsy shirt. 
 
   “Do I know you?” I ask her, reaching my hands out and pulling her down to my lap.
 
   “Aww, now you’re hurting my feelings. Last time I saw you you were just a kid. I brought you home for lunch… thought I was gonna teach you something about making love to a woman, but your fifteen year old ass showed me. I’ve been lookin for you ever since,” she tells me, pushing herself into my lap. I wish I could say she was making me hard, but she’s not. 
 
   “I got myself in that situation a few times,” I tell her, not remembering any nooner with this particular girl. 
 
   “Maybe I’ll have to jaunt your memory,” she purrs, bringing her lips to my neck and licking me. I let my head fall back and try to get into this girl. If I’m not able to embrace the rest of this life at the moment, I should at least be able to take advantage of the able and willing ass at my front door. She makes her way over to my mouth and I take her lips in mine. Her mouth is too eager and her lips taste like wax. I try to work around that as I let my hand slide up her stomach, rounding my fingers over her large, heavy tits. She pushes farther into me and I still don’t have anything to offer her. She pulls out of my mouth and asks me, “Do you want to get out of here?”
 
   I wish like hell I could tell her hell, yeah. But I don’t feel like getting my ass up, not even to get some. “Why don’t you go get me a beer and I’ll think about it,” I tell her.
 
   She cocks her head at me, but then she stands up and walks away.
 
   I shake my head at myself. I gotta get out of this funk. 
 
   My phone vibrates in my pocket and I pull it out. Violet’s name is flashing on the screen. My heart starts pounding for no damn reason. 
 
   That ain’t true. It’s pounding because she’s my connection to Jessa. About the only time I feel right lately is when Jessa calls. Which she doesn’t enough, but I’m not going to be one of her bitch boys who feel the need to call her on a daily basis. Violet’s close though. Talking to her is the next best thing.
 
   “What’s up, Vi?”
 
   “Hey, Pax,” she says and I can hear the stress in her voice. Shit. I stand and head to the house where I can talk to her. I can hear the muffled sound of loud music that’s way too bass heavy for The bottle. Where the hell did she drag Jessa to?
 
   “Tell me what’s going on,” I say, pissed off already, not having any idea why, but knowing that will be the end result of this conversation. 
 
   “We’re at the Cellar,” she tells me, with more hesitation in her voice now.
 
   “Get to the point, Vi. What’s going on with Jessa?”
 
   “Shit, Pax.”
 
   “Vi,” I yell into the phone.
 
   “We were back stage and she was getting hit on- because that’s what happens to the girl constantly and I don’t really appreciate that you put me in the position to intervene because it’s a full time job, Paxton, and I don’t want to be her babysitter,” she yells back. 
 
   Damn it. Violet’s been doing a good job, with the help of Louis and Billy, keeping the guys off Jessa but it’s not as easy in a place like The Cellar. “Why the hell did you bring her there?”
 
   “Because, Paxton, when I told you that every time I went to get her her ex-boyfriend was practically chasing after her, you told me to keep her close. I can’t hang out at the same bar every night. I have a life outside of my servitude to you. Cause for Chaos was playing and…” she trails off now because her anger made her say too damn much. Cause for Chaos.
 
   “Who is she with, Vi?”
 
   “He was all over her and Billy tried to tell him to back off and I warned her that he was only after a quick lay, but she told me that was all she wanted too and that you knew this. She said you were well aware. So when he dragged her out of here, I just thought, maybe you were cool with it. I mean, she made it sound like you were cool.”
 
   I pound my fist into the door and try to mutter words. “Who, Violet.”
 
   “Elijah.”
 
   No. Fucking… no. “Find Billy and get his greasy hands off of her. Now.”
 
   “He’s already on it. We’re looking for them.”
 
   “What the hell, Violet?” I stammer. Fucking Elijah? What hell was Violet thinking? 
 
   “This isn’t fair to me, Paxton. If you are so worried about her hooking up with another guy then you come home and keep tabs on her. She doesn’t understand, or appreciate, why we are keeping all those guys away from her and it’s not cool – not for her and not for us. Oh, shit,” she mutters at the end of her rant.
 
   “What is she doing?” I seethe, assuming Jessa is the reason for her Oh shit.
 
   “Billy’s there, he’s getting her out of there.”
 
   “Out of where, Vi?”
 
   “Out of his claws, Paxton. What the hell do you think? He had her nailed up against the wall and his mouth buried inside of her, okay? And she looked happy about it. So if you need her on a tight leash, you’re going to have to do some explaining. She thinks you’re her friend, Paxton – her best friend. If she’s something else to you, you need to tell her. I’m not doing this anymore.”
 
   I take the phone away from my mouth to scream a big, long fuck, and to ram my fist through the drywall. 
 
   “You need to do better, Vi. Elijah? Fucking Elijah? Come on.”
 
   “You’re lucky I like her so much, ‘cause I’m kind of starting to despise you. Here they come. She’s alone. Thank God.” 
 
   Vi hangs up the phone then and I squeeze mine so hard I think it’s gonna combust. “Fuuuccck,” I yell again, putting another hole in the wall. 
 
   My head is spinning and I try to tell myself that it doesn’t matter. That she doesn’t matter. 
 
   The blonde from outside comes walking in then, my bottle of beer in her hand. I look at her insane body, at her long, blonde hair, at her pretty face and I want absolutely nothing to do with her. In fact, I don’t even want her in the same room as me. I’m totally fucked. 
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   “Your skills are sketchy today, man. What’s up?” Santos asks me.
 
   “I think I hit it too hard last night,” I tell him. 
 
   We took a break from the streets to bust out a session at the park, but I’m not feeling it. It ain’t because I hit it too hard though, it’s because the call I got from Violet. After the blonde walked into Gabriel’s, I high tailed it out the door and got in my car, driving through the dark streets, hitting redial on Violet until she finally picked up and told me that they had delivered Jessa safely back to the dorms. I thought I had my hands full when she told me Dylan was stalking her and how they were having a hard time keeping the guys off her at The bottle, but she got some last night, and from Elijah.  
 
   “Nah, that’s bull, Pax. You were piss poor last night too. That Betty was all over your ass and you didn’t do nothin’ about it. You’re on the hook, dude. What’s up?”
 
   “Shit,” I mutter because Santos is right. My head isn’t in any of my games. My head is in Chicago with Jessa. “I don’t know man, I think I might head back to Chi-town for a little while.”
 
   “Aw, hell, Pax. It’s that girl isn’t it? The one you been sneaking out of rooms and callin’, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s getting comfortable with some sheep that used to ride my tails. It’s messing with my head.”
 
   “If you’re going back to that hole for a girl then you ain’t coming back,” he tells me, shaking his head.
 
   “You know that’s not how shit’s gonna work out. There are no fairytale endings for me- not in that town. I just need to go see her, clear my head, set some shit straight. I’ll be back.”
 
   “You’re sounding suspect, man. What’s the old man gonna do without you?”
 
   “He just needs my bank. He’ll survive until I get back. He’s got you and Emilio and the rest of his vatos. He don’t need me to live.”
 
   “You already made up your damn mind.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree. I guess I have. I can’t keep living in this headspace I’ve created. I don’t know why this situation is messing with me like it is, but I need to figure shit out and the only way to do that is to look in Jessa’s eyes.  
 
   “You at least gonna try to redeem your ass in the bowl one last time before you leave the sun and head back to that gloom ‘n doom town?”
 
   “You weren’t so smooth yourself, asshole,” I tell him, throwing down my board and preparing to pull out my trictionary on his ass.
 
   “That’s my boy,” he yells, but I’m already in the bowl, feeling the concrete and watching the world slow down around me.
 
   I can lose myself for minutes at a time on either of my boards, but it’s not enough. I’ve been telling myself that it’s just ‘cause she’s there – in Chicago. It’s just her mingled with my shitty memories that’s making me all territorial and psychotic. But, hell, I can’t get the girl out of my head. I can’t keep living like this. I need to know, one way or the other, what the hell is going on. Here, with my head clear for the few seconds my ride will take, I know that I don’t have a choice. I have to go back to that hell and see if part of me is still there.
 
   I pop out on the deck and look over to Santos, pointing my finger to the street. Now that I’ve made my decision all I want to do is go. I want to see her now.
 
   I head home to get my shit and break the news to Gabriel. He ain’t gonna be happy about this. 
 
   I find him on the front stoop where he’s already drinking with our neighbor. “Why you looking like you’re on some mission?” he asks me.
 
   “I’m heading back to Chicago for a few days,” I tell him, heading inside to get my shit.
 
   “What?” he asks, standing up and following me inside. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “It’s just a couple of days, Gabriel. I got a situation I have to take care of.”
 
   He shakes his head at me and lets out a long breath. “You watch your back in that place,” he tells me as I throw my shit that’s scattered around the living room into my duffle.
 
   “I’ll lay low, Pops. You don’t gotta worry.” He knows that if word of my presence in that city makes it back to Rachel we’ll be living on stamps.
 
   “I gotta bad feeling about this, niño. You’re finally home and I don’t want you anywhere near her.”
 
   “I’m grown, Gabriel. There’s nothing she can do to me now.”
 
   “She can cut your ass off and you know she’s one cold-blooded snake. She’s not gonna give you no second chances.”
 
   “Maybe I want to be cut off, Pops. Maybe we don’t need to be taking that charity money, huh?”
 
   “You suggesting I go get me a suit and try to hustle it in some office building? Maybe I’ll go make some sliders for a living, getting minimum wage. We’re living good, Pax. We’re getting by easy. If that tight ass bitch wants to pay your way, and mine too, I’ll take it. She owes both of us for keeping you away from me. Your home now. You need to stay here.”
 
   I shake my head. The money thing is starting to become an issue in my own head. I’m still under them. Still a dog. Can’t even go where I need to. Can’t buy nothing without feeling like a dirty whore. “It would just be nice if I could cleanse her out of my system completely.”
 
   “Don’t get all high and mighty on me, niño. Take care of your situation and come home. We’re the ones taking advantage of them, don’t get it all warped.”
 
   “We’re definitely taking something. Doesn’t feel like advantage,” I tell him, giving him a slap on the back and heading out the door.
 
    
 
   Getting in my car and driving out of the city makes me feel nauseous. Knowing that I’m headed back to Chicago feels like some kind of sick joke. Of all the cities in the world, why’d she have to choose that one? 
 
   And why can’t I let it go?
 
   Who gives a shit if she’s back in the game and considering finding a new fuck buddy? According to Violet, she’s got everyone in that small pocket of Chicago that I used to consider mine falling all over themselves. Shit shouldn’t bother me. Her life is there and my life is in Venice. That should be the end of it.
 
   Before, in River Bluff and on campus, her options were guys like Dylan. Guys that she would always be too much for. Guys that would never be what she needs. But a guy like Elijah…. that shit’s just too close to home and I know what he’s capable of  -  he could maybe tame her and make her his. After the shit that I wadded through last time I was in that town I would think Elijah would know better, but he’s a snake. And he’s not the only guy there that is more than just some pussy pretty boy and I know I can’t keep her on a leash forever.  I shouldn’t have thrown her into my old life the way I did. I should have let her take care of herself and I shouldn’t have felt the need to keep tabs on the girl. But it’s too late now.
 
   She’s under my skin and snaking around my brain and the star of every fantastic dream I have and I need to figure out how to let her in or let her go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 - Jessa
 
    
 
   “So, this is it,” Violet tells me, spinning around the living room of her apartment. Our apartment. It took me a while to accept the invitation to move in but when Dylan’s calls became hourly and he started stopping by my room multiple times a day- which lead to the girls in the dorm despising me more than they already did- and considering I spend all my free time with Violet now, I finally broke down and told her yes.
 
   “I love it,” I tell her. It’s cute and clean and sunny and eccentric, just like Violet.
 
   “Me too. And I’m glad you’re here. Come on, I’ll show you your room.”
 
   I follow her to the hallway and then into my new room. It’s just like the rest of the apartment… except for the right side of the room. Someone has covered the walls surrounding one of the two beds in hand drawn illustrations and spray-painted graffiti. “What the hell is all this?” 
 
   “Ugh… Paxton. That asshole. I mean, look,” she says, gesturing to the untarnished side of the room where a bed covered in a bright, floral comforter sits under a window with sunny yellow curtains on one side and a pretty oil landscape on the other. The bedside table looks like a prop with hardcover books and a light blue glass lamp. “This room was so cute and pretty and then that sadist moves in here and next thing I know it looks like a rave happened in here.”
 
   I laugh. “Paxton? You lived with Paxton?”
 
   “He didn’t tell you that?” she says, looking grumpy with her hands on her hips.
 
   “Of course he didn’t,” I tell her, going to Paxton’s side of the room and looking at the pieces of himself that he put on the wall. “I think it’s beautiful.”
 
   “I know- creepy eyeballs, skeleton faces, weird faces in general, strange little cartoons, doors going nowhere… it’s so pretty it makes me want to kill myself.”
 
   “Yeah, but look at the waves and the sun. There are palm trees and flowers. Look, there’s even a heart.”
 
   She comes over and stares at it. “It’s black. There is blood running out of it,” she says looking like she’s going to hurl. “Give it some time, it’ll start to wear you down. Anyway, this is your side of the room,” she tells me, throwing one of my bags on the flower covered bed.
 
   “I think I want this bed,” I tell her.
 
   “Suit yourself. You might want to order your Prozac now so you have it when the walls start talking to you.”
 
   I laugh but the walls are already speaking to me. Every day that I spend with Violet and her friends, that were once Paxton’s friends, brings with it more questions about him. When I ask him my questions he never really gives me any answers. But the walls might tell me something.
 
   “Get settled, then get ready - everyone will be here in an hour.”
 
   “Okay,” I tell her. “And thanks, for letting me stay here. And for the party.” I can’t help but recoil. Violet is seriously having a welcome home party for me. 
 
   “You’re welcome, and don’t make that face – it’s gonna be fun.”
 
   “I know. I’ll smile through all of it. I’ll even eat a piece of that obnoxious cake.”
 
   “Yes, you will,” she tells me before leaving the room.
 
   I lay down on my bed and smell the almost forgotten scent of Paxton. I miss him so much. I miss Natalie and Emily too but it seems like my life in Chicago revolves around Paxton so I’m thinking about him all the time. 
 
   I turn on my side and look at the writing that’s in front of me. I can picture him in this bed with his sharpie scratching out the words, knowing full well he’s pissing Violet off. 
 
   Nothing more/ then a whore/ a wasted egg/ bottom dweller/ son of shit/ hide away/ another day/ do it again/ sun is up/ waste/ decay, Paxton has written. I stare at the words, one at a time. I don’t know what they mean, but I can feel them. Part of Paxton is making me feel something painful. 
 
   My eyes shift to the sunnier section of wall. Venice. The sun and waves. The graffiti says, Live and Die Devoted. I close my eyes and try to picture him there, under the sun, on his boards skating through the streets and surfing in the waves. I can see him smile. I can feel his happiness. 
 
   With everything that I’m learning about Paxton I know that his life here was hard. Not that I could tell you why that was, specifically. But the way people talk about him and the expressions on their faces tell me the things he won’t tell me himself. Chicago is waste/ decay. But I know he’s smiling now, under the sun, in the city he will live and die devoted to.
 
   #
 
    “See, you’re having fun,” Violet says, sticking her tongue out at me. 
 
   “I’m having the best time,” I shout, aware that I’m inebriated. “I love you,” I tell her.
 
   “I love you too,” she says before spinning in her party dress and taking off for the bar.
 
   Elijah takes her place. He grabs a hold of my hand and leads me to the couch, pulling me down onto it. He slings his hand around my waist and puts his mouth on my neck. Elijah facebooked me the night I got escorted out of The Cellar and we’ve been texting since then. He showed up here before Billy and Louis and when they tried to kick him out Violet actually backed me up and told them this is my party and I can invite who ever I want.  
 
   I let Elijah touch me and kiss me. First kisses and new fingers on my skin. I missed it. And Elijah is the kind of guy who will not get attached- I’m pretty sure. “You still taste good,” he murmurs in my ear. I turn my head to find his lips, welcoming his tongue in my mouth and his greedy hands around my waist. He kisses me long and hard and recklessly and I love it. “Let’s go to your room,” he manages to mumble around my tongue.
 
   “No, I have to stay here, at my party,” I mumble back.
 
   “For how long?”
 
   I stop kissing him then because I can’t just ditch Violet and all her hard work and I’m getting to the point where I might be willing to do that. “‘til it’s over,” I tell him, standing and going to the bar to make myself another drink.
 
   Billy sides up to me and starts fixing his own drink. “Getting it on with Elijah, huh?”
 
   “Planning on it,” I tell him as I pour Vodka into my cup.
 
   “You think Paxton’s gonna be okay with that?” he asks with a pointed look on his face.
 
   I’ve been letting this shit slide because any time I say anything about Paxton, Billy especially, just looks at me like I’m stupid. But I’m drunk and Violet threw this party for me and I’m tired of him acting like I belong to Paxton. “Why would Paxton give a shit, Billy? He’s my friend. My friend. I don’t know why that is so difficult to understand.”
 
   He raises his questioning eyebrows at me. “Maybe you should take a few steps out of his inner circle to find yourself a guy.”
 
   “Maybe you should find something to worry about besides who I’m trying to sleep with. For fucks sake, between you and Louis and Violet I can’t even get a guy to look at me. If you would like to bring some Billy approved men by, feel free. But tonight Elijah is the only one here that’s brave enough to lay a hand on me and I want a damn hand on me, so fricking deal with it.”
 
   He shakes his head at me and walks away. I put him and his nosey ass out of my mind and head back to Elijah. He’s no longer on the couch where I left him so I start making my way through the crowded room.  
 
   When I find him, he’s being cornered in the hallway by Billy. They both look at me and Billy tells him, “You’re a stupid idiot. When Paxton comes back I’m not gonna defend your ass.”
 
   “Paxton’s not coming back, Billy,” I tell him as he walks past me.
 
   “Why are they so convinced you are Paxton’s?” Elijah asks, coming to me, putting his hands on my waist.
 
   “I’m no one’s. Paxton knows that.”
 
   “Really? No ones?” he says to me, ducking his head and kissing my naked shoulder.
 
   “I belong to no one…” 
 
   He bites down on my shoulder and I grab hard to his neck. We stumble down the hallway until we are in my room. He’s got the zipper on the back of my dress undone and I’m working on the buttons on his shirt. He nudges me backwards and I fall on the bed and a second later he’s propped up above me, his mouth back on my skin. He makes his way up my neck and I turn my head to the side for him. 
 
   And then I lock eyes with Paxton’s words. Nothing more than a whore. The phrase spins around my head and Paxton’s sadness comes over me again. I push Elijah off me because I think I’m going to puke. I manage to get off the bed and make my way down the hall to the bathroom. I grasp onto the toilet, preparing to spew, but nothing comes out of my mouth but ragged breaths. 
 
   “Jessa,” Elijah calls from the other side of the closed door. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I tell him.
 
   “Can I come in?”
 
   “No. I’ll be out in a little while.”
 
   “Okay,” he tells me.
 
   I lean my back against the tub and try to get a grasp on my spinning head. The door opens then and Violet walks in, closing and locking it behind her. “You okay in here?”
 
   “Yeah, just a little drunk and spinning.”
 
   She sits down next to me. “You want me to shut the party down?”
 
   “No. I’ll be okay. I just need a minute.”
 
   “Okay,” she says quietly. “Are you going to sleep with Elijah?”
 
   “Jesus, what’s with you guys? I was planning on going there eventually, but no, I’m not.”
 
   She lets out a long breath. “Thank God you drank too damn much,” she mutters to herself.
 
   “It’s not that, Vi. It was the walls. They’re talking to me.”
 
   She laughs. “Good. You should listen to them.”
 
   #
 
   I stumble out of my room, wincing at the sunlight and trying to push back the pain in my brain. Violet is not only up and dressed and looking cheery as ever, but she’s also scrubbing dishes. 
 
   “What is wrong with you?” I mutter, taking a seat on a stool at the small island. “Why aren’t you miserable, like me?”
 
   “I don’t get hangovers,” she shrugs. “Plus, I have to get to work.” Violet is a stylist at a trendy little salon downtown. “I can’t get that one to wake up and get his ass out of here.” She nudges her chin towards the living room. I look and see Elijah passed out on the couch. “I think he thought you were going to come out of your room at some point.”
 
   I’m both annoyed and, for whatever reason, relieved that I didn’t get any action last night. It’s all these people telling me that Paxton would be upset if I hooked up with someone and the fact that I’m now sleeping on the side of the room that he made so his. I feel like he’s there with me and that is not a good thing when you are trying to get down under the sheets. I might have to switch beds. Although, despite my hangover, it was good to wake up surrounded by his scent. This is the least lonely I have felt since coming to Chicago. “I’ll get him out of here,” I tell her.
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t have sex with him last night,” she whispers. “If all you are looking for is some random sex then why wouldn’t you have gotten it from Paxton? I don’t get that. He would be the perfect candidate and clearly he’s got something going on for you.”
 
   “First of all, I’m not looking for random sex – I’m looking for one person who does not want anything beyond a physical relationship. And second of all…are you serious? There are so many reasons that that isn’t happening, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
 
   “Like…?”
 
   “Like, he’s my friend, just like he’s your friend. I don’t see you screwing him.”
 
   “That’s because I can’t just screw guys. Sex always makes me attached and needy. If that’s all I was looking for I would have definitely gone there. He would be the perfect friend with benefits.”
 
   “Wasn’t it you who said sleeping with Paxton was the kiss of death?”
 
   “With you… I’m pretty sure that’s not the case.”
 
   “Yes, well I care about him too much to risk losing him. Plus, I don’t see him like that anymore. And everyone seems to forget that he’s two thousand miles away from me, so unless phone sex was my thing, he’s really not a good option,” I tell her with a smile.
 
   “Good point. Okay, well I gotta go. Call me if you can’t get Romeo off the couch and I’ll send Billy or Louis over.”
 
   “I can handle him. I’ll see you when you get home.”
 
   “Later,” she says, grabbing her ginormous purse and heading out the door.
 
   Reluctantly, I stand and go to the bathroom in search of aspirin and a toothbrush.  I find them both before looking in the mirror at my wild nest of hair and the mascara smudged under my eyes. I should probably clean myself up before waking Elijah, but I feel too shitty to worry about crap like that. 
 
   I head out to the living room, sitting down on the couch by Elijah’s stomach. I say his name at an increasingly louder tone and then just start shaking him, wondering if he’s dead. He starts moaning in protest, then finally opens his eyes and cowers at the sun, just like I did. “Time to get up,” I tell him.
 
   “No,” he protests, reaching out his arms and pulling me down next to him. “Why is it so fricking bright in here?”
 
   “It’s this thing called the sun. It’s usually pretty bright by eleven A.M.”
 
   “You are such a smartass,” he says, pinching my stomach. “I waited for you last night. You never came out of your room. You didn’t let me in either.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you shouldn’t have let me drink so much. You have to learn the difference between getting a girl drunk enough so that she will think it’s a good idea to make out with you, and getting her so drunk that it’s not an option.”
 
   He snorts. “Thanks for the advice. What do I do with a sexy girl who hasn’t had a thing to drink yet?” he asks, running his hand down my side and onto my ass.
 
   My hands are resting on his naked chest and part of me wants to tell him to devour me and part of me wants to tell him it’s time to get the hell out.
 
   I don’t have to choose an answer though because suddenly the front door bangs open, scaring me half to death. I startle into an upright position and when I turn to the door, Paxton is standing in front of it. “Oh my god. Paxton.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 - Paxton
 
    
 
   After two days of driving, hopped up on coffee and the brand of lack-of-sleep that makes a u-turn all the way back to alert, and with way too much time by myself thinking about Jessa, I’m fired up when I pull up to Violet’s apartment. 
 
   All this shit in my head needs to go which means I need to tell Jessa exactly how I feel. I need to tell her she’s done messing around with amateurs and that it’s time for her to realize that it’s us. That it should be us. Because we are good for each other. Because it’s been obvious from the first night we met that we want each other. The fact that I didn’t take her and managed to be a decent human-being in River Bluff gave me the chance to know her and for her to see  the real me who doesn’t have to be anyone for anything. I’ve never felt so close to maybe anyone as I do to Jessa. She knows nothing about me, but she might be the only one who knows the real me. 
 
   All that aside, the plain and simple fact is that I’ve never been affected by someone like I have been by that girl. She changed me. With her, in River Bluff, I felt for the first time in my life like I knew who I was. And she was part of that. And now, I don’t know who I am without her. 
 
   By the time I bust the door open, I can’t wait to eject every last piece of my guts onto her. 
 
   But then I feel the wind being knocked out of me because, twelve feet in front of me is Jessa in nothing more than a skimpy t-shirt and a pair of panties, her hair looking like she spent the night rolling around in bed, mascara smeared under eyes, the remnants of red lipstick clinging to her lips. Looking at her breaks my heart because, god damn it, she’s the sexiest thing I have ever seen.
 
   But there is a hand clinging to her ass and that hand belongs to Elijah who is shirtless and looking like he’s going in for the kill. 
 
   When Jessa sees me she flies off the couch and her face lights up. But all I can feel are the memories of a similar situation that tore me in shreds and ultimately sent me packing. I can’t even look at her. Instead, I look at Elijah. “Hey, Paxton,” he says, leaning against the couch, tossing an arm over the back like he owns the place.
 
   “Get the hell out of here, Elijah.”
 
   He recoils and gives me a look of confusion like the dumbass that he is. “Calm down man, I didn’t know it was like that with the two of you.” He stands and grabs his shirt off the floor before going to Jessa. He looks at her, but she’s staring at me. She shrugs her shoulders at him as if to say she doesn’t know what’s going on, but those turquoise eyes never leave mine. “I’ll talk to you later,” he says, leaning in and kissing her on the check. 
 
   “Bye,” she mutters.
 
   He walks out the door and I slam it shut.
 
   Jessa takes a step towards me, looking like a deer in the headlights. She stops and blinks hard and when her eyes open again she no longer looks disoriented. “You’re here. Holy shit.” She takes another step forward and then freezes.  
 
    “Looks like you’re managing okay without me.”
 
   “Is that a problem for you? Me messing around with one of your friends?” she asks, sincerely.
 
   “Elijah is not a friend. He was just some rat who followed us around picking up our scraps. Looks like he’s still doing the same thing.” Elijah used to be a friend. That is until sides had to be chosen and he chose the wrong one. 
 
   She nods her head at me. “What the hell are you doing here anyway?”
 
   I give her my biggest, toothiest grin. “No hello, I missed you, I’m happy to see you?”
 
   “Hello. I missed you. I’m happy to see you. What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “I have some shit to take care of. It’s temporary.”
 
   “How long… ‘til you have to go again?”
 
   “Why, do you want me to stay?” I ask with sarcasm in my voice but I need to know. 
 
   “Well, yeah. Of course I want you to stay. I did miss you. And I’m anxious to get to know the guy I consider one of my best friends, because apparently he’s nothing more than a stranger.”
 
   Her best friend. I hate it when she calls me her best friend. My nostrils flare and I stare her down. “There’s nothing to know, kid. I’ll be gone again and someone new before we even have a chance to scratch the surface,” I tell her bitterly.
 
   “That’s great. You’re such a mysterious badass. Good for you.”
 
   “I just walked in the door. You want to give me a minute before you start ragging on me?” The girl is so infuriating. That damn mouth on her. I turn and head to my old bedroom. I thought it might be a plus, being in the same room with her, but now all I can think about is what she did in there with Elijah and all I want to do is rip the mattress off the bed and burn it. 
 
   And then I walk into the room and see her bed all nice and neat and my bed a rumpled, rolled around in mess. “Jessa,” I yell, borderline scream.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get in here.”
 
   “Seriously, Paxton, I’m gonna put up with this attitude for about two more seconds before I slap you,” she tells me while walking into the room. 
 
   “Why is your shit all over my side of the room?” I ask her, looking at the clothes discarded on the floor by the bed and her phone and random personal items on my bedside table.
 
   “Your side of the room? Are you planning on moving in here with me?” she asks, being a smartass, fucking with me. But I’m in no mood for playful banter.
 
   “Feel free to move out if you’re not good with the arrangement. I’m the one paying the rent on this place.”
 
   “Paxton,” she says quietly and I don’t want to, but I look at her. She looks confused and a little wounded and I know I’m being irrational and a total ass. She’s right, the guy she thought she knew isn’t the real me, no matter how many times I tell myself it was. I was nothing more than her friend. The guy she knew might be able to pretend that her hooking up with some guy in his bed was cool… but hell, no. “Seriously, you’re freaking me out. Why are you being such an asshole? Are you mad at me about something?”
 
   I let out a breath and the road weary me suddenly takes over my body. I shake my head, can’t think of words. I pull my t-shirt off my body and lay my ass down in the bed, grabbing her hand on my way and pulling her next to me, settling my arm under her. “It’s just this city, Jess. It brings back bad memories and puts me on the defensive. I really didn’t want to come back here.”
 
   “So why did you?” she asks me. 
 
   “Why’d you choose this bed, Jess? Was it because you knew I had slept here? You just couldn’t resist sleeping on my dirty sheets?”
 
   “Oh god,” she says, sounding horrified. “I didn’t even think about that- all the women you’ve slept with in this thing.” 
 
   She tries to pull out of my arm, but I hold onto her. “Relax. This is my bed, that one over there; that’s the one you want to stay away from.”
 
   “Jesus, Pax. And now you’re going to move back in here? I’m not taking the dirty deed bed. That’s yours now. You’re going to have to do your sleeping and your sexing in the same place. Ah, hell, you wouldn’t do that to me. You wouldn’t bring a girl home and screw her in the same room as me.”
 
   I smile to myself. God, I missed this girl. “We’ll figure something out, don’t worry about it, kid.”
 
   “Maybe Violet will switch rooms with you,” she ponders.
 
   “No,” I tell her. She’s staying in here with me. “I’m your roommate. Get used to it.”
 
   “Okay,” she says sounding confused.
 
   “You never answered my question.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Why’d you pick my bed instead of the pretty one over there?”
 
   “Because I liked the ambiance. And plus, Pax, I missed you and this is the bed that smells like you.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m glad you’re back. I don’t like all this crappy attitude though.”
 
   “You’re going to have to get used to it. I can’t be anyone else here.”
 
   “What are you gonna tell me, Pax? Are you going to tell me anything?”
 
   “Maybe. Not now though. I’m too tired right now. Just lay here with me, beso.”
 
   “Yeah. Okay,” she tells me. She sits up to kneel on the bed and yanks the comforter out from under me before laying back down and covering us up. 
 
   “You should let me stay here with you in this bed. I like this,” I tell her, closing my eyes.
 
   “It can’t be that bad over in sin city, can it? You scared of what kinds of STDs are festering?”
 
   “Just let me stay here, Jess,” I tell her, feeling the weariness take over my body. I pull Jessa tighter into my side then bury my right hand in her messy, sexy hair. I feel myself falling into sleep almost immediately. “Did you fuck Elijah?” I whisper.
 
   “No,” she whispers back.
 
   “Was he in this bed?”
 
   “No.”
 
   With that beautiful thought in my head, I give into the sleep. 
 
   #
 
   When I wake up it’s dark outside. When I realize I’m in a bed in Chicago my heart starts racing and dread comes over my body. Then I realize Jessa is no longer tucked into my arm and I sink lower. 
 
   I stand and head out of the room. Vi is in the kitchen mixing a drink. When she sees me a smile comes over her face and then she runs over to me, hopping into my arms like a bunny. “Paxton!” she screeches.
 
   “Hey, Vi,” I tell her, smiling at her enthusiastic greeting.
 
   She jumps down then and puts her hands on her hips, smiling up at me. “When Jessa told me you were back I didn’t believe it. But there you were sleeping like a little baby in the bed.”
 
   “Where is Jessa?” I ask her, keeping my voice even.
 
   “She’s just in the shower, don’t worry. Go sit on the couch, I’ll get you a beer.”
 
   “Yeah,” I tell her, doing what she says. As I wait I hear the door to our bedroom close – proof that, yes, Jessa is still here with me. I shake my head at the sense of relief that sound sends through my body. 
 
   Violet comes back over with her drink and my beer and curls up on the couch next to me. “So, Jessa said you had some business to take care of?” she asks, cocking an eyebrow at me.
 
   “Don’t start with me, Vi,” I tell her. She knows why I’m here.
 
   “She said you’re staying in bed with her.”
 
   “Yeah, I am.”
 
   “As her friend?”
 
   “I would assume so. I interrupted her and Elijah on the couch when I walked in this morning. Why was he here?”
 
   “You know what – you’re home now, I missed you, I know you’re not going to stay forever and I refuse to argue with you while I have you so I’m not gonna talk about any of that with you because I swear to God, Pax, I will snap. You…are not cool,” she says, her face growing tense. 
 
   I laugh at her visually strained attempt at temper control. “Vi, babe, take a breath. I’m not gonna fight with you. We don’t gotta talk about it. I appreciate you taking care of her for me, okay? That’s it.”
 
   She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. When she opens her eyes again she’s smiling. “I like her, Pax. I mean I really, really like her. Besides that one issue… concerning you… it’s been fun having her around.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s pretty great,” I admit. 
 
   “So we’re all living together for a while?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Am I like the old mom and you two are my bratty little kids that I have to take care of?” she smirks at me.
 
   “You’re twenty three, Vi. That’s way too young to mother a nineteen and twenty year old.”
 
   “Twenty four, Pax. You missed my birthday.”
 
   “Shit. Yeah, I guess I did. I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   “Awesome,” she says with a big smile. “You can buy me a drink tonight.”
 
   I scowl at her. “I would love to babe, but you know that’s not an option.”
 
   “What are you gonna do? Stay locked up in this apartment the whole time you’re here?” Violet asks me like she’s disappointed. But she knows I need to lay low. Chicago is a big city, but Glencoe is small and if anyone from that town happens to see me word will spread quickly. 
 
   “Drop it, Violet. I don’t have a choice.”
 
   She lets out a frustrated sigh and takes a swig of her drink. “We’ll stay home then. I’m not going out without you.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” I tell her, watching her squirm. The girl has too much energy to be trapped in this apartment all night and I know it as well as she does. Plus she’s all done up and in her party clothes. 
 
   “Maybe Jessa and I will just go out for an hour or so then we’ll come home and hang out with you.”
 
   “Yep,” I sneer. I don’t like the idea of Jessa going out. I don’t like the idea of her being around Elijah. I haven’t had any time with her seeing how I slept the entire day and most of the night away. I shouldn’t have done that. I need a minute with her. I need to talk to her.  
 
   I hear the door of our room open and I look to the hallway. Every muscle in my body flexes. “Why are you all dressed up?” I say with acid in my voice. Her perfect, soft, grabable hair is in loose curls, hanging over her naked chest and the tight black fabric over her tits. Her dress is hugging her body and every curve is pronounced like a neon sign. At the moment, she’s bare footed and there is something about that that is making all of my possessive instincts flare.
 
   She scrunches her perfect little button nose at me, looking down at her body. “It’s just a dress, Pax. I wear them all the time.” Her eyes run over my naked torso and I can feel it, like her hands are all over me. “Are you getting dressed or are there specific rules in this town that only apply to you: no shirt, no shoes, no service… unless you are Paxton Alvarado, king of Chicago.”
 
   “Just waiting ‘til the room was free, kid,” I tell her, standing up, no longer giving a shit if word of my presence in this state makes its way back to Rachel. I walk to Jessa, staring at her eyes for a few intense seconds, and then I walk away from her.
 
   I throw on a t-shirt and a hoodie and try to talk some sense into myself. I should not be doing this. I should not be putting my dad’s lifeline at risk just because Jessa is too damn gorgeous for any man in his right mind to resist. But my internal thoughts, rational as they are, are bad at fucking persuasion. 
 
   #
 
   I pull my hood over my head and grab onto Jessa’s waist as we follow Violet into the bar. I keep my head ducked but I’m a foot through the door when I hear people shouting my name. Jessa hesitates and I have to push her to get her to the back corner where I know my past is waiting. But it’s where I have to go in order to get those assholes to shut the hell up and stop shouting my name. 
 
   Billy, Louis and Jimmy are all out of the booth and waiting for me by the time we reach them.
 
   “Holy shit, you’re back,” Billy says, extending his hand which I slap before he pulls me into a one armed hug. Louis and Jimmy are quick to follow and by the time the reacquainting is done, Jessa is out of my arm and seated in the booth next to Violet. I slide in beside her before Billy can.
 
   “What’ve you been up to, man? When I heard you were in Cali I figured I’d never see you again,” Billy says from the other side of the booth.
 
   I’m not gonna answer that question. “It’s good to see you guys,” I tell him. “But man, being back here… shit - it’s tense. I didn’t really miss it.” And that’s the truth. Especially here in this bar. I feel tense and uncomfortable. My hands are wringing each other and my leg is bouncing off the floor and I can’t stop it. 
 
   “Things ain’t the same since you’ve been gone. That’s for damn sure. I missed all the drama,” he tells me. 
 
   I narrow my eyes at him and flare my nostrils. I can’t help it. I don’t want to talk about any of that shit. “Don’t even start,” I tell him. “I shouldn’t even be here. At this bar.”
 
   “Your mom still trying to keep you away?” Louis asks. I know they are just concerned but I don’t want to talk about this shit.
 
   “I gotta assume so.”
 
   “All I know is I’m glad to be relieved of my duties,” Billy says, glancing at Jessa who is talking with Violet and Jimmy, hopefully not listening to this shit.
 
   I nod my head at him, telling him I appreciate it. 
 
   “Hell, I don’t even know what to say to you, man,” Billy says, shaking his head. “You ever think about picking up your phone and checking in with me?” 
 
   When Rachel sent me away it was sans phone. I picked a new one up on the way out of town but I didn’t bother to touch base with anyone here. I really wanted all of this shit to just disappear. I cannot believe I’m here. “I’m sorry about that, man. I was being dodgy. It was wrong.”
 
   “Yeah, well I figured when this one sauntered into town,” his eyes turn to Jessa again, “your sorry ass would show up eventually.”
 
   “I guess you know me better than I know myself,” I tell him. “Coming back here was never part of the plan. Fuck, I really shouldn’t be here, man.” I shake my head and turn my eyes from Billy. It’s hitting me- being in this booth where I’ve sat a hundred times, with Billy and Louis across from me, just like they are now. 
 
   My heart is pounding in my chest and my leg is mimicking the pounding as my foot hammers against the floor.  And then I feel Jessa’s hand wrap around my thigh. My head snaps in her direction. “Hey,” she whispers. “I’s okay. She’s not going to find out you’re here.”
 
   I take a deep breath and wrap my arm around her. My leg slowly stops moving. “It’s just surreal, being back here. I don’t know that I even give a shit if word gets back to Rachel.”
 
   Jessa leans her cheek on my chest. She really doesn’t have a choice- my arm is wrapped around her so tightly. I can smell her hair and I tuck my hand around a piece of it. “What are you so worried about then? I can hear you heart beating, Pax. Why is it beating so hard?”
 
   I close my eyes and inhale her scent. “It’s just hard being back here, in this bar. It’s where everything started and where everything ended.”
 
   “I’m sorry, babe,” she says quietly, settling into my side. She removes her hand from my thigh now that my leg is no longer shaking and wraps it around my stomach. “We should have just stayed home tonight,” she tells me and it sounds so good.  I like it. We should have just stayed home tonight. But I know that I shouldn’t like it. Coming back here just brings back all the shit I hate about life. About myself. And it also makes it so bloody clear that I want Jessa. That I want more from her than just a quick fuck. This town. I swear. I’m always so weak and vulnerable here. Like my heart is just out in the open, totally exposed. 
 
   “I probably won’t be doing this again.”
 
   “I don’t get it, Pax. Everyone I meet here seems to know and respect and care about you, but you act like everything here is so awful… like the city itself is poison.”
 
   “The city is poison. If it weren’t for the good people here I wouldn’t have made it out of it.”
 
   Jessa lays silently on my chest. The rest of the crew has made their way onto the dance floor. Vi and the boys are jumping around in the space in front of the stage that suggests a dance floor. I look at the band and remember being on that stage. It’s a new band, one I don’t know. They look young and happy. I remember that. I remember how good it felt to be up on that stage feeding off the energy, releasing everything that was inside of me. I throw back my drink and I can feel the alcohol swim through my veins and the heat from Jessa warming my body, the good memories of this place coming back to me, and it almost feels okay. 
 
   “Let’s dance, Pax,” Jessa says quietly. 
 
   I pull my hand out from under her hair and set my drink down. “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   I hold onto Jessa as we make our way into the heat of the compact crowd. People are jumping and thrashing to the punk vibe. When we settle in the back corner of the crowd, Jessa clings tight to my shoulders and looks at me with sorrow in her eyes. Or is it pity? Probably just friendly concern for her poor friend Paxton. Fuck that. 
 
   I grab tight to her waist and pick her up off the ground. Her hands wrap around my shoulders as she lets out a screech. I grab a hold of her calf and wrap her leg around my hip; she wraps her other leg around me all on her own. Immediately that sensation that I’ve been waiting for a girl to send through my body is there. My eyes are staring at hers with intent. But her eyes are staring at my mouth and her fingers are fisting my sweatshirt. Fuck it, I think to myself, moving one hand from the back of her thighs and around the base of her neck and digging my fingers into her flesh. Her stare flashes from my lips and her own lips pop open like this thing between us is news to her. Like me going in for her is surprising. 
 
   Then some motherfucker crashes into her back and she’s pushed into me and I loose contact with her. She holds onto me and buries her face into my neck. I take a hand off Jessa to grab a hold of the kid by his collar, wrenching it around his neck before throwing him back into the crowd. Jessa unhitches her legs from my waist and slides down my body and back onto the floor and I know I’ve lost her. She’s retreating. My hands are back on her waist and I pull her to me but when her eyes return to mine there is nothing there but apologies. 
 
   I give her a tight smile of my own before taking my hands off her. Stupid. Me, with her, is stupid. I grab a hold of her neck and give her a big, hard, wet, friendly kiss on her lips before heading to the bar. 
 
   “Paxton,” she calls after me. I shove my hands in my pockets and keep walking. I’ve almost cleared the crowd when some passing fuckwad slams his shoulder into mine. 
 
   “Sorry, Paxton,” Elijah says, “I wasn’t looking.”
 
   Putting my knuckles into his skull would feel awesome right now, but making a scene ain’t worth it. I look over my shoulder to Jessa who is making her way towards us. Her angry eyes are staring me down. She stops short of me and I’m aware that her eyes haven’t left me to look at Elijah. “What the hell?” she asks me.
 
   “You kids have fun tonight,” I say looking at Elijah one last time before walking away.
 
   She grabs a hold of my forearm but I shake her off and head to the bar. Kalvin isn’t holding down the fort tonight which is good. The less people I know, the better. In his place is a red head with big boobs and a small tank top. 
 
   She notices me and gives me an expected smile. A smile I’ve seen too many times. An easy smile that reminds me how easy things could be and makes me wonder why the hell I only want the one thing that’s impossible. 
 
   “How are you doing tonight?” she asks me, leaning hard into the bar and crossing her arms tightly around her chest so her tits pop out the top of her tank top. Suddenly I’m having epiphanies left and right. That right there, that thing the bartender just did, like the smile, is another predictable thing that Jessa would never do. Women… they’re all the same; their actions, their expressions, their mannerisms, it’s all so predictable. Except with Jessa. I’ve never seen her pull one of those seedy tactics on any guy. Ever. She truly is a fucking island in the sea. Untouchable. Unreachable. 
 
   “Give me a scotch,” I tell her, before throwing my gaze over my shoulder. I can’t see Jessa, but I can see the top of Elijah’s head. He’s not dancing, he’s bowing and I know that Jessa is in his arms. 
 
   Elijah. You’ve got to be kidding me. Out of all the guys she could have and she chooses Elijah. Besides Billy, that kid was the closest thing I had to a brother in this city. When shit started going south with Vincent, Elijah was in my shadow, backing me up. When I left that band, he was the first to follow me. But when shit started to go downhill for me he was the first one to go crawling back to that motherfucker and beg back into his sadistic life. I turn back around and focus on the drink the girl has left for me. 
 
   “Oh my god,” I hear some chick yell and I recognize the tone. I know what she’s going to say. She’s beside me now and has an arm on my shoulder. “You’re Paxton, aren’t you? From Polly. Holy shit. I love you.” A groupie from my glory days. This is why I need to stay away. This girl will take out her phone and facebook, tweet, blog, instagram… whatever the hell people do, that she saw Paxton from the band Polly at The bottle and word will spread like fire and next thing I know Gabriel will be slinging sliders.
 
   I look at the girl. A petite, raven haired thing with big green eyes. Back in the day I would have played up the fact that I am Paxton from Polly and taken the girl to the small room in the back where we used to hang out. But not anymore. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell the girl.
 
   She cocks her head at me and narrows her eyes. “You look just like Paxton Alvarado.”
 
   “I don’t know who that is,” I tell her.
 
   She shrugs her shoulders and takes a seat next to me at the bar. I stand and tell her, “Let’s go dance. Maybe I can pretend to be the guy you’re looking for.”
 
   She gives me that smile, same as the bartender, and runs her fingers through her hair that does nothing for me, not like Jessa’s does. I grab a hold of the girl’s hand and bring her out to the dance floor. I’m careful not to take my eyes off her. I don’t want to see Jessa and Elijah together. I will beat the guy. I grab onto the girl’s waist and she immediately starts grinding on me. The smile and the eyes she’s giving me aren’t sexy like she thinks they are; they just look desperate. But I don’t make her go, but I do turn her around before pulling her back to me. Her hands snake up my body and around my neck and now her ass is grinding on me. I let her, but it’s not doing anything for me. Even when I look down at her exposed cleavage it does nothing for me. 
 
   Blue and green hair is flying around a couple people away from me and then I see that Violet is dancing with Jessa. Neither of them are looking at me so I let my eyes wander. Elijah is nowhere near her. I’m loosely aware that there is a girl clinging onto me as I watch my two girls dancing on the floor together. Then I see Elijah slowly creep into her space like the snake he is. He’s got his hands all over some skank, but his eyes are on Jessa, just like mine. Jesus, she’s got both of us acting like dogs. When the girl in my arms turns her body around and brings her lips to my neck I push her away- which is just what I do now, I guess.
 
   I don’t look at her as I make my way out of the crowd and back to the booth where Billy, Louis and Jimmy are sitting. I pour myself a glass of beer from the pitcher on the table and swallow it in down in three large gulps.
 
   “How’s life treating you, man,” Louis says laughing and slapping my shoulder. 
 
   “Fucking superb,” I tell him, refilling my glass.
 
   “Ah, man, it’s good to have the gang back together,” Louis tells me. “You gotta fill us in, man. What’ve you been up to?”
 
   “What do you think I’ve been up to?”
 
   “Shit, I don’t know. You gotta tell us about this town you were staying in, the one where you met her,” he says, nodding towards Vi and Jessa.
 
   “All that shit seems like a distant memory,” I tell him.
 
   “Can’t be that distant,” Billy says, “part of it’s in this bar with you, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed.”
 
   “Jessa said you were living in some farming community,” Louis says through his laughter, “they grow all the girls like that?”
 
   “Shit, not you too, man. You trying to get after her too?”
 
   “No. Hell, no,” Louis says, raising his hands.
 
   I laugh at his goofy ass. “You scared of me?”
 
   “A little bit, man. You left your family in Cali and came back here for her, I gotta assume you would strangle me dead if I looked at her the wrong way. Which I haven’t.”
 
   “Yeah, I might. I’m having a hard time keeping my hands off that bottom feeder.” I don’t even say his name. 
 
   “She already kicked him to the curb,” Jimmy says, shaking his head and laughing. 
 
   “Spent three weeks watching that girl like a hawk and it wasn’t even necessary,” Billy says, laughing. “She didn’t even give him a minute before she told his sorry ass to get lost. Hell. Bet he’s never gotten that song and dance before.”
 
   I have to push down my smile so I don’t look like the pussy whipped motherfucker that I am. 
 
   “So what’s your plan, man, now that you’re back in town?” Billy asks me.
 
   “I don’t have a plan. Just trying to stay off the radar and eventually head back home.”
 
   “So we’re not getting the band back together?” Louis says lightly but I’m guessing both he and Billy would be all on board for a revival. 
 
   “Nah. What do you guys got going on? Where you been playing?”
 
   Jimmy laughs, “These assholes haven’t even pulled out the equipment since you left town. It sucks. You guys should at least jam while Pax is in town,” he says looking at Billy.
 
   Billy just looks at the table and shakes his head with a smirk on his mouth. He knows that’s not happening. I feel a little shitty that my crash left them burned too. 
 
   Vi and Jessa come stumbling up to the table. Jessa scoots in next to Billy and Vi takes a seat next to me. Jessa’s eyes bore into me from across the table making it clear that she’s pissed at me for the fit I threw on the dance floor. 
 
   “You boys are so lame,” Vi announces. “Pax is finally home, we should be celebrating. You guys look like you’re at a funeral.”
 
   “They’re mourning the death of their careers,” Jimmy announces and I want to tell him to shut the hell up. We are all hyper aware that when I took everything away from myself I also took it away from Billy and Louis. We don’t need an announcement.
 
   “Aww, poor baby, missing your job as their bitch,” Vi says, turning the tension around on her guy. Vi’s my girl. 
 
   Jimmy takes it. “Yeah, I kind of am. Slinging equipment was a whole hell of a lot easier than slinging paper work.”
 
   “Waa,” Vi wines for effect. 
 
   “You’re lucky I’m in love with you, woman,” he tells her and she gives him a very big, very cute smile. 
 
   When I heard Vi was settling down with Jimmy it threw me. I have only known her as Vincent’s and that jackass is about as far away on the spectrum from Jimmy as you can get. Seeing them together though, it makes sense. Jimmy’s about as chill as a dude can get and Vi, sweet as she is, is a little manic. Seems like he’s good for her. I smile to myself, happy for Vi, until my eyes cross paths with Jessa’s. 
 
   She’s staring at me. She no longer looks pissed, but thoughtful. I don’t know how I feel about her meeting me in this world. I stare back at her, thinking about the year I spent with her. I’m wondering how the hell I managed to see her every day, put my hands on her every day, and keep my emotions in check. I stare at her and she stares back. I’m trying to figure out what the hell to do with her and I’m wondering if she’s doing the same thing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 - Jessa
 
    
 
   It’s been a weird day. A really awesome, horrible, weird day. I don’t know what to make of this guy who sauntered back into my life this morning. When I was with Pax, lying in bed with him, I felt just like I used to with him. But that was about the only normal reprieve I got all day – and he was sleeping through most of it.
 
   The Paxton that lives in this town is definitely not the guy I know. Not even close. Obviously, I already kind of knew this, but seeing him in the flesh; his consistently tense jaw, his distrusting glares at everyone who crosses his path, his harsh tone and his hard, stiff hands, are all new to me. 
 
   And it all kind of sucks ‘cause it all kind of reminds me of that Paxton I met for the first time in River Bluff. The one who was a complete arrogant asshole, but also the one who kissed me with raw anger and made my skin crawl – in a good way. 
 
   Nothing about the kid who lives in this town is sweet or generous or even humorous. And I don’t know how I feel about that. Screwed over, I guess. Blindsided. 
 
   When he stormed in here this morning and told Elijah to get the hell out I was too happy to see Paxton to give a shit. When we got to the bar he was on edge like I’ve never seen him and it was clear that this change in him had nothing to do with me, but simply the city that he was brought back to - for what reason… surprise! I have no clue ‘cause he won’t tell me. Then, on the dance floor he was my old, playful Paxton; being silly, hoisting me up on his hips, making me miss the way we used to be, flirting with me and playing with me, and then… boom. Asshole is in full effect and he stomps off the dance floor like the lunatic he is proving to be. 
 
   He’s got my head spinning, trying to figure out what the hell is going on. And it’s not just me, it’s everyone – including Elijah. With Paxton in the picture, Elijah felt the need to define the relationship which was absurd – there was no relationship, clearly. Not that I would have gotten anywhere with him tonight anyway… I was too busy worrying about Paxton. Figures- I finally find a guy willing to step up to Paxton’s mafia and I end up having to blow him off so I can serve the king of Chicago, just like the rest of his minions. 
 
   I don’t get it. I really don’t. But now, snuggled up on the couch between him and Vi, floating in my buzz, zoning out to the T.V., I really don’t care. I missed Paxton’s arms. I didn’t realize how much time I spent wrapped up in these arms until I left and came here. But now, in this familiar, comfortable place, I realize that when Pax and I were together – on one of our couches, at parties, on Emily’s farm, driving in his car, at school- he usually had me tucked neatly into his side or his fingers tangled with mine. I’m not an affectionate person. In fact, I generally avoid it whenever possible. But with Paxton I never even noticed it until it was gone. Now that I have it back I realize how much I miss it. How nice it feels to be in the arms of a guy who I have no sexual relationship with. 
 
   And maybe that’s it, maybe that’s why things between Paxton and I, physically at least, are so easy and natural. That first day, in art class, we both made it crystal clear that there would never be anything remotely sexual between us. I never had to worry about if I was giving him the wrong idea or how long I could keep him around before things got too intense. 
 
   Vi suddenly starts snoring like a banshee and I bust out laughing. “God, how can that huge sound come out of that little body?” I muse.
 
   “I’m pretty sure that right there is the reason she won’t let Jimmy stay the night. Jesus, she’s like an elephant.” Paxton eases his arm out from under me and stands, picking Violet up and delivering her to her bed. I tuck her in and give her a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Ready to call it a night, beso?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s been a long day – having you around is tiring,” I tell him, flicking him on his arm before heading to my… our… room. 
 
   “As far as I can tell it’s you who is fucking up the entire vibe of the city. Things were pretty mellow last time I was here.”
 
   “Funny,” I tell him, heading to the dresser and pulling out my shorts and tank top.
 
   I turn to Paxton who is stripping out of his jeans- his hoodie and t-shirt are already on the floor. I can’t stop myself from running my eyes over his body as he stands before me. He really is beautiful in the coarsest of ways. I really wish his friends hadn’t put me on lockdown these past few weeks because a beautiful man like Paxton, standing before me in the flesh, is making my insides pound. Jesus, I need to get off ASAP. I look away from Paxton and peel off my dress and bra before pulling on my tank top. I look at him as I step into my shorts. He’s lounging in the bed, his arms propped above his heads, the tats on the underside of his forearms displayed. I’m very aware that Paxton is watching me dress – something that he has seen before, but his heavy-lidded eyes have me working quick to get myself covered up. 
 
   “Pax, are we really sharing that tiny bed?”
 
   “Yes, kid, we are. Get your ass in here, I want to go to sleep.”
 
   I let out a long breath and then go to him, sliding under the covers, acutely aware of the extra body that is now with me. I’m prepared for him to sling his arm around me but he doesn’t. We just lay next to each other in silence. I’m tired but I can’t sleep, not with him in this bed with me. So close, but in every form of the word, so far away.
 
   “What happened with you and Elijah tonight?” he asks in his deep, quiet voice. 
 
   “You know… same shit as usual. You realize that your friends have been all over any guy that even looks my way?” I ask, curious how much of this long process was dictated by him.
 
   He lets out a low laugh. “Fucking with your game, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, they were. I finally find a guy that’s not terrified by the mere mention of your name and, surprise, surprise, the ultimate ladies’ man is nothing but a commitment-aholic underneath his bad boy skin. You would think I would be every man’s dream- all I want is a little release, a little fun. But can I find it? No, Pax, I cannot. I haven’t gotten any action since Dylan and the only kind of action I’ve gotten from him in the last few months is the husband kind. What the hell is wrong with me?” I know I’m spewing, but with anyone but Pax, Emily and Natalie, talking about my unconventional preferences comes off the wrong way. I need a verbal release. I need so many kinds of releases it’s not even funny.
 
   “So he pulled out a ring and you bolted?”
 
   “Yes, he got down on one knee and everything,” I say, snidely. “No. But he pulled the commitment talk out of his ass. I blame you,” I tell Paxton ‘cause I’m pretty sure it was his fault. “You stroll into town, move into my bed and flaunt your good looks in his face and my potential partner in sex pulls out the lockdown.”
 
   Paxton laughs quietly before turning his back to me and making it known he’s calling it a night. “Keep trying, Jess. Your perfect man will come along eventually.”
 
   “There is no perfect man,” I say, hunkering down into bed. “You are about the closest thing that I will ever have to my perfect man.”
 
   “I’ve never gotten you off,” he mutters.
 
   “Exactly, you’re the only guy in my life that I’ve been close to who has never gotten me off and therefore we haven’t ruined what we have. Sometimes I think about that night when I first met you. You were such a prick, but I’m glad. If we would have eventually had sex we wouldn’t have become friends. I wouldn’t have you in my life. It’s scary to think about,” I whisper. Paxton is so quiet, I wonder if he’s sleeping. “I don’t ever want to lose you.”
 
   I wait a minute for him to respond, but it’s clear he’s dozed off. I close my eyes and try to do the same but I can’t. Now that Paxton’s here I just want to be with him. I want to stay up late and talk like we used to. I want to fall asleep on his chest like I used to. I turn and wrap my arms around his naked stomach, fitting my cheek against his warm back. I take in a big breath, letting Paxton’s familiar scent and his warm body comfort me.
 
   #
 
   I wake up with a start; there is a man clinging to my stomach and I can feel an erection pushing into the base of my back. My body is instantly on fire thinking that it is about to get some action and then I remember…. Paxton. I smile and grab a hold of his hand. His long fingers are running over the strip of my belly that’s not covered by my tank top or my shorts. “I missed waking up in your arms, Pax, but your morning wood is not cozy.”
 
   “Shut up, Jess,” he tells me in a groggy voice like he’s not quite awake. “I was having a good dream, why you gotta go and fuck it up.”
 
   “Eww,” I say, scooting out of his arms and away from his boner. “I do not want to be groped while you are dreaming about getting it on with some chick.”
 
   Paxton laughs and pulls me back into position. “Don’t be uptight, Jess. You’re my bed buddy and this guy’s sleeping with you too,” he says, referring to his penis like it’s its own person. “Get used to him.”
 
   “I’m in a state of sexual frustration so waking up to an eager penis, then realizing it is attached to my best friend, is not ideal. You need to get your little friend under control.”
 
   “Sounds like you like my big friend.”
 
   “I would like a big friend,” I mutter.
 
   “You can borrow him if you need to,” Paxton tells me, pushing himself into my backside which turns me on and has me about to rip my clothes off and sit on him, which is not an option, so reluctantly I sit up and get out of bed. I turn around and look at Paxton. He’s on his back now, his hands behind his head, his hair a sexy mess, his taut, golden body completely exposed. His big friend trying to spring out of his black boxer briefs.
 
   “You need a cold shower,” I tell him before grabbing my robe and going to take one myself. 
 
   Under the warm water I’m absently thinking about my sexual needs. That situation that happened this morning cannot be a regular thing. I need to find a stable sexual partner – ASAP.
 
   I get dressed and go to check on Vi but her bed is neatly made – she must be at work. I find Paxton on the couch, eating a bowl of cereal, watching some European festival on Palladia. It’s Sunday, I have a paper to write, but other than that I got nothing going on.
 
   I sit down and Paxton sets his bowl down before settling into the couch and throwing his hand over my thigh.
 
    “What’s your plan for the day?” I ask him.
 
   “I figured you’d keep me entertained,” he says, looking up at me with a crooked smile on his face.
 
   “You need a guided tour of Chicago?” I ask him. 
 
   “Not unless you got a disguise I can borrow. Laying low Jess… remember?”
 
   “So this is it, huh?” I ask him, feeling fidgety already. I don’t know why. I should be happy to lounge around all day with Pax but my body is alive with energy.
 
   “Yep. Sit back and relax, kid.”
 
   “I’m gonna make breakfast,” I say, standing and heading toward the kitchen.
 
   He laughs. “What? Are you gonna cook?”
 
   I roll my eyes to myself. No – I don’t cook. But I mean… it can’t be that hard.
 
   “I gotta see this,” he says, standing and walking toward the kitchen, taking a seat on one of the stools at the counter. 
 
   I ignore him and take out things from the fridge: eggs, cheese, milk… I can handle scrambled eggs. I throw them on the counter and grab a cereal bowl from the cabinet.
 
   Paxton smirks at me. “What are you making?”
 
   “What does it look like?”
 
   “It looks like you’re making scrambled eggs for a toddler.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The bowl, kid. It ain’t big enough.”
 
   “Oh my god, are you going to sit there and give a play by play with criticism? I don’t need ten eggs.”
 
   “Yeah? That’s good ‘cause that bowl will fit about one and you’re feeding me too.”
 
   “Really?” I ask him. “Why the hell would I make eggs for you?”
 
   “Because you’ve never made me anything. I’m scared shitless but I want to see what you can do, beso. Show me.”
 
   I give him a tight smile and put away the bowl before I go searching for something larger. I find the biggest bowl in Vi’s cabinet – the one she uses for popcorn, and proceed to torture all twelve eggs until they are in the bowl. 
 
   “Those white things floating around in there,” Paxton says, “those are shells and you gotta get them out.”
 
   I look down into my bowl and see the evidence of his arrogant assumption.
 
   “Deal with it,” I tell him. “Only pussies are afraid of egg shells.”
 
   He laughs to himself before getting off his stool. He stops and plucks a spoon out of a drawer then comes and stands behind me. He reaches around me, pressing his chest into my back and his warm breath onto my shoulder. He starts plucking the shells out of the eggs. “You’re going to make a lousy wife someday, beso,” he mutters.
 
   “Lucky for me, that’s not true. Another pro to never ever needing a man – I don’t have to cook for anyone.”
 
   “What’s your plan? You gonna starve to death?”
 
   “I don’t mind eggs with shells in them,” I mutter.
 
   “So fucking stubborn,” he laughs before backing away from me and throwing his spoon in the sink. “Carry on, woman, make me my eggs.”
 
   I turn to him. He’s leaned against the counter now, his arms propped on it, his legs crossed in front of him. “These are my eggs and I’m only gonna let you have some if you shut up,” I tell him, opening the milk and dumping some in. I really have no clue what I’m doing. Paxton is snickering behind me so I assume something is going wrong in my bowl. I throw some cheese in and grab the salt and pepper and add that to the mix. 
 
   I turn, in search of something to mix it with and see Paxton standing there with a whisk in his hand. “That shit’s gonna be awful, beso,” he tells me with a smug look on his face. 
 
   I ignore his comment, grab the whisk and mix my eggs together. I throw my whisk down and Pax comes to peer over my shoulder. “What?” 
 
   “Those yellow things floating around in there… those are the yolks, you gotta break them.” He grabs the whisk off the counter and traps me between him and my bowl again as he starts beating my eggs to death.
 
   “Jesus, when did you become such an egg snob?” I mutter.
 
   “They’re called scrambled eggs kid… you gotta scramble them.” He backs away from the bowl and asks me, “What’s next?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, looking down at my now even, frothy eggs.
 
   “You gotta cook ‘em.”
 
   “Jesus, Pax. I know that.” I grab a pan out of the cupboard and throw it on the stove, turning the burner up to high and pouring my eggs in. “Is that good?” I ask him.
 
   “No, it’s not but I think I’ll let you figure it out.” 
 
   I give him a tight smile before mimicking his position, leaning against the counter, legs crossed in front of me.
 
   “Didn’t your mom ever give you any lessons in the kitchen?” he asks with a smirk on his face.
 
   “No, actually, she didn’t.” My mom’s only purpose in life after my dad left was to keep the house running smoothly. All she did was cook and clean. She didn’t need me stepping on her toes. “Apparently your mom spent hours of her life training you in the art of egg making.”
 
   “Not even close. I’ve been cooking for myself since I was six. I got tired of eating sandwiches three times a day.” Paxton’s face is still amused, but what the hell is that about?
 
   “Why were you cooking for yourself when you were six?” I ask, genuinely curious… and a little concerned.
 
   Of course he doesn’t answer though, just looks at the stove. “You got a problem, beso.”
 
   “Oh shit,” I mutter, looking at the smoke coming off my pan. And that’s all I can do is look. “Pax, help. What do I do?”
 
   “Ask nicely,” he tells me.
 
   “Pretty please, egg master, help me.”
 
   Paxton reaches over and removes the pan from the stove before tuning the temperature down. He grabs a spatula then sets the pan back on the burner, stirring the eggs around until the cooked chunks are mixed with the milky ones. “You are a shit show in the kitchen, beso.”
 
   “Well thank God you’re here now. I want lasagna for dinner.”
 
   “I’m not one of your bitch boys, Jessa,” he tells me, his back turned to me, an edge to his voice.
 
   “One of my bitch boys?” 
 
   “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talkin’ about,” he says, turning the burner off and grabbing a couple of bowls, throwing the eggs in them and handing me one. “I did what I could but these are some sloppy fucking eggs.”
 
   I go to the counter and eat what Paxton has accurately described as sloppy eggs. “They are delicious,” I tell him. 
 
   “It’s pretty hard to fuck up eggs,” he says from across the counter where he’s eating.
 
   When I’m finished Paxton grabs my bowl and throws it in the sink. “Are we done now? Can we get back to our TV watching?” he asks but he doesn’t really care about my answer because he comes around to me, plucks me off my stool and carries me to the couch, throwing me down before wrapping me back up in his arms. 
 
   “This is going to be so much fun, having you here to boss me around,” I tell him. 
 
   “Am I fucking up your plans, keeping you from church? You know you want to sit around here all day with me.”
 
   “Yeah, I kinda do,” I admit, snuggling into his chest, grabbing the blanket from the back of the couch and covering us up. 
 
   My phone, which was left on the coffee table after we got home from the bar last night, starts to ring. I pick it up and look at Dylan’s name flashing on the screen. “Shit,” I mutter before answering it. “Hey, Dylan,” I say through a long breath. 
 
   “Hi, Jessa. I’ve been stopping by your place but you’re never around. Will just told me that Taylor thinks you moved out. Is that true?”
 
   “Yeah, it is,” I tell him, annoyed. At some point he’s going to have to realize that my life is no longer his business. At some point I’m going to have to stop worrying about hurting his feelings and stop answering his calls.
 
   “Why did you do that? Where are you living?”
 
   “I moved in with Violet because it was easier than living in the dorm. The girls there don’t love me.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. I tried to tell them things were cool with us, that there was nothing to be mad about.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter. “None of that matters now.”
 
   “Where does she live?” he asks me.
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “I don’t know… I mean, maybe I could stop by and visit you - check the place out?”
 
   Oh, hell no. “Listen, Dylan, I think that it’s best for both of us if we take a break from the phone calls and home visits for a little while.” Dylan is silent on the other end of the line. When the silence becomes uncomfortable I say, “I’m sure I’ll see you around campus, okay?”
 
   “So you don’t want me calling you anymore?”
 
   “I think it would make things easier, for both of us.”
 
   “So you’re just gonna cut me out of your life completely?” he stammers.
 
   “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I just don’t think there’s any reason we need to be talking to each other right now.”
 
   “That’s great, Jessa. I move to Chicago to be with you, a month later you break up with me, then you move out of the dorm and now you’re not even gonna talk to me?”
 
   I take a deep breath. He’s right- it’s not fair to him. But I can’t keep doing this with him. “I’m sorry Dylan – about everything,” I tell him for at least the hundredth time. “I didn’t plan this. I shouldn’t have started dating you- it was wrong of me. But it’s over now and I just want you to move on because clearly I’m never doing the whole boyfriend thing again.”
 
   “What about the friend thing? Are you doing that anymore?”
 
   “You want to be my friend?” 
 
   “Yeah, Jessa, I do. I mean if that’s all you’re going to give me it’s fine. I’ll take it.”
 
   “I mean… yeah, Dylan, I can be your friend but I’m gonna need a little time. I need a break from everything for a while.”  
 
   “God, you are unbelievable,” he seethes before the line goes dead. 
 
   I let out a long breath and throw the phone back on the coffee table. “Jesus.”
 
   Paxton laughs.
 
   “This is funny, huh?” I ask him.
 
   “No, not really. What you do to those guys is not funny.”
 
   “Those guys?” I stutter. “There is only one of those guys, and trust me, he will be the last. And who the hell are you to talk? I don’t see you dating anyone. In fact, I’ve never even heard you talk about anyone. All I’ve heard are all the stories of the multiple girls you’ve slept with. Have you ever had a girlfriend?” I ask him incredulously.
 
   “You’re a girl, Jess. Aren’t you supposed to want to fall in love and get married and all that shit?” 
 
   “Why the hell would you say that? You know I don’t want any of that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “What the hell? Are you trying to push me back into Dylan’s arms now? I thought he was a pussy.”
 
   “That kid is a pussy. I’m talking about finding someone who can handle your crazy ass. Someone you can fall in love with.”
 
   “Jesus, Pax, when did you get so sappy? No, I don’t want to fall in love. There’s not a guy out there I can fall in love with.”
 
   “Bullshit,” he mutters.
 
   I sit up out of his arm now so I can look at him. “Why is that bullshit?”
 
   “Everyone falls in love, Jess. It’s unavoidable.”
 
   “Really? Then tell me Pax- tell me about all of the women you have fallen in love with.”
 
   “Chill out, kid,” he tells me, pulling me back down to his side. “You don’t gotta get so worked up about everything.”
 
   “Whatever,” I mutter, grabbing the remote from his hand and turning the channel.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “If I’m going to sit here all day we are going to watch an actual show.”
 
   “Shit,” he mutters, slouching further into the couch, propping his feet on the coffee table and pulling my legs over his lap.
 
   When I come across Teen Mom I throw the remote on the table and settle into Paxton.
 
   “Oh, hell no. I’m not watching this shit. This is not a show.”
 
   “Shut up, Pax, you love this show.” He likes to complain about my reality TV shows, but he always watches them with me and I’m pretty sure he secretly loves them.
 
   “Is she back with that douche bag?” he asks, sucked in already.
 
   “Yep. As soon as he got out of jail she was all over him.”
 
   “These girls are so fucking stupid. Didn’t she learn her lesson the first time?”
 
   “She’s in love, Pax. You should be happy for her,” I tell him, reaching up and grabbing a hold of his face. “I don’t care that he’s a cheating, lying, drug addict. I love him so much and we were meant to be together. He never meant to hurt me he just loves me so much and his emotions were too much to handle,” I say, mimicking the stupid things that girls say in order to defend the assholes that they are ‘in love’ with.
 
   “That ain’t love,” he says, taking my hand from his face and wrapping it up with his own.
 
   “Whatever you say.” I smile to myself. I’m so glad Paxton is here. I missed this. I missed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 - Paxton
 
    
 
   “So what’s the plan for tonight?” Vi asks the second she steps through the door after working an eight hour shift. That girl has way too much energy.
 
   “You’re looking at it,” I tell her. Jessa and I have been on the couch all day watching her stupid shows and eating junk food. I have no desire to leave. 
 
   “Ugh, I gotta get up, Pax. I have a paper to write.”
 
   “What? You didn’t get that done yet? I thought we were going out to dinner at least,” Vi pouts.
 
   “Pax is making us lasagna,” Jessa says, taking her legs off me and flashing me a smile before getting up.
 
   “Oh, good. I’ll call Jimmy, he can bring some wine.”
 
   “I’m not making you lasagna,” I tell her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sorry, Vi. I was being a smartass,” Jessa tells her. “I have to go the library so I won’t be here for dinner. If you let me borrow your car I’ll pick you up something on the way home.”
 
   “I’ll bring you,” I tell her, standing. “Let me get a quick shower, then we can go.” As I walk past her, I spank her ass without thinking about it.  Jessa turns her head to me with surprise on her face, before winding up and spanking me right back. “Ouch.”
 
   “Keep your hands off my ass,” she tells me through her laughter.
 
   Because she said that, I wrap my arms around her and grab both of her firm little cheeks in my hands. “I barely touched you. This is putting my hands on your ass.”
 
   “Okay,” she says pushing me off of her. “Thanks for clearing that up.”
 
   “Anytime,” I say, letting go and heading to the shower.
 
   I’m smiling the entire time I’m under the water. I’m still thinking I gotta talk to Jessa, but it feels so good, so right, just to be back with her and after the little talk we had about falling in love I’m not sure I want to do it right at this moment.
 
   I throw my clothes on and get Jessa in the car and head toward the University.
 
   “I’ll call you when I’m done and you can come pick me up,” Jessa says as we pull into campus.
 
   “No. I’m coming in with you.”
 
   “It could be hours, Pax. I’ll just call you when I’m done.”
 
   “I got nothing going on,” I tell her, pulling into a parking lot near the library.
 
   “Whatever,” she says, slinging her messenger bag over her body and stepping out of the car.
 
   “So what are we writing about?” I ask as we walk into the big, cold building.
 
   “Are you gonna help me?”
 
   “If it means getting out of here sooner,” I tell her, grabbing her hand and leading her up the steps.
 
   “It’s for my women’s study class,” she says, laughing. “Gender identity.”
 
   “Shit. You definitely need my help. In fact, we don’t even need to be here. I can write that paper for you in a minute.”
 
   “You know a lot of transgender and transsexual people?”
 
   “Yeah, I did part of my growing up in Venice.” 
 
   “I believe you, Pax, that you have very intimate knowledge of the topic, but I’m still gonna do my research.”
 
   At the top of the steps Jessa leads me to an open area that is filled with computer stations. As we walk past her fellow students they all pick up their heads to size us up. I don’t miss this world. A group of girls down the line are looking at Jessa with smirks on their faces, whispering to one another. When we are close one of them calls out, “Moved on already, huh slut?”
 
   Jessa heads over to them without hesitation, her hand still holding onto mine. She drops it when she gets to the girls so she can put her hands on the table and lean into them. “Sorry,” she tells the girl sweetly, “what was your name again?”
 
   “Mindy,” the girl tells her, not as bold now.
 
   “Hi Mindy, I’m Jessa. It’s great to meet you.” She pulls out a chair and takes a seat, all three of the girls look taken aback. “It’s super flattering to know that you’ve taken such interest in my personal life. Can I answer any questions for you?”
 
   The girls look at each other with confusion. I lean against the wall, taking in the show.
 
   “No?” Jessa asks. “Nothing?”
 
   “Why are you such a slut?” the girl asks before she and her friends giggle, like that was a brilliant come back.
 
   “Are you the clever girl that left that note on my door?” Jessa asks sweetly. “I was hoping to chat with you. Listen, sweetie, I’m assuming that you don’t actually know what that word means, right?” she asks like she’s talking to a two year old.
 
   “It’s a girl who sleeps around,” the girl says, looking proud of herself.
 
   “Wow, that’s right,” Jessa says with mock enthusiasm. “Because what I did with Dylan was called a break-up. A break-up is when you stop dating someone. Do you see why I was concerned about your level of intelligence?” she asks, cocking her head at the girl.
 
   The girl just stares back at her with a blank face. 
 
   “I’m glad I could clear that up for you,” Jessa tells her sweetly. “If you need any more help the dictionaries are in the reference section.” She gives the girl a bright smile and then stands. 
 
   “Whatever… slut,” the girls says, giggling again with her friends.
 
   “Oh, now this is a shame,” Jessa tells her. “Are you two any good with the English language,” she asks the friends. “I would love to stay and keep working with her but I have a paper to write. You two are her friends, right? You’ll help her out?”
 
   No one has anything to say to that so Jessa turns from them and walks back to me, rolling her eyes. I take her hand back in mine and we continue down the row. I look back at the girls, laughing at the way they are still staring at Jessa, mesmerized. “So you’re a slut, huh?” I ask her, taking my hand out of hers so I can sling it around her shoulder.
 
   “Those girls… they should just start a fan club. They’re devoted to Dylan like he’s fricking Justin Bieber.”
 
   “No shit, huh?” I ask, laughing. “And you let him go? You are one dumb slut.”
 
   “Right now, I would totally be willing to be a slut. I swear to God. It’s been too, too, long, Pax.”
 
   My muscles become tense, my anger is tangible. I’m getting tired of the girl talking about how she wants to get laid. “If it’s that unbearable, beso, we can find a quiet corner over by the books. I can get you off real quick.”
 
   “Shut the hell up, Pax,” she says, her voice noticeably strained. “God, that is not helpful.” A shiver runs through her body and I tighten my hold on her. 
 
   “I don’t want to see you suffering,” I murmur.
 
   She stops in front of an open computer, turning to me and grabbing a hold of my t-shirt, pulling me close to her. “I am suffering and hearing you talk like that is not helping. So…. Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” She lets go of me and takes a seat at the computer.
 
   I take the spot next to her, wondering how hard I should push the issue. Clearly, she’s vulnerable right now and the sexual tension between the two of us was like a third wheel all day as we sat touching each other, tangled up together. Maybe I need to get over myself and just become her fuck buddy- it would be so easy. 
 
   But when she was on the phone with that pansy, Dylan, the disdain was so clear in her voice and on her face and I never want to be on the receiving end of that.  I’m pretty sure that when she and I start having sex – which I’m thinking is inevitable – that she won’t want to be stopping it anytime soon, but after the way shit went down with her attempt at commitment with the guy, her aversion to anything more than just sex is stronger than ever. If I do this with her it’s gotta mean something. It’s gotta be permanent. 
 
   She’s not ready for permanent. I’m not sure if I am either. But hell, I might be getting there. This morning when she was trying to make breakfast and I told her that I had been cooking for myself since I was six and she asked me why, I opened my mouth and I was ready to tell her. I was ready to tell her about every miserable memory from my past. About the woman who never gave me anything; meals being just one thing on that long list. About the woman who did everything to keep me from my father but insisted I keep his last name because she told me I wasn’t good enough to be a Dixon. Not like her precious step-children. The ones who she drove to their private school every morning, passing by me as I sat at the bus stop waiting to catch my bus to public. About the woman who kept me hidden away during her parties and left me behind in favor of Jackson and Julia who she strutted around that pretentious town like they were her own. The woman who made me live in the dank basement in a mansion that had seven bedrooms on the top floor. All this shit that I’ve always wanted to keep locked away, that I never told anyone about – not Gabriel, not Santos, not no one- I wanted to tell her. 
 
   I’m glad I didn’t. I don’t think it’s healthy for me to start thinking that permanent is an option in this city, because it’s not. I can’t stay here. I don’t want to stay here.  Logically, the fact that I can’t do permanent here, and I’m not willing to have temporary with Jessa, means I should just let this situation go. But I can’t help but try and find a way around it.
 
   My eyes wander around the library, to all the kids that don’t look that much different than the ones Jess and I spent last year with in River Bluff. Those stupid girls, saying that shit to her like she’s not even a person. She got the same crap in high school. If it weren’t for the fact that I’m thinking about trying to make Jessa mine, I would admire the way she lives her life – never giving into a guy, holding her own, taking only what she wants. But girls don’t appreciate what Jessa does. They don’t appreciate it because every guy that crosses paths with Jessa wants her. And it’s a want that never leaves them ‘cause no one ever really gets to have her.  
 
   “Are you happy here?” I ask, interrupting the research she’s doing on the computer.
 
   “What?” she says, her eyes only leaving her computer for a second before returning to the screen. 
 
   “Chicago – you wanted to come here to find people who would understand you. Is that how you were treated when you were in the dorm? Is that what you deal with every time you gotta go to class or to the library?”
 
   “I told you how it was in the dorm. No, obviously those girls were not what I was picturing when I wanted to move to a city and get out of River Bluff.”
 
   “So are you happy here?”
 
   She stops what she’s doing completely now and looks at me like she’s actually contemplating my question. “At the moment, yes. I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   “How come?” I ask, leaning into her.
 
   “Because I’m not living in that dorm anymore. And because since the moment you sent Vi to rescue me I realized there was a whole other world here that I could feel comfortable in. That there are people here that I can be myself around.” She gives me a crooked smile. She knows what I want her to say. “It’s your world Paxton. It’s a world that was created around you and I knew from the minute I met you that I would find a home eventually, a place where I could be comfortable and start over. Figures, it’s literally your world. But now that you’re here in it, it feels completely right.”
 
   I smile at her because I’m glad she’s happy. But another part of me wants her to say that she doesn’t want to stay here because she knows I can’t. I want her to say that it don’t matter where she is as long as she has me. “So this is where you see yourself staying?”
 
   She cocks her head at me, confused by my stupid fucking questions. “Yeah. Where else would I go?”
 
   Home with me, to Venice. “There’s all kinds of cities in the world, kid. Just wondering if you think you found the right one.”
 
   “She’ll do for now,” she says, turning her attention back to the computer. “Who knows where I’ll end up, but for now, yeah, I think this is where I belong.”
 
   I lean back in my chair, letting the subject rest before I say something stupid that will have her running from me. Commitment is not in her vocabulary at the moment and I’m not willing to fuck everything up with her right now. With Jessa, I’m gonna have to be patient. I’m gonna have to be strategic. She’s gonna be the only girl I’ve ever had to work for but I’m willing to try. I just don’t know how long I can sit around here trying to make it happen. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 - Jessa
 
    
 
   My morning started out just like yesterday – with a big boner pressed into my back and a warm hand wandering around my body. The fact that when I woke, it was from of a dream where I was riding that exact boner was alarming. The pain in my body is becoming a serious issue that I have to take care of which I can’t do if I’m spending all of my free time with Pax. And now my imagination is betraying me and infusing him into my fantasies. This is not good.
 
   When he offered to bring me to class this morning, I told him I was good. When class ended I considered staying away but the truth is I want to be where he is. Especially since I don’t know how long I’m gonna have him around for. 
 
   When I get home, Pax is on the couch, just like yesterday.  When I’m within reaching distance he wordlessly grabs onto me and pulls me down to him and resumes his position as my attachment. I immediately snuggle into him knowing that I’m way too comfortable in his arms. “Is this your plan, Pax? You just gonna lay around here every day?” I ask him.
 
   “Yeah, for now this is my plan. You got a better one?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe you need a hobby.”
 
   “A hobby?” he laughs. “What, like knitting?”
 
   “Maybe. Or what about the band? I mean, I know you can’t show your face in public, but the way the guys were talking the other night, it seems like they miss it… maybe you should start playing with them again, just to keep yourself occupied,” I say, looking up at him, trying to gauge his reaction to the idea of playing again. I want to know what the hell happened when he was here before because it’s clear, after his reaction to being at The Bottle, that it was more traumatic than I had thought.
 
   “Nah,” he says, shaking his head, his jaw becoming tense.
 
   “Why not? You love playing your guitar.”
 
   “Being in a band is not the same thing as playing my guitar.”
 
   “What’s the difference?” I ask, taking my eyes off him, thinking maybe he’ll open up easier if I’m not staring at him.
 
   “Playing my guitar is something I did with my dad. Not with a band.”
 
   Okay… that’s something. “So why did you even start playing with a band?” I ask, trying to sound casual, trying to keep him from retreating.
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “Jesus, Pax. I’m just making conversation – you don’t have to get all worked up. Would it kill you to tell me something about yourself?”
 
   His arm tightens around me and he lets out a long breath – I think that means he’s gonna start talking. “I never played my guitar when I was home with Rachel, in Glencoe. I never wanted to. That part of me belonged in Venice, with Gabriel. He gave me my first guitar when I was ten years old. He taught me how to play it and I managed to hold my own when I was jamming with him and his buddies. I loved that guitar because all those badass dudes got a kick out of watching my small hands pluck and strum back to them anything they played to me.” Paxton’s hand relaxes and he starts running his fingers through my hair. He even laughs under his breath at the memory. “My dad and his vatos always called me Gringo because I got Rachel’s eyes and because, a week after showing up in California, my dark hair would be plagued with blonde streaks. I hated that name, but that summer they started calling me geetar gringo and I didn’t mind it so much.” He flips the palm of his hand, that’s not buried in my hair, over and I look at the tattoo there – the guitar that has the word Gringo tattooed inside of it. I actually know something about that tattoo – it was his first one. His uncle gave it to him when he was thirteen. I run my fingers over it for a moment before Paxton tangles his fingers with mine and closes our hands so the tattoo disappears.
 
   I’m afraid that’s all I’m going to get from him. I can feel his body stiffening under mine again. When he starts talking again, it’s a relief.
 
   “But the summer before my fifteenth birthday, Pops got sent to lock up so I was no longer sent to California for the summers. That’s when I started playing it here, in Illinois – I guess I wanted to hold onto any part of Gabriel that I could and that guitar was part of him. It was also about the time that Rachel stopped keeping tabs on me, so I would skip school most days and take the bus here, to Chicago. Back then, I always had my guitar with me, I was always playing it and eventually people started to notice. I started playing for the down and out lunch time crowd at this hole in the wall called Sammie’s. I didn’t change any lives there, but that place changed mine. That’s where I met Billy. He was playing with a band… Cause for Chaos – you’re familiar, right?” he asks me, his tone shifting.
 
   “Yeah, Pax.”
 
   “They needed a lead guitar player and my fifteen year old ass was the lucky bustard who got the job.”
 
   I stay quiet, waiting for him to go on, but it’s clear that’s all I’m gonna get for now. “End of story?”
 
   “End of story.”
 
   I turn my eyes back to him and smile, because he gave me something, but pinch the skin on his stomach because he still won’t let me in.
 
   “Ouch, Jesus, beso. What the hell was that for?”
 
   “You’re frustrating.”
 
   “You’re nosey.”
 
   “Whatever,” I say, relaxing back into his chest. “So what’s the ‘shit you gotta take care of’? Sounded pretty urgent. You were going to be out of my life ‘before we even had a chance to scratch the surface’, if I recall.”
 
   “It’s just some business I gotta get straightened out with Billy, nothing that can’t wait. Really, I just came here to make sure you were behaving.”
 
   “That’s all I’ve been doing is behaving,” I mutter.
 
   “Good. Keep it up.”
 
   I laugh. “I’m hoping now that your back and your cronies can see that we really are just friends they’ll let me off my leash and I can get some misbehaving in.”
 
   Paxton’s arm stiffens around me. “Jesus, kid, why don’t you simmer down for a fucking minute.”
 
   I sit up out of Paxton’s hold. “What?” I ask, incredulously, reacting more to his pissed off tone than the words he just spat at me.
 
   Paxton looks at me with indignation in his eyes. “All I hear about is how you are trying to get it in from any stray at the bar. Billy’s working overtime just to make sure you don’t go whoring your way through this town, and since I’ve been back all you talk about is how bad you need a dick in you. Simmer the fuck down.”
 
   I stare at him, shocked for a moment by his harsh words. I mean, Jesus, I thought we were having a little bonding moment, but I guess Chicago Paxton can only act human for a few fleeting moments. “Are you kidding me? You are such a condescending asshole, you know that? What the hell have you been doing? Every time I talk to you it sounds like you’ve got a new girl under you. This double standard is bullshit. It’s totally acceptable for any guy to fuck any girl they want, but if I want to find one guy, one guy, not multiple guys, that is willing to have a sexual relationship with me, suddenly I’m a slut who is trying to whore my way through this town? Fuck you, Paxton,” I tell him, standing and going to my room to get my bag. 
 
   Paxton follows me and when I try to get back out of the room he stands with his hands clasped around the door frame, keeping me trapped. I lock eyes with him. “Move, Paxton,” I tell him.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What are you trying to do here? It’s clear you suddenly have issues with me and the way I choose to live my life, so I will take my slutty ass elsewhere in order to spare your innocent eyes from all of the debauchery. But in order for me to do that, you have to move.”
 
   Paxton stares at me in silence, unmoving, while my blood boils. I’m trying, with everything inside of me, not to smash my knee into his balls. I’m so enraged with him that I’m shaking. “You know what sucks, Pax? I thought you understood me. I thought, when I met you, that I finally had someone in my life that got me completely. You made all the shit inside of me that I felt bad about disappear. You were the first person in my life that I felt like I could totally be myself around. And then you show up here and lay down a fistful of insults and you know what? It fucking hurts. It hurts to realize that all along you were sitting back and judging me like everyone else. So unless you want your precious balls torn off, I suggest you fucking move.”
 
   Paxton closes his eyes and shakes his head, but he’s still not moving. When he lifts his head again he burrows his eyes into mine. “Just stay here with me, Jessa. You’re better than that. You don’t need to go giving yourself away to some random guy you don’t even know.”
 
   “You are un, fucking, believable. Are you kidding me? Are you trying to talk to me about morals? Is that what’s going on here? You are trying to save me from being a whore?”
 
   He shakes his head at me, his jaw set tight, his eyes angry as hell. “Do whatever the hell you want, but don’t do it here, not in my life. Take your issues to campus or, here’s a novel idea, try to go a few weeks without fucking around. It might be good for you.”
 
   “You are such a motherfucker,” I seethe before ramming my knee up into his crotch. His arms come off the door frame and I leave the room “Fuck you,” I tell him before getting the hell out of there.
 
    
 
   “Shit,” I mutter, standing in the middle of the street with no clue where I’m headed. What the hell just happened? Paxton and I argue all the time, but we’ve never been in a fight. Not like that. I’m pissed as hell, but the hurt is starting to sink in too and I feel like I have it in me to shed tears – something I haven’t done for probably five years.  
 
   I turn and start walking down the block, trying to clear my head and grasp this situation I’m in the middle of. I think about Paxton’s harsh words and wonder, like I sometimes do, if the way that I live my life is a problem. I know it’s not normal, but is it bad? Am I doing something wrong? I know that I will, never again, have a boyfriend- which would be a relationship with a label that would make having sex with one guy on a regular basis acceptable. Which, ironically, is pretty much what I have been doing since I lost my virginity, but the label I get from that is apparently, slut. Is what I’m doing really that different from what every girl my age does? Not every girl. There are plenty of girls who, by choice or out of desperation, have casual sex with multiple partners. That’s never been me, but is there a difference? Is it a problem that I need to have a physical relationship but that I cannot have an emotional one? I don’t know. 
 
   I wander into a small neighborhood park and take out my phone. I need to talk to my girl.
 
   “Jessa! I was just about to call you, what’s going on?” Emily says and I feel better already, just hearing her voice. 
 
   “All kinds of crap is going on,” I tell her, trying to sound better than I feel.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, what’s wrong?” 
 
   I take a deep breath. “Paxton’s in town.”
 
   “Really? That’s good, right? I mean, you were missing him.”
 
   “It should be, but all those things I’ve been telling you; how everyone here talks about him like he’s someone completely different than the guy we know… they were right. Paxton is a total asshole.”
 
   “Shit,” she mutters. “What did he do?” Emily is angry already.
 
   “Basically called me a slut and told me to stop trying to whore around.”
 
   “He did not,” she fumes.
 
   “Yeah. He did.”
 
   “First of all, what you do with whatever guy you are doing it with is none of his business. Second of all, didn’t you tell me that every time you talk to him he is with a girl? And what the hell? He knows that’s not what you’re about. He knows you don’t sleep around. What an asshole. Is he there with you now? Can I talk to him?”
 
   I laugh to myself. I can totally picture Emily, ready to give him a piece of her mind like she did more than a few times over the course of last year. “No, he’s back at Violet’s apartment. I kneed him in the balls and then I got the hell out of there.”
 
   “Good for you,” Emily laughs. “You know he doesn’t really think those things about you,” she says, serious now. 
 
   “He does, Em. Seriously, if you saw him, how he is here, you wouldn’t even recognize him. He’s mean and I’m pretty sure he hates everyone in this town- me included.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not defending the asshole, but that’s hard to believe, Jess. When he was here it was obvious how much he cared about you. It’s got to be something else that’s making him treat you that way.”
 
   “I get that he’s got a messy past and an atrocious mother and that being back here is stressful for him, but it was pretty damn obvious that he believed every word he said to me. I’m not gonna let him treat me that way just because he can’t deal.”
 
   “You better not let him treat you that way. But it would suck to see something come between the two of you, Jess. I hope you guys don’t let that happen.”
 
   “I don’t know how I’m gonna recover from that verbal beating he just gave me. I mean, it was one thing to be called a slut by those girls in the dorm, but hearing it from him…”
 
   “You’re not letting yourself believe him, are you? You’re not letting his words question the way you live your life, Jess.”
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t know, Em. I can’t change who I am but I’m starting to wonder what the hell is wrong with me- why I can’t fall in love or any of that normal shit.”
 
   “You can fall in love, Jessa. You just need to find the guy that makes you want all of him. I know you don’t believe that there is someone out there who is meant for you… I don’t know if I believe that. But there is definitely someone who will bring out a part of you that you didn’t know existed. There is someone out there who you will feel more complete with than you have ever felt on your own. There is a guy out there who will be everything you didn’t even know you wanted. When he comes along you will be capable of falling in love. Until that happens, just keep living your life however you want to, doing whatever makes you happy. If Paxton’s got his own shit going on that he’s projecting on you, that’s his problem. Don’t let it become yours.”
 
   I’m listening to Emily’s words that are meant to cheer me up and I feel myself becoming depressed. I know what she’s saying is possible – I watched it happen to her. But I’m pretty sure that it’s not in the cards for me. “The thing that really sucks, Em, is that I felt some of that – with Paxton. I felt like myself with him more than I did without him. And I believed that he would always be there, that he would always be my friend. It just sucks to lose that.”
 
   Emily’s silent on the other end of the phone. I guess there’s nothing else to say. “Jessa?” she says quietly.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I don’t want to piss you off, but did you ever consider that Paxton might be the guy you are meant to fall in love with?”
 
   “Ha!” I sneer. “Paxton is not a guy you fall in love with. And no, I never thought that- because he was my friend. And I care about our relationship enough to protect our friendship because it meant a lot to me. Fucking irony- I finally find a guy I want to keep around and I make damn sure that I don’t do anything to jeopardize that relationship and he turns out to be the one guy that wants to let me go. God, I really hate him.”
 
   “Again… I’m not trying to piss you off, but Jess, it was blatantly obvious that there was something going on between the two of you beyond a friendship. I know you never acted on it, but it was always there. I mean, Paxton is my friend too, but what I had with him was completely different than what he had with you. There was no sexual tension when Paxton and I were in a room together.”
 
   “There was no sexual tension when he and I were together either,” I spit.
 
   “Jess… you guys fought like cats and dogs.”
 
   “Yeah, because he’s an asshole.”
 
   “He was not an asshole, not here when he was with you. You guys argued all the time… because you were both frustrated. You guys both wanted something that you had already decided you weren’t going to get and both of you are too stubborn and proud to ask for it.”
 
   “Em, I love you, but that’s just stupid.”
 
   “I know you have excuses for why all of his friends were keeping you away from other guys but didn’t it ever occur to you that it was because he asked them too… because he doesn’t want anyone to have you besides himself?”
 
   “No, Emily, it didn’t. I was screwing around with Dylan the whole time he was in River Bluff and he never had a problem with that. Why, when he’s thousands of miles away from me, would it suddenly be an issue?”
 
   “He was not okay with you screwing around with Dylan. Every time he saw the two of you together he looked like he was going to kick the kid’s ass. Every time Dylan’s name came up Paxton would go on a rant about what an idiot he was. That line he gave us that first day of school about how he was not going to get attached to anything in River Bluff… he meant that. He didn’t want to get attached to you, but he did, Jess. He got attached to you. You know that. When he left you he probably realized how much. Why is he in Chicago anyways? I thought he hated that place, that he wasn’t even allowed to return?”
 
   “He had some things to straighten out with his former band.” 
 
   “He did not. He came back for you and he’s treating you this way because the idea of you with someone besides him pisses him off.”
 
   “I know you want to believe that, Em, but you’re wrong.”
 
   “I might be. I just want you to be open to the possibility that you are misunderstanding his behavior. I don’t want you guys to lose each other.”
 
   “I don’t want to lose him either,” I admit, “but if he keeps this shit up I’m not going to have any other option.”
 
   “Stay strong babe, but not too strong, okay? Call me after you talk to him.”
 
   “I will. Thanks for talking to me, Em. I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you too.”
 
   I put away my phone and try to consider the things Emily just told me, but all I can see is the hate in Paxton’s eyes and all I can hear is the truth in his voice when he told me off. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11 - Paxton
 
    
 
   “What’s with the pissy attitude?” Billy asks me.
 
   I probably shouldn’t have come here, but after Jessa left me and I came to my fucking senses and hit the campus looking for her, with no luck, I decided to head to Billy’s. I need time to think before I’m with her again. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing but I know the shit I said to her was wrong. “Just a lot of shit running through my brain,” I tell him, picking up one of his acoustics off the floor ad absently running my fingers across the strings. 
 
   “What did she do to you?” Billy asks me. I gotta assume he’s talking about Jessa.
 
   I let out a bitter laugh. “Nothing man, just keeps treating me like her best friend, flaunting her half-naked body around the place, telling me how she hopes that now that I’m here, you guys will understand that she and I are just friends so she can finally get laid.”
 
   “Shit,” Billy says, shaking his head. “What the hell, man? I thought the girl was cool. I didn’t understand why she was insisting you two were just friends, but man, why is she still playing that card now that you’re with her? That is some cold-blooded bullshit.”
 
   “We are just friends,” I mutter, putting down the guitar and pushing my hands into my skull.
 
   Billy lets out a laugh like I’m just messing with him. I stare at him until he stops. “Are you serious?”
 
   I give him a tight smile.
 
   “Then why the hell are you so hell bent on keeping tabs on the girl? Why did you come back here for her if you don’t even want her? That don’t make no sense.”
 
   “I do want her, Billy. She’s the only thing I want.”
 
   Billy shakes his dumbstruck face at me, “Then take her. What the hell are you waiting for?”
 
   “She’s not like that, man. Haven’t you noticed?”
 
   “Noticed what? That she’s down for a good time? ‘Cause yeah, I noticed that.” He stares at me and creases his brow. “Hold on. Are you telling me you spent a year in that town with her and the two never got it on?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “How the hell did you manage that?”
 
   “It was extremely fucking difficult.”
 
   “But now that you’re supposed to be in California, and she’s here, you suddenly decide you’re interested? What the hell, Pax? Get your piece and get on with your life.”
 
   “Let me explain something about this girl. She’s all down for a good time- she’ll give you what you want and she’ll give it only to you. But you give her even a shadow of an idea that you might be wanting more from her she will cut your ass off like you never even existed. And fuck, the first time I met the girl I was already unqualified. That girl’s had me since day one.”
 
   “So you played the motherfucking friend card and now that’s what you are and you’re playing along just to stay in the game. Jesus. You, Paxton Alvarado, playing the friend role. Holy shit. You gotta know that bullshit’s never gonna get you anywhere. No girl wants to screw her best friend. Hell, she’s talking to you about the guys she wants to have sex with? You better start back pedaling asshole, ‘cause the road you’re on ain’t going where you think it is.”
 
   “Shut the hell up, Billy, I already know that. I just don’t know how to get off of it and it’s turning me into a complete asshole. She kneed me in the balls this morning. That’s how monumentally I’m fucking this shit up.”
 
   Billy’s head rolls and he lets out a loud laugh. “Shit, man. What is your plan?”
 
   “I don’t know but if I don’t get some of her soon I’m going to explode. My dick’s been hard since I showed up here. It’s painful.”
 
   “So let me get this straight. In this town you were living in, you guys were getting it on with other people and you were both acting cool about it. You guys were strictly friends. For an entire year.”
 
   “I didn’t get it on with anyone in that town.”
 
   Billy shakes his head again in disbelief. He starts stuttering a word and then stops, like he can’t even speak. “You dug yourself one deep hole, Pax. What kind of game were you playing?”
 
   “I wasn’t playing a game, man.”
 
   “Well you’re gonna have to start playing now. Listen to me, this shit is so obvious and you’re playing it all wrong. To her, you don’t belong to anyone but her. She’s never had to see you belong to anyone but her. This jealousy shit you’re running off of…. Doesn’t exist inside of her. Why would it?”
 
   “She knows I’ve slept with plenty of girls since I left her.”
 
   “But has she seen it? There is a difference.”
 
   “Nah, man, she hasn’t.”
 
   “Well there you go,” Billy says, slapping his hands down on his legs like all my problems are solved.
 
   “The thing is, Billy, that might get me into bed with her, but just screwing the girl ain’t an option. Not anymore. I’m not gonna be the girl’s fuck buddy. I need more from her than that.”
 
   “You already have more from her than that. She loves you, man. The only thing that’s missing is the sex. You gotta go there, and you gotta do it quick before the fuck buddy position is filled.”
 
   “You’re not hearing me, brother. I don’t want to just fuck her but she’s not interested in anything more than that.”
 
   “Would you rather be her friend or her fuck buddy? Keep in mind, if you choose friend, you get to watch her with the other guy.”
 
   “Shit,” I mutter. I guess I don’t have a damn choice, ‘cause I’m not going through that bullshit again.
 
   #
 
   The guys and I are at a bar next to Billy’s place. I figure it’s safer to show my face on this side of town and besides, there’s no chance Elijah’s gonna show up here. Which I don’t want to happen because, even though Jessa told me she’s over his ass, I’m hoping she’s gonna come sauntering through that door with Vi any minute and I still don’t want her around him. 
 
   When I talked to Vi she told me Jessa had been hanging around the salon with her all afternoon. She asked me why that was – why Jessa wasn’t home with me. I told her I had been at Billy’s all day. When I asked her how Jessa was she told me the girl was ‘great’. I spent my entire day going insane, strategizing the Jessa takeover, and after the shit I said to her she was ‘great’. I’m starting to wonder if she gives a shit about any part of us. I needed that extra boost of Unattainable Jessa in order to pull off this shit.
 
   Billy and I spent the afternoon drinking and messing around with our instruments. By the time we showed up here I was already deep into a buzz. When the ladies started flocking to us it wasn’t as much of a problem to let them in as I thought it might be. Billy had his eyes all over the blonde with the killer body, but when she made her way over to me, Billy didn’t protest – he’s taking one for the team- although it don’t look like he’s complaining about his girl. The four of us, plus Louis and Jimmy, are wasting our time playing pool. Right now me and my girl are the odd men out. I’m at a table on a stool and she’s got herself situated tight between my thighs, her fingers are creeping up my t-shirt.
 
   “How long are we planning on sticking around here?” she asks me, biting on her bottom lip, batting her eyelashes at me – all part of the production women put on.
 
   “You ready to get out of here?” I ask her, grabbing onto her ass and pulling her in tighter.
 
   “Yeah, like now,” she tells me. 
 
   She pulls on my hair and raises herself on her tip toes, going in for the kiss. I would keep her at bay but I hear Jimmy call out, “Hey, babe,” so I open my mouth up to the chick and grab tighter onto her ass. 
 
   She kisses me like a porn star- moans and all- and I want to laugh but I keep my head in the game, biting down on her tongue, hoping it will shut her up, but all it does is make her pull out of my mouth and tell me, “Please, Paxton… let’s go. Now.”
 
   “Be patient,” I tell her, turning her around and pulling her back into me.
 
   Jessa’s staring right at me. She’s definitely pissed. I don’t know if it’s ‘cause of this morning or ‘cause of the chick. Either way, I’ve got to apologize for the shit I said to her. She looks away from me and when Violet takes a hold of her hand and pulls her toward the bar, she goes. My dick is hard, simply because I looked at her in her tight jeans and her black tank top. This is her I’m having a bad day and I don’t give a shit look. The girl is almost always put together but I like her like this – sloucher clothes, combat boots, ponytail and nothing on her face but her turquoise eyes and her Chapstick covered lips. The girl feels my reaction to Jessa and she pushes her ass into me and grabs hard to my upper thighs. 
 
   I try not to stare, but when Jessa leaves the bar I can tell she’s heading for me. She gets to the table I’m at and sets down three shots. “What’s up, Jess?”
 
   “How’s it going, asshole?” she says with a smile. “I’m Jessa,” she tells the girl, holding out her hand.
 
   “Sadie,” she says with an edge to her voice; intimidated by Jessa’s presence and reacting to the threat, but she holds out her hand for Jessa to shake.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Jessa says. “I bought you a shot. Hope you like tequila,” she tells her with a genuine smile before handing Sadie the shot. She hands one to me too and clinks her glass against mine, then Sadie’s saying, “To new friends,” before pouring hers down her throat. “It was nice to meet you, Sadie,” she says before walking away from us and grabbing a cue from the rack. 
 
   “You too,” Sadie tells her, her tone no longer aggressive.
 
   What the fuck? Either Jessa’s better at this game than I ever gave her credit for or she really does not give a shit who I put my dick in. 
 
   Billy and his girl come and join us at our table while Jessa, Louis, Jimmy and Violet start a new game. I turn my ass around and Sadie hops up on a stool next to me, keeping a hold of my bicep. Billy raises his eyebrows at me and I shake my head. I try to stay in the conversation but I can’t help looking over my shoulder every few minutes. Jessa is sexy as hell, leaned over the table, sinking shots. She’s talking and laughing, never even looks my way. “You want another drink, beautiful?” I ask Sadie.
 
   “No, not really. I kind of just want to go,” she tells me, making her eyes all big like I need assistance getting her hint.
 
   “You are greedy,” I say, lowering my mouth to her ear, biting down on it. “I’m gonna take you home, but I’m not gonna tell you again – you have to be patient. I’ll let you know when it’s time to go.” When I pull away from her ear to look at her she’s literally panting. I leave her hot and bothered and head towards the bar making a detour to Jessa.
 
   When she sees me she gives me another smile like she didn’t attack my nads this morning. “Do I need to protect myself,” I ask her, holding my hand protectively over my dick.
 
   “Maybe,” she says. “Depends on what you’re going to say to me.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I was wrong. That shit I said to you… it’s none of my business. If you want to whore around town, go right ahead. I’m not gonna stop you.”
 
   She pushes her hand into my chest. “Wrong answer, especially since you are the one about to take down that sweet little girl over there and I’m clearly not in the position to be taken by anyone.”
 
   “You’re right,” I tell her. “If I’m going to sleep with whoever I want, I can’t be telling you not to. Just watch yourself, beso.”
 
   “I think you need to watch yourself,” she says, looking over my shoulder. “Sadie looks like she’s next in line to tear your balls off. You better go give her what she wants before that happens.” 
 
   I look at Jessa, waiting for any reaction other than nonplused and at ease, but I don’t get one. “I don’t think it’s me she wants to hurt.”
 
   “Ooh, a cat fight! Haven’t been in one of those in a while but I think I’ve had enough fighting for one day. Give her my number- I’ll reschedule when I’m feeling feistier.”
 
   “You’re up, bitch,” Violet calls across the table.
 
   “That’d be me,” Jessa says, wrapping her arms around me and putting her soft, fat lips on mine, tugging at my flesh. Before I can react, she pulls away and looks into my eyes.  “Here’s to hoping she takes her jealously out on your balls,” she whispers before walking away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 - Jessa
 
    
 
   I hear giggling behind my closed door and I want to puke. Violet rolls her eyes and turns up the volume on the TV. I knew Paxton was going to screw that girl last night, but I figured he’d take her back to her place. 
 
   When I walked into that bar with Violet, the one that Paxton invited us to, my only intention was to try and talk to him and work things out. I didn’t tell Violet what he had said to me because she’s his friend before she’s mine and I don’t want to put her in the middle of us. I just sat, thinking my confusing thoughts alongside her for a couple of hours as she worked. 
 
   After what Emily said to me I started thinking about us; me and Pax. She may have been right - that’s what I was beginning to think. And if she was, I was prepared to work things out with him. If what he wanted was me, and whether he wanted part of me, or all of me, I was prepared to sit down and talk to him and figure it out because the only thing I knew was that I couldn’t lose Paxton and I would do anything to hold onto him. 
 
   But as we walked into that bar and I saw him – making out with some chick, his hands all over her ass, his face mauling hers- I knew Emily’s words were all wrong. It made me nauseous. But I’m not a jealous bitch and I wasn’t going to start looking like one because I was pissed at his hypocritical ass. I managed to ignore them most of the night, even when they left together. 
 
   What I should have done was take home a guy and finally get a decent make out session in, but I wasn’t in the right headspace last night. All I wanted to do was get home and enjoy a night in my bed, alone, without Paxton’s drama. But as we walked through the door it was clear that wasn’t happening. A trail of clothes led from the front door right to my room. 
 
   I went to bed in Violet’s room but I didn’t get much sleep. I just kept bracing for the sounds of sex that I was sure were going to come from my room. All I could do was hope Paxton got it on in the flower bed and didn’t end up tainting both of them. 
 
   We were spared from the evening activities but Violet and I just got done trying to drown out the obnoxious sounds of the girl moaning and screaming. Vi’s been giving me a play by play of her former experiences with her over-sexed ex-roommate. She’s pretty sure they’re going to go one more round so when I hear the door open I let out a breath of relief. 
 
   I can’t help but turn and look as Paxton strolls out in a pair of sweatpants – the good kind that hang low on his hips, revealing the indents around his pelvic bone, which I can see since he’s not wearing a shirt. His hair is a mess from his morning activities, and his lips are redder and puffier than normal. He winks at me, like the asshole he is, right before the blonde from the bar comes walking out behind him. Thank God someone retrieved her clothes in the middle of the night, not that they cover her up very well, but I’m not interested in seeing vagina.
 
   The girl makes the walk of shame past Vi and me but doesn’t seemed ashamed. “This is where it starts to get entertaining,” Vi tells me, leaning into my ear, staring at Paxton and Sadie with anticipation.  Paxton’s got her at the door now, opened it up for her and everything. She stops and wraps a hand around his naked stomach and uses the other one to pull her phone out of her purse. “Here it goes,” Vi whispers.
 
   “Give me your number, I’ll call you later and we can do it again.”
 
   “No thanks,” he tells her, flatly.
 
   She pauses and turns her eyes to him, which I can’t see, but I’m sure are filled with shock or anger. “What?”
 
   “It was fun, doll, maybe we’ll do it again if I happen to run into you and I’m plastered enough, but I don’t want you calling me.”
 
   She shoves her phone in her purse and then uses the same hand to try and smack him. Paxton moves his head back and her hand smashes into the door. She raises it again- looks like it’s in a fist this time. Paxton grabs it and uses it to pull her out the door. You can still hear her long string of obscenities after Paxton is safely back in the apartment and has the door shut and locked behind him. 
 
   “Don’t you have a reputation by now? I mean, is there a girl in this city who doesn’t have a friend who has already been fucked and forgotten by you?” Vi asks him through her laughter. 
 
   “She’s livin in the ‘burbs,” he says casually, walking across the room and collapsing next to me, flinging his arm around my shoulder. 
 
   “Ugh, get your stinky hand off me. It smells like fifth degree yeast infection.”
 
   He laughs but doesn’t remove it. “Like I touched her.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean? You didn’t get her off?”
 
   “Yeah, I got her off. I don’t need my fingers to make that happen.”
 
   “I heard the moaning. It was really good, but not real. Girls don’t get off by having a guy inside of them. Don’t you know that?”
 
   “Ah, Jess. That’s so sad. You’ve never been fucked properly. I mean, I knew Dylan wasn’t capable, but there had to be someone, right? River Bluff was teaming with well-endowed studs, right?”
 
   “Size has nothing to do with it.”
 
   “She’s right,” Vi says.
 
   “Size does matter but you also have to know what you’re doing. I’ll show you if you want me too.”
 
   “Yes, please Paxton. I’m dying to have an STD- they seem so awesome.”
 
   “You need to get schooled. There are three things I have in abundance – a big dick, the skills to use it, and a value sized box of XL condoms.”
 
   I’ve felt the size of the penis pushing into my back and I’ve also seen the box of condoms in his duffle and, truth be told, the way he made that girl scream didn’t actually sound fake to me so I don’t really have a good retort. 
 
   “Your head is so big I might have to kick you out of here,” Vi says. “There’s not room for all of us in this apartment.”
 
   “It’s the truth, babe,” he tells her, removing his arm from my shoulder and slapping me on my bare thigh before standing and heading to the shower. 
 
   “Gross,” I mutter to myself, but what I’m thinking about are his words and if it’s really possible for him to give a girl an orgasm with nothing but his penis. I lose myself in the thought for a few minutes until Vi lets out a long sigh. 
 
   “At least he got his poison out – he seems like he’s in a better mood today.”  
 
   “Yeah, as long as Paxton’s happy, who gives a shit that I have to do laundry to remove the crabs from my room.”
 
   Vi laughs, but really it’s not that funny. “I’ll help you,” she says, standing and pulling me off the couch. 
 
   When we walk into the room I’m relieved to see that the sunny side of the room is the one that looks like a pair of wolves were living there. “God damn it,” Violet mutters, going to the bedside table where all of her props are scattered on the floor and her lamp is shattered. “What the hell goes on in here? Those hos are always breaking my lamps. Ugh, he’s lucky I charge him so much to live here.”
 
   “I’ll go get a garbage bag and the vacuum,” I tell her before heading out into the kitchen. He really is an asshole. 
 
   I scrounge around the cabinets until I find the garbage bags and also the Lysol and paper towels. I tuck it all under my arm before going to the hall closet and grabbing the vacuum. I run into Paxton, all fresh and clean form his shower, in the hall way.
 
   “Is it cleaning day?” he asks me. 
 
   “Yes. Specifically it’s disinfecting, replacing a lamp for you dear friend Violet, and laundry day,” I tell him, handing my supplies over. 
 
   He takes them and tells me, “Now that I got a woman living in my room I have to keep it all neat and tidy, huh?”
 
   “No, Paxton. Just free of bodily fluids and small creatures that live in the pubic hairs of girls that go home with strangers. Whores I believe is the word you use to describe girls like me and Sadie,” I tell him, laughing because the look on his face is priceless. He doesn’t mind inserting himself into a girl like her but the very possible fact that she might be infected has him looking like he’s going to hurl.
 
   “I told you I was sorry, kid. I didn’t mean that shit I said to you.”
 
   “I’m just fucking with you, Pax. You don’t have to get all melodramatic. But you do have to go help Vi. I suggest you find the dirty XL condoms before she does. She’s not happy about her lamp.”
 
   His jaw goes tense and his nostrils flare, but then he heads into the room. 
 
   Vi immediately jumps into her rant while Paxton and I start picking up pieces of glass and throwing them into the trash bag. “Was this your fault or Sadie’s?” I ask him about the lamp.
 
   “Can you please stop talking about her,” he mutters.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest your girl was a spaz, I was just curious. I didn’t peg her as the dramatic type… she seemed so sweet and innocent at the bar last night,” I prod him because it’s clear I’m getting on his nerves. 
 
   “I undo the meekest of them. What can I say?”
 
   “You can say that next time you’ll take your circus act to the chick’s place. Vi and I shouldn’t have to be cleaning up after you and Sadie,” I tell him, standing to help Vi strip the bed. 
 
   When I turn around, Paxton is staring at me like he’s confused. “What? Do you like to keep the sheets dirty as a souvenir?”
 
   His expression becomes hard before it becomes cocky. “You girls have fun. I’m gonna get out of here for a while,” he says, turning for the door.
 
   “You’re such an asshole, Paxton,” Vi calls after him.
 
   He lifts his hand like he’s waving her off. All I can do is laugh. Who the hell is this kid?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 - Paxton
 
    
 
   I took a walk after the girls and I cleaned up after that chick to try and clear my head. I thought I knew Jessa. I thought that we were in agreement about the fact that we wanted each other, but hell, she’s killing me. 
 
   Last night was a disaster. That girl, Sadie, as Jessa insists on referring to her every five seconds, was a sloppy mess. We stayed at that bar until it was clear that Jessa wasn’t going to give a second of her time to any of the many men who hit on her last night. That right there threw me. No one was stopping her, she could have done whatever the hell she wanted, but she didn’t do anything… outside of kissing me with her sweet, fat lips. Maybe she wasn’t in the mood – which seemed unlikely since she made it blatantly obvious how much she needed some action. It could have been that Billy was right – she saw me with a girl and her focus shifted to us. That seemed unlikely too since all of my flaunting had little effect on her. 
 
   I decided to push the jealously theory all the way though. I didn’t want to have to go through this bullshit again with some different chick, so I brought the blonde home. She had her clothes peeled off before we even got to mine and Jessa’s bedroom. She was sloppy drunk, knocked all the shit off Vi’s table before laying down, spread eagle, in the bed. I had no intention of doing anything with the girl, knowing that Jessa was not there to react.  She threw a hissy fit but I wasn’t really that worried about her needs. I woke up in the middle of the night, collecting the girl’s clothes from the living room and checking to see that Jessa’s boots were by the door, but not some man’s. I went back to bed thinking that that had to have affected her – coming home and knowing that I was in our room with another chick. 
 
   When I woke up again, it was from a dream about Jessa and to a hand wrapped around my cock. When I opened my eyes and saw who I was with I closed them again. Sadie tried her damndest, but I couldn’t pull anything off with her. When she mounted me and started dry humping me over my underwear I let her do her thing, listening to her obnoxious screams and moans. She got herself off then snuggled into me, satisfied. I, obviously, got her the hell out of there immediately.
 
   I had done everything in my power to make Jessa see that if she wasn’t going to be mine then someone else would but none of that shit mattered because Jessa was her same smartass, playful, unaffected self all morning. Even helped clean up the mess from the night before.
 
   I just keep thinking how I would have reacted if the tables were turned. I would have gone ballistic. I sure as shit wouldn’t have been capable of holding a normal conversation with the girl. I wouldn’t have even been able to look at the bed, much less strip the sheets off and wash them.  
 
   The only time I even heard a crack in her voice was when I told her that I didn’t need to touch a girl’s clit to get her off. Her voice, when she told me that wasn’t possible, was strained. The idea that she has never come from the inside is fucking great. 
 
   Maybe she doesn’t want me, but maybe she wants what I can do for her enough to stop trying to get it from someone else. She doesn’t believe me though, so maybe I’ll just have to show her.
 
   When I get back to the apartment, Vi is gone and I hear the shower running. I go to our bed and wait patiently for Jessa.
 
   She comes walking into the room with her long, wet hair and her tiny, short robe and I can see the heat coming off her skin, I can feel it. “Come here, Jess,” I tell her.
 
   “Jesus, you scared me. I thought you left,” she says, going to her closet.
 
   “Don’t get dressed, beso. Come here.”
 
   She turns from her closet and comes to me. “What’s up, Pax?” she asks like she already knows and isn’t gonna play my game.
 
   I sit up and grab her hand, pulling her so she’s against the pillows, one leg touching the ground, one folded on the bed. 
 
   “What are you doing, Pax?” she asks quietly when both of my hands grab both of her hot, damp thighs.
 
   “I just wanted to clear something up,” I tell her as my thumbs stroke her inner thighs. Her face becomes tense and I know she’s going to try and fight me on this.  
 
   “What?” she says. Her voice is breathy and it makes me hard as metal.
 
   “When I told you that I only make girls come with my dick, that was true.” My hands are clamped now, around her pelvic bone. “But I didn’t mean to give you the wrong idea. If what you prefer is a guy’s mouth or hands on you, I can do that too.” I keep my eyes locked on her. She stares right back at me.
 
   “Most guys can,” she tells me.
 
   I nod, and let my thumbs stroke the soft, bare skin around her opening. “They rub or lick your clit. It’s easy. It’s the only way you’ve ever got off.”
 
   She raises her eyebrows at me as if to say, no shit, what other way is there. “There are other ways, Jess,” I answer her unspoken question.
 
   “It’s easy to make a guy believe that, but I’m sorry to tell you – there are not.”
 
   I stare at her hard before letting my thumbs sink inside of her and god, is she wet. And not from the shower, but sticky and hot. Jessa doesn’t flinch when my thumbs are inside of her. She’s staying cool and keeping eye contact. She wraps her hands around my wrists and tries to push me away, but I don’t let her. “Seriously, Pax. What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I’m being a good friend. I’m going to open your eyes up to new possibilities.” 
 
   She flares her nostrils, but relaxes her grip on me. 
 
   I press both thumbs into her soft flesh and stroke her. I watch her face closely. She’s trying hard to be right, she’s trying hard to prove me wrong. But when her expression shifts slightly I know she’s going down. I know I’ve found the spot and I’m going to make her come. From the inside. I rub her deep and hard and watch her fight to stay in control of her body. 
 
   “Come on Jessa, don’t be stubborn,” I tell her with a grin, while going in deeper, feeling her get wetter, her muscles starting to slowly clamp down on my thumbs.
 
   She doesn’t grin back though. Her breaths are unsteady and her shoulders move with the effort. But she just stares at me with her cool blue eyes that are becoming heavy lidded. Jesus. “Stop, Pax,” she tells me, but her tone tells me she doesn’t really want me to do that. And I know, from her body’s reaction, that she’s already starting her incline towards climax and considering how hard up she is, there is no way she’s gonna stop me now. 
 
   “I’ll stop after you come.” I stroke her harder and longer and her mouth pops open but she doesn’t cry out or moan. “Come for me Jess. You know you want to.”
 
   Her hands leave mine and she fists the blanket. Her nostrils flair again, but not from anger but from the pain that comes before the release. 
 
   I rub her out for another minute; feeling her muscles tense up and listening to her labored breaths. Staring at her cool blue eyes that are fighting so damn hard to stay in control. 
 
   And then I feel it. Her muscles contract hard and quick under my touch and a flow of warm liquid douses the base of my thumbs.
 
   But Jessa just stares at me, breathing heavy but giving nothing away.
 
   My thumbs slow and when I feel the contractions stop completely I pull out of her.
 
   I stare at her eyes and then taste my thumb. “There’s nothing gross about it, kid. You’re salty and you’re sticky and you taste fucking good.”
 
   Her eyes widen but she remains wordless.
 
   I smile at her, then I get up and leave the room. 
 
   I probably shouldn’t have done that but I’m glad I did. I’ve been wanting inside that girl from the minute I saw her. My dick is aching with jealousy but I can taste her in my mouth and I know it was worth it. That line I gave her about not touching random skanks was true. I don’t do that, I also don’t put my mouth on them. I haven’t tasted a girl in over a year and Jessa tastes better than anything I’ve ever had before. 
 
   I’m at the sink, filling a glass of water when she comes storming out of our room, her mismatched clothes obviously thrown on in a hurry. Her impenetrable face is now filled with rage. “You are such a motherfucker,” she tells me.
 
   I give her a twisted grin. “I told you,” I tell her.
 
   “That’s great, Paxton. Now what the hell am I supposed to do?”
 
   “If you’re in the market for a fuck buddy… I don’t think I’m your man.” Her expression turns from rage to fury. I’m not trying to piss the girl off but I know that I’m not gonna start sleeping with her. At least not yet because I won’t be able to do that with detachment per her requirements. 
 
   “Great. I’ll start auditioning potential partners after my lit. class so if you don’t mind, clear out of our room for the afternoon.” She turns and starts walking towards the door so I go after her. I’m not gonna fuck her, but I don’t want anyone else to do it either. I grab a hold of her arm and don’t let go when she tries to yank it out of my grasp. “Let go of me, Paxton.”
 
   “Calm the hell down,” I tell her. “I’m not having sex with you, but if you want someone to get you off thoroughly, I can do that.”
 
   She stops fighting and looks at me severely. “Thanks, Pax, but I don’t play games and you are nothing but a player.”
 
   I let her arm go and she storms out the door. I laugh to myself. I’m done watching her screw around with other guys and she’s done with it to, whether she realizes it or not. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 - Jessa
 
    
 
   I’m still fuming when I get to campus. That crap that Paxton pulled is not cool. He’s such a bastard. Plus, that asshole was right. I don’t know what the hell he did to me, but it was mind blowing and sexy and now all I can think about is him being inside of me, staring at me with those eyes of his. He’s a bastard because, despite the fact that this new Paxton that I just met turns me on in so many different ways, I was still holding onto the idea that he’s my friend. That all those people were wrong and there is nothing between us but a friendship. I finally found the closest thing I’m going to get to my ‘other half’ and I’m not throwing that away. I don’t want to throw that away. I don’t want to want Paxton and before this little stunt, I was able to live the lie that I was okay with just friends. But not anymore. And he will not have sex with me. What the hell is that about? Any random skank will do, but not me? Such a motherfucker. 
 
   “Jessa,” I hear a familiar voice call.
 
   Shit. I stop and wait for Dylan to catch up to me. “What’s up?”
 
   “Nothing. Are you headed to the English building?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Cool, I’ll walk with you.”
 
   I take a deep breath and continue to stomp across campus and he follows me.
 
   “I’m sorry I hung up on you the other day. I was just upset that you moved out of the dorms- I miss seeing you every day. But I get it. I shouldn’t have been mad at you about it.”
 
   “It’s fine, Dylan,” I mutter. I forgot about that phone call the minute the line went dead. 
 
   “So, how are things working out in your apartment?” he asks, cheerily.
 
   I can’t help the sarcastic laugh that leaves my mouth. “Things were good, until Paxton moved in.”
 
   “Paxton’s in town?”
 
   “Yep,” I manage to mutter.
 
   “You two aren’t getting along?” he asks.
 
   “No, not really,” I stammer.
 
   Dylan falls silent then, which is fine with me. 
 
   “I know this doesn’t matter anymore, but what was going on with the two of you while you and I were doing whatever it was we were doing before we started dating?” He sounds embarrassed when he asks me this. After spending my time with Paxton and the guys he hangs around with, I can see how right Paxton was about Dylan - even the Dylan that I was just having sex with. He has none of the cocky confidence and attitude that guys like Paxton have. Everything’s a question, nothings a statement. In light of this morning, I’m wondering where that kind of swagger comes from. I can’t get my mind to think of anything but having sex with Paxton. 
 
   “Nothing was going on with the two of us. We were just friends,” I tell Dylan. 
 
   “You don’t have to lie to me, Jessa. I mean it doesn’t really matter anymore, does it?” he asks.
 
   “Why would I lie to you about that, Dylan? And no, it doesn’t matter now. And it didn’t matter then. We weren’t dating when Paxton came to River Bluff. We were just fucking,” I tell him harshly, taking my anger and sexual frustration from Paxton out on Dylan.
 
   “You know, it sucks that that’s how things have to be with you, Jessa. I know you can’t relate, but it hurts to love someone and have them not give a crap about you. What the hell is wrong with you anyway? The minute you stopped treating me like your sexual servant, you just stopped caring all together. There is something seriously messed up and twisted about that.”
 
   I shake my head. Is it Condemn a Girl For Acting Like a Guy week in this city? Is Dylan about to give me the same speech I already got this week from Paxton? I’m tired of men telling me I have a problem because I don’t want to fall in love. “That’s beautiful, coming from you - a guy. Isn’t that what guys do? Don’t they just fuck girls and then leave them when they’ve had enough and are ready to move on to something prettier and more willing?” I’ve stopped walking now, turning to Dylan- I am ready for a fight. 
 
   “You need to deal with yourself. You seem to forget that I’ve known you your whole life and that we grew up in a small town. When your dad left you and your mom for that girl, we all knew about it. When your mom lost her mind and started having breakdowns in her pajamas at the grocery store, we all knew about it. When she suddenly transformed into that lifeless old lady and married Dean, we all watched it go down. Everyone understands why you are so defensive and unreachable except for you. You act like it’s some statement, like it’s a choice. Maybe you need to think about what’s running through your head and stop trying to become just like him because all you’re doing is destroying people just like he destroyed you and your mom.”
 
   I stare at Dylan in mild shock. He doesn’t know what the fuck he’s talking about. There was a man that contributed to my views on love but it wasn’t my dad. But Dylan didn’t know me then. No one did. It pisses me off that he thinks I have an issue and that he’s capable of psychoanalyzing me.  It takes me a moment, but eventually I throw my bag off my shoulder and lunge at him. He stumbles backward, losing his balance and I slam my hands into his chest so he falls down completely. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. The reason I no longer want you has nothing to do with the fact that my parents split up – most peoples do. If you can’t accept the plain and simple fact that you just weren’t doing it for me, then maybe you’re the one who needs to do the soul searching because I don’t have the fucking problem.”
 
   He’s standing now and shaking his head at me. “I’m sorry, Jessa. I didn’t mean that.”
 
   “Can I give you a little piece of advice, so that maybe things pan out for you better in the future?”
 
   “Sure,” he tells me, like I’m really trying to be helpful.
 
   “Stop being such a pussy and grow a pair of balls. You should be angry at me – what I did to you was shitty. Yell at me, tell me you hate me, but don’t presume that you know anything about me. Don’t try to make me into some damaged girl and attach excuses to my behavior in order to make what I did to you less cruel. I’m a selfish bitch who takes what I want and doesn’t care about how it might hurt anyone. This good guy shit isn’t doing anything for you.”  I turn and walk away from Dylan, feeling guilty. He doesn’t deserve to be hurt by me. When is he going to learn that, at this point, that’s all I’m good for as far as he’s concerned and just stay away? I take out my phone as I head into the English building. Sorry. Having a bad day. Shouldn’t have taken it out on u.
 
   He texts back immediacy. It’s ok.
 
   I shake my head. Clearly he didn’t take any of my tirade to heart. 
 
   I pull up Vi’s number and text her before entering the classroom. Can you meet me for a drink after work?
 
   Love 2. Pick you up at 3.
 
   K. Campus library.
 
   I’m not going back to that apartment. Not until I figure out what the hell I’m gonna do about Paxton. 
 
   #
 
   I’m throwing back shots at a random bar like they’re water and I’m dying in the desert. Violet just stares at me with a smirk on her face. I have three down and I can feel the buzz so we order a couple of beers and head to a booth.
 
   “You gonna tell me what’s going on?” she asks.
 
   “It’s been a shitty day. Start to finish - it’s been hell.”
 
   She laughs, “Are you trying to tell me things went downhill after picking up after Paxton this morning?”
 
   “Yes. That was actually the highlight of my day.”
 
   She stares at me, waiting for the details that I’m not sure I want to admit to her. “Paxton’s one of my best friends, but you are too. If there’s something you want to talk about, I can keep secrets and maybe give you some advice.”
 
   True. She knows more about him than I probably ever will and maybe has some insight into that messed up head of his. “He’s such an asshole,” I tell her. “I need him to be my friend. All I want is for him to be the guy that I used to know who totally had it in him to be an ass every once in a while, but was actually cool most of the time. Who I could at least have a normal conversation with without all this tension between us. I mean, he’s been back for three days and I’m already exhausted. I’m trying to maintain my cool but he tells the one guy I was interested in to fuck off, insists on sleeping in my bed, then thinks it’s okay to tell me how to live my life right before he brings that skank home and screws her in our room, and then he pulls this crap.” 
 
   Vi’s got her head cocked now and it’s clear she’s holding back a smile. “What crap did he pull, Jess?”
 
   “Ugh,” I say, frustrated.
 
   “Just tell me. You’ll feel better once you have it off your chest.”
 
   I close my eyes and then I tell her, “He got me off from the inside just because we told him it was not possible. He just shoved his hands in me and stared at me with those eyes of his and told me to come for him, and I did.” I open my eyes and Violet is no longer smiling but looks like she’s mildly stunned. 
 
   “I’m glad you guys finally got over yourselves and got it on, but what an asshole,” she mutters.
 
   “Exactly,” I agree. 
 
   She holds up her bottle of beer and says, “Well, here’s to your new fuck buddy.”
 
   “Put you’re bottle down, Vi. He told me we will not be having sex. That if I need someone to get me off properly, then he will accommodate me, but he’s not going to have sex with me.”
 
   She stutters a laugh. “Looks like it’s about time you gave the commitment thing another whirl.” She raises her bottle again, “Here’s to your new boyfriend.” She’s smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “What are you talking about? He doesn’t want to sleep with me, how does that make him my boyfriend?”
 
   “Oh, sweetie,” she says with mock pity. “You don’t get it, do you? He doesn’t want to sleep with you because he cares about you too much.”
 
   I’ve already had this conversation and it’s very clear that that is not the case. “Vi, this is Paxton we’re talking about. That is not the reason why.”
 
   “Sure it is. What other reason would there be?”
 
   “Um… he’s an arrogant ass who only did that to me to prove he was right. That other b.s. about getting me off… he was just throwing me a bone because I got all pissy and dramatic.”
 
   She narrows her eyes at me. “Are you blind?”
 
   “Don’t start with me again. I know, I know, there is something between us and yes, after this morning I want him, and I know he might want me too, because he wants lots of women. But he doesn’t want to be my FWB and he sure as hell doesn’t want to be my boyfriend.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” she says, rolling her eyes at me. 
 
   “You’re not helping me, Vi.”
 
   “What do you perceive the problem to be?”
 
   “The problem is that I want him. And I don’t even care anymore that he’s supposed to be my friend. I’m willing to take a chance. Even if it’s just once. Just one time. I want him and he told me it’s not happening.” My voice is getting louder and every organ in my body feels like it’s burning, but I can’t calm my ass down. 
 
   “He’s not going to be able to say no to you. If that’s what you want, then go get it.”
 
   “What do you want me to do? Beg?”
 
   “You will not have to beg… please. But Jessa, don’t think too much. Just let whatever wants to happen, happen, okay. Don’t make decisions before there is anything to decide about.”
 
   “Vi… it’s just sex. The only decision I will have to make is how I’m going to deal with my humiliation if he blow’s me off.”
 
   “So what’s your game plan, girl?” she asks me.
 
   “I don’t know… walk in the apartment, hope he’s there, hope he’s had a few drinks, then demand that he has sex with me? Do you have any ideas?” I ask.
 
   “He’s always talking about you hair. He loves your hair. You need to take it out of that ponytail.”
 
   “Yeah?” I ask, taking my binder out.
 
   “Do you not realize when his hands are on you? He’s always got his fingers in your hair.”
 
   “That’s just Paxton.”
 
   “That’s just Paxton with you. You don’t see him shoving his hands in my hair. And your lips, he’s always staring at them,” she says pulling some pink gloss out of her purse and rolling it across the table. 
 
   “Is he?” I ask, taking it and putting it on.
 
   “Yes, Jessa. I swear, you need an eye exam. He loves your eyes too. He just flat out told me that.”
 
   “What?” I can’t picture something like that coming out of his mouth. At least not out of the Paxton that I met three days ago.
 
   “Anyways, none of that matters because Paxton will give you whatever you ask him for.”
 
   “Shit,” I whisper. I’m not sure why. I guess because suddenly, through Violet’s eyes, he seems like the Paxton I know. Demanding sex from arrogant, closed-off, angry, playboy Paxton was one thing, but demanding it from caring, makes me laugh like no one can, awesome friend Paxton is different. 
 
   “What?” Violet asks. 
 
   “I think this is a bad idea.”
 
   “You know what? Maybe you should think of your friend, Violet. She’s such a nice girl and she’s opened her house up to you and Paxton and she loves having you there, but the sexual tension in the apartment is throwing off the order and balance of the place and making her a little crazy. So… you should do her a favor and go screw Paxton, because you know you want to and you know he does too, and for sure Violet needs it to happen.”
 
   “Okay,” I laugh. “Maybe I’ll just go home and try to make it happen. For you,” I tell her with an overly produced smile.
 
   “Thank you. Let’s go before you change your mind.”
 
    
 
   Violet drops me off at the apartment, gives me some last words of encouragement, then drives away. I run my fingers through my hair and smack my lips together a few times before walking up the steps and opening the door. 
 
   It’s dark and quiet and I’m guessing he’s at some bar picking out his lucky candidate for tonight’s romp. “Shit,” I mutter, throwing my bag down and heading toward the hall. As I get closer I can hear the quiet sound of Paxton’s guitar coming from our room. The door’s open and I step inside. He’s on the bed, his eyes closed, strumming his guitar, playing a slow, quiet rhythm. I stand there for a few moments watching him, looking at the serenity in his face that I haven’t seen since he’s been back. 
 
   I take a step forward and his eyes open. He takes me in and a lazy smile comes over his face. But not like the one he gave me when he knew he had gotten me off. Just a relaxed, thoughtful smile. “I know you asked me to go, beso, but I really didn’t want you having sex in this room.”
 
   I sit down on the end of the bed, suddenly feeling like having sex with him was the dumbest idea that has ever occurred to me. He’s not a conquest. He’s my Paxton. “This room is reserved for your sexual needs alone?” I ask him.
 
   “That depends,” he tells me, setting his guitar on the floor, resting the neck against the night stand. “Why were you alone last night?” he asks, catching me off guard.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, no one was running watch on you. You could have done whatever you wanted to. Why were you alone?”
 
   “Contrary to what you think, I don’t screw guys the first night I meet them. Why are you asking me, Pax?”
 
   “Did you kiss anyone?”
 
   “I kissed you,” I tell him, trying to keep up, wondering what the hell is going on.
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it. What difference does it make?”
 
   “It doesn’t,” he says while lunging for me. He grabs a hold of my waist and hoists me on top of his body. I’m laughing with relief. This is the guy I know. The playful one who gives a shit. I’m straddled on his waist, very aware of his ever-present hard on. My head is on his shoulder and I’m staring at his lips. “You know what I’ve been thinking about all day, beso?”
 
   “No, Pax. I have absolutely no clue.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about the first night I met you.”
 
   I smile to myself. “Oh yeah? The worst night of my life, you mean?”
 
   “It hurts my feelings when you say that. I thought that kiss was pretty fucking amazing.”
 
   “It was alright,” I admit.
 
   “I was thinking we should try it again.”
 
   My heart starts pounding at his words. Ten minutes ago I was sure I would give my life to know what it felt like to have Paxton inside of me, but now I’m not so sure. Now that he’s actually present and acting human, I know that I need him too much and I don’t want to mess things up with us. 
 
   Paxton gently pushes me up into sitting position until my eyes are in line with his. Until I can feel his breath on my mouth. I smile at him because this is so uncomfortable. I feel like I’m in seventh grade playing spin the bottle. I can feel my cheeks turning warm. 
 
   Paxton’s hand snakes into my hair and he grabs on hard. The heat in my face spreads to my entire body. I prop my hands on his naked chest, unsure if my plan is to push away or pull him in. I don’t have to decide though. Paxton sits up and his mouth is on mine. I close my eyes and try to stop the spinning in my head. The heat is overcoming everything. From that first, and only, time he kissed me well over a year ago part of me has always been holding onto it. Remembering it. Longing for it. And now I have it again and it feels so fucking perfect. His lips pull at mine and I can feel myself grasping onto his. My hands find the base of his skull and my fingers dig into his flesh and when his arms wrap tighter around my back, forcing my entire body into his, I shift my legs so they’re wrapped around him. I’m sucking, biting and kissing his sensual lips and maybe it looks chaotic and sloppy but I feel perfectly in tune with every move he makes and my lips, my body, know exactly how to respond. 
 
   When he shifts my head to the side and urges my mouth open with his, my tongue slides into his warm, wet mouth as we lick each other. His kisses are hard and abrasive, just like I remember, and if my mouth wasn’t locked down with his I would be screaming… out of ecstasy, out of frustration, as a means to expel this feeling inside of my gut. I’m not screaming but I can hear the desperate sounds that are being uttered by both of us and it turns me on. We are desperate. We are a pair of feral bodies who want to lose control. 
 
   His hand pushes further into my hair, forcing my mouth deeper into his until I have no choice but to only work him over with my tongue. His other hand pushes down my back until his fingers are splayed out over my ass, cupping me, tilting me and forcing me into him. My legs move tighter around his back and I start tilting my hips, rubbing myself up and down his length, which I can feel every inch of.  
 
   When it becomes clear, by the way our teeth are biting and our fingers are digging, that the dry humping isn’t enough for either of us, Paxton pulls out of my mouth and lays me down on the bed. His eyes are intense but his smile is playful. “You gonna let me be your new fuck buddy?” he ask me through his ragged breaths. 
 
   “You made it very clear that that was not an option,” I remind him, my breathing just as labored as his. 
 
   “We might be able to negotiate. You don’t sleep with guys the first night you go home with them anyway, beso,” he says, his focus now on my shirt that he’s peeling off my skin.
 
   “You’re sleeping in my bed with me, Pax. I think it’s safe to say I’ve gone home with you before,” I tell him, pulling my shirt the rest of the way off of me and tossing it on the floor.
 
   “Not like this you haven’t. Not like this.” A hunger comes over his face and I know I’m smiling like a two year old, but I can’t help it. I’m excited. I’ve never felt this excited about making out with a guy. My whole body is buzzing with anticipation and I can’t wait to see what Paxton’s hands or mouth are going to do to me and I can’t wait to show him what I can do to him.
 
   Paxton brings his mouth to my neck and bites down before sucking my skin between his teeth. “Paxton, don’t give me a hickie,” I tell him, trying to push his mouth away, but all that does is make him open his mouth wider and suck harder. “Paxton,” I push harder on him. “Seriously, you motherfucker.” I can feel the vibration of his laughter on my skin. I reach my hand down and grab his nipple, squeezing it hard before twisting it. He backs off my neck before grabbing a hold of my wrist and pulling me off him. 
 
   “You play dirty, Jess.”
 
   “I can only imagine what girls are willing to put up with from you, but when I tell you to stop, you need to fucking stop,” I tell him.
 
   “Jesus, beso. Even in bed, you’ve got such a big fucking mouth,” he tells me grabbing a hold of my chin.
 
    I push his hand away and he gives me an amused laugh. 
 
   “You don’t know what you’re playing with, Pax. You can wipe that cocky grin off your face.”
 
   “This is going to be so much fun, kid… playing with you.” He reaches his hand under my back and pulls the hook on my bra apart before practically ripping it off my arms. His eyes travel over my naked breasts, his big hands cupping them.
 
   “You have no idea what you’ve signed on for,” I tell him, grabbing a hold of his length through his sweatpants.
 
   “Let’s hope so.” He smirks at me before lowering his body and taking my nipple between his teeth. He swirls his tongue around it and I want to be tough, but it feels so damn good and I can’t help the moan that makes its way out of my belly. His hand is kneading my other nipple and my fingers pull at the hair on the top of his head. His mouth leaves my nipple with an audible pop and I relinquish his hair. He sits back up and starts working the button and zipper on my jeans. “Sounded like you liked that,” he tells me, his eyes flashing to mine before he pulls my jeans off of my legs, leaving me in nothing but my panties. 
 
   “That’s nothing new, Pax. I’ve had guys bite my nipple before. Show me what else you can do.”
 
   “You are full of shit, beso. Don’t try to pretend like I’m not making you feel shit you haven’t felt before,” he says as his hands push down around my pelvic bone.
 
   “What? A girl’s never moaned for you?” I ask him, grabbing onto his length and letting out a deep moan for effect.
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me, beso. You know you’re not messing around with an amateur anymore, don’t try to play like you are.” 
 
   “Show me then,” I taunt him. “What are you going to do to me that I haven’t felt before?”
 
   “I believe we’ve already been down that road. Why don’t you show me something I haven’t felt before?”
 
   “You think just because I grew up in the country I don’t know how to handle a big bad city boy like you?”
 
   “Yeah, kid. That’s kind of what I’m thinking.”
 
   My body is pulsing with adrenaline. “As far as I can tell, those girls you mess around with have had lots of guys in them, but no long term education with just one,” I tell Paxton, unwrapping my legs from his hips and sitting up. “You’ve probably never even had a proper hand job,” I tell him, pushing at his chest until he’s against the wall under his Venice motto, Live and Die Devoted. His legs are bent at the knees, his arm slung lazily over one of them like he doesn’t give a shit. I might believe that, but his eyes are full of lustful anticipation. 
 
   I climb over his knees and straddle him. I run my body over his, letting my eyes wander to the spot where my tiny pink panties and his big hard on meet. When my eyes go back to Paxton’s his are still lingering on my hips. I can’t stop staring at his lips so I take a break from this fantastic game we’re playing to taste them, and suck them, and bite them. But when his hand makes its way into my hair and his kiss intensifies I know he’s lost focus, I pull out of his mouth.
 
   I grab a hold of his chin. “Focus, Pax,” I tell him.
 
   “I’m focused, kid. Just waiting for you to show me some shit I’ve never seen. And this,” he tells me, letting his eyes wander back to my thrusting hips, “I have seen before. Not as sexy as you, but I’ve seen it, beso. What else you got?”
 
   I move my hands to the waist of his sweats and pull down – releasing him. I don’t look down. I can’t, because I know I will lose all of my composure, but I feel the force of the release slapping against my hand. “Jesus, Paxton, you are so big,” I praise. I know he’s heard that before. What else would a girl say when he reveals himself to her. 
 
   “You’re such a fucking smartass,” he tells me, looking me in the eyes. 
 
   “It’s the truth, Pax. How is my tiny little hand going to handle all of that,” I ask, pulling my thumb into my mouth, unable to stop the laughter that comes out of it.
 
   “This is cute, Jess, but come on now.”
 
   “Sorry, babe. I can’t help it,” I tell him, staring him down. I can tell he’s about to lose it, so I focus on the mission at hand, which is literally a hand job. I lick my palm and suck my fingers, preparing for him, no longer playing the game. He feels the shift as his hands sink into my hips. 
 
   I let my fingers wrap around his girth and fuck, he really is big. Firmly but gently I move my fist up and down his shaft in a slow, steady motion. I watch his eyes as they close and his hands as they make their way behind his head. “You like that?” I ask him.
 
   “Yeah, beso. It feels good. Keep it up.” 
 
   I keep pumping him, changing my speed and pressure, and move my other hand to the ridge of his head, gently massaging him. 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters.
 
   I smirk at him, although his eyes are still closed. I bend down and lick his head which produces a moan and a few curse words from Paxton. I know my tongue on him is going to turn him on – he’s a man. But I really do have a purpose. I slip his head into my mouth and try to ignore the sweet tastes of the liquid that is there. It makes me want him badly but this, at least at this moment, is about him, and I need him wet in order to jack him off properly. I let my lips and my tongue slide down his shaft. My tongue wraps around him, sliding up and down, trying to make his skin as slick as possible.
 
   “Motherfucker,” he groans, his hand coming to the back of my head as he pushes me deeper into him. I let him, until his tip hits the back of my throat. I reach my hand back and pull his from the back of my head. 
 
   I ease my way off of Paxton, looking at his pained face I whisper, “Basics, Pax. I will suck you off thoroughly, but not tonight,” I tell him, returning a hand to his shaft and one under his testicles where I rub him. When they start to tighten up I increase my pressure and my friction, paying attention to every pulse his vein makes. 
 
   “Fuck, beso,” he tells me and I know he’s close.
 
   “I want to see you come, Pax.  I want you to come on me,” I whisper, my hand aiming his tip toward my stomach which is hovering over him. 
 
   “Jesus, Jessa,” he mutters before I feel his release under my breasts. 
 
   I smile to myself as I look at Paxton’s content face. I slow my hand and let go of him. He opens his eyes and stares at me. “That was good, beso,” he smirks at me, bringing his hands to my stomach, “but you’re all dirty.”
 
   I run my finger over my stomach then pop it into my mouth, sucking on it. “There’s nothing dirty about it, Pax. You’re sweet and warm and you taste fucking good.”
 
   He shakes his head and laughs at me. “What the hell am I going to do with you?” 
 
   “That’s a good question,” I tell him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 - Paxton
 
    
 
   I don’t know what time it is, I don’t know if it’s today or tomorrow, all I know is it’s dark and I’m fucking happy. Jessa is in my arms, her nails are making lazy paths up and down my torso, which feels amazing. That girl does all kinds of amazing things with those little hands. Her hands are the main reason I’ve managed to stay out of her. And she’s not begging for it. A basic hand job from that girl is better than the sex I’m used to getting. Watching her come is more gratifying than anything I’ve felt. And the way she talks to me, the things she tells me, the shit that ends up coming out of my mouth… it’s something I’m not used to, but it turns me on. I knew, from the second her mouth was in mine the very first time I kissed her, that things between us would be something I had never experienced, but hell, I had no clue. Already, she’s making me feel things I’ve never felt.
 
   Her soft touch and her warm body and the fact that we’ve been up for a really long time is starting to make me feel like I have to accept the fact that this night cannot go on forever and I will eventually need to sleep. I close my eyes, but then I hear a muffled laugh escape her mouth.
 
   “What’s so funny, beso?” I whisper.
 
   “This. This is funny.”
 
   “It is, huh?” I ask, feeling my mouth form into a lazy smile. I can’t wait to hear what she’s going to say. And I’m not being a smartass. I really want to know. In between our make out sessions, Jess and I have been lounging in bed, talking about random stupid shit like we used to always do in her bedroom in River Bluff. I tried so hard to forget about all of that when I went to Cali, and it might have been working, but now I remember it. And I miss it. And I want to hear what she has to say. 
 
   “Yeah, it is. It just seems a little surreal. I mean, I’m naked, in bed with you, thinking about you in the most x-rated of ways, totally allowed to touch you and kiss you however I want to. It’s weird.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem that weird to me,” I tell her.
 
   “Really? I mean, besides the fact that I spent this morning cleaning up after the night you had with Saddie…”
 
   “Jessa, please. You gotta stop saying that chick’s name.”
 
   “What?” she asks, stuttering a laugh. “She doesn’t deserve to have a name?”
 
   “Jesus, just please – shut the hell up.”
 
   “Fine,” she says through quiet laughter. “It’s just weird to think that the guy who undid me multiple times and in ways that I have never felt, that I never knew existed, is my friend Paxton.”
 
   I can’t help but shake my head. “Let me get this straight, kid, because it’s been messing up my head ever since I left you. All that time we were together in River Bluff the thought of the two of us hooking up never crossed your mind?”
 
   “God, of course it crossed my mind. Do you remember how we met?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. And I also remember you telling me repeatedly that it was the worst moment of your life.”
 
   “Well, yeah, that’s true. But only because- and I’m only telling you this because at the moment you are making me deliriously happy- that one stupid, angry kiss made me feel more than anything any guy had ever made me feel. And right after you made me feel that way you pushed me away and told me to ‘fuck off’. Seriously, Pax, it was a pretty shitty moment in my life.”
 
   I hold her closer and kiss the top of her head. “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Well it’s true. In fact, I spent the rest of that weekend mourning the loss of that feeling because I knew that, not only would I never see you again, but that even if I did run into you somewhere, you had made it damn clear that you didn’t want anything to do with me.”
 
   “You know why it had to be that way, right?” I ask her, feeling shitty for the first time for doing that to her. She’s always acted like that kiss meant nothing. When we both proclaimed that we weren’t interested in getting anything from each other, I kind of believed her. I mean, I knew that there was a sexual energy between us that never went away, but I believed that she was cool with the friendship that we eventually found ourselves in.
 
   “Yeah, I do. And eventually I convinced myself that I didn’t want you either. And at some point I totally started to believe it – that you were just my friend. That you were the best friend I had ever had. And I managed to continue to believe that lie right up until this morning. So it’s weird, Pax, knowing what you can do to me, knowing exactly what your body looks like and feels like. Knowing how it feels to have my fingers wrapped around you and knowing that you have been inside of my mouth.”
 
   Her words, obviously, have me hard as a rock- again, and have my fingers digging into her flesh. She turns herself on top of me and runs her warm, wet insides over me. “I don’t think I ever really thought of you that way – I always wanted more from you than a friendship,” I tell her. “Since the day I met you there hasn’t been a day that I haven’t thought about how it would feel to be buried deep inside of you.”
 
   Jessa lets out a low moan and pushes down harder on me.
 
   I bite my tongue because I can feel myself wanting to lay all kinds of deep, heavy shit on her that I know she can’t handle. 
 
   “Why didn’t you do that, Pax?” she breaths. “Why didn’t you ever try to have me?”
 
   “You know why. I wanted to leave that town and pretend that year never happened.”
 
   “And…” she breathes, pushing down harder on me, making it difficult to keep my thoughts in check and to form words. 
 
   “And I knew that all you’d ever known were farm boys and that the shit I was gonna show you would have you begging me to stick around. I didn’t want to break your heart,” I tell her factiously.
 
   “You’re lucky I’m about to get off, Pax, because that evasive shit is getting old,” she tells me between her quiet moans.
 
   “Shut up, Jess,” I manage to mutter, pulling her down harder on me. 
 
   Until today I had never gotten off this way, but she’s already proven to me that it is possible. I swear to God, she was meant to do this – with me. Her body, no matter how she has it laid on me, or what part of it she has on me, is tailor fit for me. 
 
   She pushes down longer and harder and her insides form perfectly to me. It feels better than when I’m actually inside a girl. There is no condom separating us and I can feel exactly how wet Jessa is. And I can imagine exactly what it would feel like to be in her. I’m about to lose it, so I take a hand off her hip to pull her nipple into my fingers.
 
   I can feel her, hear her, starting to lose control, so I let go of her nipple to grab onto her hips with both hands, helping her through her last few thrusts and feeling her let go, letting myself go, too.
 
   She lets out a long exhale and then she goes limp on top of me. I stop her before she lays on me to grab the much used towel on the bedside table to wipe myself off. I lay her down gently on my chest where she nuzzles her face into my neck. Her legs are pulled up tightly around my hips and her hands are flopped lazily over my shoulders. I grab the comforter and pull it over our bodies before burying my fingers in her hair and closing my eyes. Shit, I’ve never felt as perfect as I do right now with her tired body conformed perfectly to mine.
 
   “Pax,” she whispers.
 
   “Yeah, beso?” 
 
   “This has been the best night of my life. Thank you.”
 
   “I agree,” I tell her, but her deep breaths and way her body has gone completely limp tell me that she’s already asleep.
 
   “I love you,” I whisper before letting the sleep drag me under.
 
   #
 
   As Jessa and Vi make their way around the kitchen, throwing together dinner for the three of us plus Jimmy who is on a bar stool at the counter next to me, I can’t stop staring at my girl. We just rolled out of bed about an hour ago when Vi told us we had to come out and eat. Jessa peeks up from the salad she’s throwing together to give me a sly grin. I know what she’s thinking because I’m thinking the same thing. I want to get this eating bullshit over so I can get her back to bed. 
 
   “What time are we going out?” Vi asks no one in particular.
 
   “I’m assuming you’re talking to your man, ‘cause Jess and I aren’t going anywhere.”
 
   Jessa lets out an amused laugh, but doesn’t comment.
 
   “Oh, come on you assholes. You are not just abandoning me. I’m not losing both of you. You’re coming out with me, aren’t you, Jessa?” Vi whines, giving my girl her big puppy dog eyes.
 
   Jessa turns to her and lays her hands on Vi’s shoulders, she’s shaking her head ‘no’ and I can’t help but smirk, but then she says, “Of course I am,” before giving Vi a loud kiss on her mouth. 
 
   “No,” I tell them. “Hell, no.” For one, I don’t want to go anywhere and for two, the kiss Jessa just gave Vi made me jealous – I’m not bringing her out to a bar full of guys. I’m pretty fucking sure she don’t want anyone but me, but I don’t even want eyes on her.
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Jessa tells me.
 
   “Jessa, there is no fucking way.”
 
   “Oh, shush, Paxton. You have to share her,” Vi tells me.
 
   “I have to share her? No, actually, I don’t have to share her.”
 
   Jimmy laughs. “Holy shit, Paxton. Calm down. It’s going to be okay. Take your girl out for a couple of hours. When you get her back home, she’ll still be yours.”
 
   “Hello, I’m standing right here,” Jessa mutters, throwing plates full of food in front of Jimmy and me. “I didn’t realize my life was in Paxton’s hands. Is that how this usually works? After you have a girl, you get to tell her how to live her life?” she asks me and I can tell she’s starting to get pissed.
 
   “I haven’t had you,” I seethe, “but if you stay home with me I might let you have me.”
 
   Jessa lets out a disbelieving laugh. “Oh my god, I am not worthy. You would really do that for me? All I have to do is stay enslaved in that bed and you will bestow upon me the gift of Paxton? Why didn’t you say so?”
 
   “Okay, you two. Don’t start fighting. It’s fine- if you want to stay home, stay home,” Vi tells us but I know it’s too late for that. I can see it in Jessa’s pissed off expression.
 
   “I’m going out,” Jessa tells me.
 
   I shake my head at her before giving her my biggest smile. “Awesome.”
 
   We eat in silence. I’m pissed as I stare at Jessa. She’s not looking at me, she’s not looking at anything and I wonder what’s running through her mind. An absent smile breaks out on her face and I can’t help but smile too. A hint of a laugh escapes her mouth and I wonder which of the many fun things we did together she’s thinking about. “What’s running through your head, kid?” I whisper.
 
   Her lit-up eyes flash to mine and she’s not even trying to keep the smile off her face anymore. “You,” she tells me with a hint of defeat in her voice.
 
   “That’s right,” I tell her. I’m all she should be thinking about.
 
   She rolls her eyes at me, but keeps her smartass comment to herself.
 
    
 
   Jessa wouldn’t get in the shower with me and I’m having a hard time staying in our room waiting for her to finish hers. I should be worn out from Jessa, but excess energy is causing me to pace the bedroom.
 
   The door opens and Jessa stands there, clean and wet and I’m all over her in two seconds flat. I undo her robe and pull it off her body, digging my fingers into her warm, wet flesh, my mouth all over hers. She kisses me back with all kinds of greed and hunger for a minute, but then she pulls out of my mouth and pushes at my chest. “No, Pax,” she tells me adamantly. 
 
   “Come on, beso,” I say, rounding her breasts, pulling her nipples into my fingers. 
 
   I know the look in her eyes- is pure lust, but she manages to push me off of her. “Stop it, we can’t do this. I have to make it out that door and if you start playing with me that’s never gonna happen.”
 
   I reach for her again, but she backs away. “Jesus. Fine,” I mutter, falling onto our bed, giving up. I lean against the wall and watch Jessa as she slips on a skimpy pair of panties and a lace bra. “I’m just going to take all that shit off in a couple hours from now. What’s the point of even putting it on?”
 
   “We’re going out with Vi, get over it, because if I have to hang out with asshole Paxton all night, then asshole Paxton will be sleeping on the other side of the room tonight,” she informs me while pulling a very tight, red dress over her head. The fabric covers up everything from her neck to her wrists to her mid-thighs, but every beautiful inch of her body is clear as day.
 
   “You’re not wearing that,” I tell her.
 
   She turns and stares at me for a moment before walking over to the bed and sitting down in front of me. “Listen, Pax, these last twenty four hours have been the best hours of my life and I want to keep doing this with you but I’m not going to be able to if you don’t stop this.”
 
   My body tenses up. I know all about the rules and requirements Jessa puts in place for the ass-kissing guys she deems worthy of her, but I’m not one of those fucking guys. I sit up from my relaxed position and get in her face. “This is a two way street sweetheart, and if I’m playing your game, you’re going to have to play mine too. If you think I’m gonna let you go out in that dress that is meant to turn guys on, you’re wrong.”
 
   Jessa cocks her head at me. “Pax, I’m not playing a game. I don’t want you to be playing one either. I’m not going to change the clothes that I wear, that I have always worn, because of your jealousy.” She pauses to stare at me. “And if I have to go to that fucking bar and watch all those women drool over you I’m not showing up in a pair of sweatpants. I’m showing up as the girl you can’t take your eyes off of.”
 
   I grab a hold of her face and try to stay hard, but it’s clear she doesn’t want to leave this room either and it’s also clear that the girl actually does have a jealous bone in her body. “I’ll let you wear the dress, beso, but it means you don’t get to leave my side.”
 
   “Why would I want to leave your side?” she asks, before grabbing a hold of my face and crashing her lips into mine.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 - Jessa
 
    
 
   Paxton and I walk out of our bedroom – me in what I thought was a pretty conservative dress and my high heeled ankle boots – neither of which Paxton approved of. I’ve never had a guy try to tell me how to dress and I don’t know how I feel about it. Although, I have some comments about his outfit which I’m keeping to myself because I know that his black hoodie, that he will pull over his head before we step outside, and his black jeans, belted low around the waist slouching into his black doc martins, are all part of his ‘disguise’ that he wears every time he leaves the apartment. 
 
   “Ooh, love the dress,” Vi tells me, handing me a drink. “And wow, Pax, way to be adventurous with the look,” she says, handing him a beer.
 
   I tell her thank you and Pax tells her he shouldn’t even be leaving the apartment – for multiple reasons. Both of us collapse on the couch and I wonder how long he’s going to hang out in this town where he’s not comfortable going outside. I try to ignore the way my heart races at that thought and I slam my drink.
 
   “Maybe we should go somewhere different tonight. Somewhere where Paxton won’t have to worry so much about being recognized,” I tell Vi, reaching over and grabbing Paxton’s hand. He squeezes mine, but I know it’s not to say, ‘thanks’, but to say, ‘maybe we shouldn’t go out at all’. I ignore him.
 
   “Already taken care of,” Vi tells us with a smile. “The guys are meeting us at Jack’s in twenty minutes.”
 
   “The damn cowboy bar?” Pax complains.
 
   “Exactly,” she says kicking her little feet that I now see are covered in cowboy boots. “It’s karaoke night.”
 
   “Perfect,” Pax mutters.
 
   #
 
   I’m smiling ear to ear as we sit at a high table with Billy and Louis. All the guys look completely uncomfortable, but this place is fun and Paxton didn’t even bother putting his hood up. “I don’t know,” Louis says, looking around, “I could maybe get into this shit.”
 
   “That’s great Louis, maybe you found your new calling. Why don’t you go ask that guy if you can try out his fiddle?” Billy says, laughing to himself.
 
   “It’s not so bad,” Paxton says, surprising me. I turn my head to look at him and he’s smiling. “I mean, I don’t really think Jessa’s into cowboys,” he says quieter, to me.
 
   “I don’t know, high waisted jeans and tucked in shirts might be my thing.”
 
   “So what the hell is going on here? You two finally getting it on?” Billy asks with a mischievous smile.
 
   Paxton pulls me closer but doesn’t comment.
 
   “Yes,” Violet answers for us while clapping.
 
   “Thank God,” Louis mutters.
 
   Billy stares at me with an arched eyebrow and a smug grin. “I know Billy… you were right, okay?”
 
   “Thank you,” he tells me. “Just friends,” he mutters, shaking his head.
 
   “Give her a break, Billy,” Paxton tells him. “She’s never had a real man and it’s scary. It took her a minute to get over herself.”
 
   I push Paxton and he has to grab a hold of the table to keep from falling on his ass. “Shut the hell up,” I tell him, even though he’s right – I mean about the real man thing. I’ve definitely never had a man like Paxton.
 
   “It’s not your fault, beso,” he tells me, pulling me off my stool and onto his leg. “I mean shit, the cream of the crop was that pansy, Dylan.”
 
   “I did good for a little country girl,” I tell him with a twang in my voice, like the girl on the stage.
 
   “You were too much for that town,” he tells me.
 
   “It’s funny, that you ended up there. The man who would finally fulfill all of my desires, coming to my little ‘ol town,” I tell him with mock adoration, but I mean the words I say. It’s strange… how this guy ended up in that town. I lose myself in the idea for a moment. “Jesus, just think of all the trouble we could have gotten into in that town if we would have started this there.”
 
   “That town couldn’t handle us,” Paxton tells me, grabbing onto my thighs and wrapping my legs around him.  My hands are automatically pressed into his skull. His hands are holding tight to my ass. He lurches forward and takes my bottom lip in his teeth before licking it. 
 
   “Jesus, Pax, get a hold of yourself,” Billy mutters, pulling me out of my daze.
 
                 I lick Paxton’s upper lip because I can’t help myself, but then I pull away from his teeth and settle myself back on my stool. 
 
   “Come on, beso,” Pax says, grabbing my hand and pulling me off my stool. This is the second trip I’ve had to make with him to the bar. Paxton is acting like an overbearing jealous lunatic and I can’t say that I mind it. Things have definitely changed between us and the way he makes me feel is more intense than anything I have ever felt, which scares me. But I’m trying hard not to think beyond the moment because I really don’t want to ruin this for myself. Or for Pax. It’s clear he’s enjoying having me and I want to keep making him happy.
 
   “Is this how it’s going to be every time I go out with you?” I ask him as we wait to order our drinks.
 
   “Yeah, it is. Get used to it.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh. He’s so ridiculous. “What the hell do you think is going to happen if you leave me alone for two seconds?”
 
   “All kinds of shit could happen. If you got a problem with it we can head home,” he tells me running his hand up my thigh, his fingers reaching under my dress, making me falter. “I might have been wrong about this dress,” he tells me. “I like it.”
 
   “What can I get you?” I hear the bartender ask. 
 
   “Are we getting out of here, or am I ordering a drink?” he asks me.
 
   I pull his hand out of my dress and sigh. “We can’t leave yet,” I tell him. We’ve been here for twenty minutes. It has to be possible for us to function normally for longer than that.
 
   He gives me a sexy little smile, then her orders our drinks. 
 
   When we get back to the table Louis is approaching with a binder in his hands. He slaps it down on the table and announces, “The band is getting back together.”
 
   “Oh, hell no,” Billy says, looking down at the karaoke book. 
 
   “Yes,” I tell him enthusiastically before turning to Paxton. “I want to hear you sing.”
 
   I expect him to flat out refuse, but he just runs his hand over my face before looking at Billy. “You gotta give her what she wants,” he tells him.
 
   “I’m not singing country music,” he tells Pax. “Not even for your girl.”
 
   “Stop whining,” Vi tells him, peering at the book with Louis. “Ooh, look Billy- Johnny Cash,” she says, pen in her hand, filling out the song request form. She takes off across the bar to go turn it in before anyone has a chance to complain.
 
   Billy just shakes his head. “How do you put up with that girl?” he asks Jimmy.
 
   Jimmy just laughs, “She knows what she wants. What can I say?”
 
   We watch the vast array of characters that get up on stage and sing their hearts out. Billy’s got snide comments for all of them, but it’s clear that even he’s enjoying it. Paxton grabs a hold of my stool and drags it between his legs. He pulls my back to his chest and wraps me up in his arms and I settle in. I don’t know that I’ve ever been happier in my life. Everything about right now- the friends I’m with, the body holding mine- feels perfect. 
 
   When the MC announces that the next performers are, ‘Billy and his friends’, Vi starts clapping and Billy utters a curse word but all the guys stand and leave the table, making their way to the stage. 
 
   Vi and I follow and settle near the front of the crowd. She’s hooting and hollering before the music even begins. The repetitive beat of Burning Ring of Fire starts and Paxton grabs the mic stand. This is all supposed to be fun and silly, but when his deep, gravelly voice sings the opening lines, “Love… is a burning thing… and it makes a fiery ring…. Bound by wild desire… I fell into a ring of fire,” I stop moving completely and all I can do is stare. Chills cover my body as his eyes burrow into mine. 
 
   “You sing it, sexy boy,” a woman shouts followed by several more whoops of agreement. I can’t help but smile. 
 
   All the guys join in at the chorus, “I fell into a burning ring of fire. I went down, down, down as the flames went higher. And it burns, burns, burns, the ring of fire. The ring of fire.”
 
   People clap along to the chorus, but when the guys back away again and Paxton leans into the mic, holding onto the stand, the crowd becomes eerily silent as he sings in his deep voice, “The taste of love is sweet… when hearts like ours meet…. I fell for you like a child…. Oh, but the fire went wild.” His eyes never leave mine.
 
   Jesus, this is ridiculous. His words send a heat through my body and I’m having a hard time staying put on this floor.
 
   The guys sing through the rest of the song and the crowd claps along. Vi shouts and cheers along with the other women in the crowd, but all I can do is stand there and stare at Paxton. 
 
   The song ends, the crowd applauds, the next singer is called to the stage, and then finally Pax is on the floor and back in my arms. I stare up at him with awe and he narrows his eyes at me. “What?” he asks.
 
   “You’re voice,” I tell him. “It turns me on.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” he murmurs. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I can do all kinds of good stuff with my mouth,” he whispers in my ear, pulling me tight to him. 
 
   He leans over me, his open mouth hovering over mine. He turns his head and I can no longer see his eyes. I feel my muscles growing weak and I’m pretty sure his arms are the only thing keeping me upright. He closes his open mouth over mine, sealing me, sucking me in. His tongue runs over mine in a long, sweeping movement. Everything between my legs is pulsing because I can feel it, what it would feel like to have his tongue on me and he fucking knows it. His heavy tongue moves back and forth over mine, licking me. Oh god. His licking turns to a strong lapping motion and I’m feeling every sensation on my tongue and on my sex. When the tip of his tongue starts swirling around the tip of mine, then flicking it gently but with momentum I have to grab onto his arms to hold my shit together. I feel like I’m on the brink of orgasm  and then his mouth moves off of mine and his lips pull my tongue into his mouth and he sucks. Hard. I try to control the tremors that are growing inside of me. I try to push them away. But as Paxton removes himself and looks down at me I know exactly what I look like. “As soon as I get you home, beso,” he whispers, his tongue licking the edge of his upper lip.  
 
   “Fine,” I manage to say. “We can go.”
 
   “Nah, nah, nah,” he tells me with mock disappointment. “It’s not time yet.”
 
   “You’re lucky Pax, that you have skills ‘cause your cocky ass should have already been kicked to the curb.”
 
   “You’re lucky I have skills. Don’t forget that,” he tells me, reaching his hands down to cup my ass before slowly pulling me up his body, over his erection, settling me on top of it.
 
   He really is so smug but I would be lying if I said I didn’t like it. He has the right to be smug. I wrap my legs around his hips, determined now, to make him bring me home. “You liked it when my mouth was all over you,” I tell him. He’s not the only one with skills and he knows it.
 
   His eyes roll and he closes them for a moment before collecting himself. “You can’t wait to get your greedy little mouth back on me, huh?”
 
   “No, Pax, I can’t. You felt good in my throat, I want to feel it again.”
 
   His hands are cupping me so hard I’m pretty sure I’m gonna have bruises. I’m also pretty sure he’s a goner.  
 
   He doesn’t bother to put me down before heading towards the door. “Bye, Violet,” I call over Paxton’s shoulder, smiling like an idiot.
 
   She looks at me and I can see her laughing before she disappears from my rapidly retreating vision. Paxton pushes the door open so hard I hear it smashing against the brick building. His lips find mine as he continues to move us around the building to the back parking lot where his car is. I hear him struggling to get the door open and a frustrated growl is released into my mouth. When he’s finally got it open I hear him flip the front seat forward and he puts me in the backseat, his body half in and half out of the car. I’m laid out on my back and he’s got my dress pushed up around my hips. “The door, Pax,” I manage to utter. 
 
   “Fuck the door,” he growls, ripping my panties off of my body. 
 
   Fuck the door.
 
   He pushes my knees up and doesn’t bother with the foreplay before he’s got his hot, wet mouth all over me. He licks me like the greedy man he is and I can’t decipher the words that are coming out of my mouth. He buries his face in me and the noise he’s making is needy and feral. He pushes his tongue into me and sucks hard on my lips and it feels so amazing that I don’t want to be brought to orgasm, I don’t want this to be over, but that kiss already had me primed and I literally can’t hold it back. Within minutes I’m panting the words, “I’m gonna come, Pax.” He pulls my hips down, burying himself further, I can feel his tongue inside of me, licking me up and his teeth on my sensitive flesh and I lose it. I scream and I cry until the last painful wave makes its way out of my tortured insides and into his mouth.  
 
   “Holy shit,” I mutter to myself. Paxton pulls out of me, but his mouth doesn’t leave me. He licks me now, softly from bottom to top then gently kisses my clit with his now soft lips and I can feel the small tremors coming alive on every inch of my body again like I didn’t just release them. The tip of his tongue rounds my pulsing clit and then he starts licking it so softly it has me screaming. When I try to push myself into his tongue his hands hold me in place, making me live through this torture. This beautiful fucking torture. My body is on fire as his tongue works me over thoroughly but softly. “Ugh,” I mutter, feeling like I can’t handle the pain anymore. He keeps going and I keep writhing, but he won’t give me more. I pull on his hair and curse him out, but when I finally fall over the edge into that blissful liquid place, I know it was worth it. It was so fucking worth it. 
 
   I can’t move for a while, Paxton is letting me ease out of my orgasm while he places soft bites and kisses on my thighs. When I feel like I have enough energy I push him off of me before grabbing a hold of his shirt and pulling him into the car. I urge his body back against the seat before pulling the car door shut and kneeling between Paxton’s legs. “You’re such a bastard,” I tell him, unbuckling is belt. “You’re going to pay for that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 - Paxton
 
    
 
   I’m leaned up against a brick wall somewhere on campus, waiting for Jessa to get out of class, looking like the psycho she’s turned me into. I don’t know if I mind, all I know is it’s hard to stay away from that girl. She seems to feel the same way, but everywhere I gotta go she can come with. Besides school, she and I haven’t been apart for the last week. 
 
   Considering all the kinky shit we’ve done together it’s probably a stretch to say we’re taking it slow, but I haven’t been inside of her yet because it’s a fact that things between us are better than I ever thought they would be. But Jessa still wigs out every time someone suggests I’m her boyfriend so I’m not so sure I want to take her completely because I know there will be no coming back from that. But it’s becoming near impossible to stay as strong as I need to be to resist her.  
 
   I’m lost in thoughts of Jessa when I hear a guy calling my name. I turn and see Dylan making his way toward me. I could barely tolerate the kid back in River Bluff but I don’t even want to look at him now, knowing he’s been in my girl. “What’s up Dylan,” I say before looking away; dismissing him.
 
   “Not much,” he tells me, coming to stand in front of me, crossing his arms over his puffed out chest, standing with his feet three feet apart like his dick needs the space. I can’t help but snicker at him. He thinks he’s my competition… I’m so far off his spectrum he looks like a complete tool trying to ball with me. “I heard you were back in town. Jessa wasn’t too happy about it.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Well, she’s happy about it now. She’s fucking euphoric.” I smile to myself. 
 
   “What are you trying to say? Are you sleeping with her?”
 
   “Get out of here, Dylan.”
 
   “That’s cool. I feel sorry for you, man; sitting out here waiting around for her, looking like a love sick puppy. You know she’s going to destroy you, right? ‘Cause that’s all she knows how to do.”
 
   I shake my head at him and laugh at his stupidity. “You’re just a kid. You never had a shot with her,” I tell him, but I’m not looking at him, I’m looking at Jessa as she walks towards me with a big smile on her face. 
 
   “I’m just giving you a heads up. It doesn’t matter who you are- the girl isn’t capable of feeling.” 
 
   “Alright,” I tell him. “Sounds good, man.” 
 
   Jessa comes to me and grabs onto my waist. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Just getting schooled by this fool,” I tell her nodding towards Dylan.
 
   “Hey, Dylan,” she says with no emotion in her voice. “Are you trying to tell Paxton to stay away from me?” she says, but she’s not pissed, she’s teasing him.
 
   “No, of course not. Just thought I’d say ‘hi’,” he says, nervous as all hell that she might be mad at him.
 
   “Fucking pussy,” I mutter.
 
   “What was that, man?” Dylan says, taking a step towards me like he’s going to take me on.
 
   I pop my chin at him and he flinches. “I called you a fucking pussy.”
 
   “Pax, don’t,” Jessa tells me. “Dylan, just go. Paxton is none of your business.”
 
   “Whatever,” he mutters, backing away, “good luck with her.”
 
   “Thanks asshole, but I don’t need it.”
 
   He shows me his middle finger before turning and walking away.
 
   “You’re such a bully,” Jessa says, wrapping her arms around my neck. “You shouldn’t scare him like that.”
 
   “How the hell did that rug keep you around for so long, huh?” I ask her, pulling her into me.
 
   “It seems ridiculous, now that I have you. But, you know, it had to be someone and the options were limited. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m taking you on a date, beso.”
 
   “We’re not dating, Paxton,” she says long and slow- the fear clear in her eyes. 
 
   I’m cool with what’s happening between the two of us, I don’t need a label, but I need to know that she’s mine so it’s irritating that stupid shit like going on a date gets her all worked up.
 
   “Chill out, kid. Do you need me to rephrase it? ‘Cause I can, but it will still be me taking you to dinner.”
 
   She takes her arms off me and sighs. “Sorry. Let’s go,” she mutters, so I take my hands off her waist and bring her to the car. 
 
   I take Jessa to my favorite diner that serves breakfast ‘round the clock. I behave until we order our food but I can no longer tolerate her tension. “You need to get over this shit in your head,” I tell her. “It’s melodramatic and unnecessary.”
 
   “Pax, don’t start with me. You knew what you were getting into when we started this.”
 
   “Yeah, I did and I don’t have a problem with it so you need to get your head in check and stop flinching every time I call you my girl or tell you I love you. Because you are my girl and I do love you. If you wake up tomorrow and decide you’re moving on… cool,” I tell her, lying through my teeth. “I’ll still love you just like I always have. You’ll still be my girl, just like you always have been. You get that? It’s not a relationship, it’s just us.”
 
   “I guess this shit is easier for you than it is for me,” she tells me, sitting back on her side of the booth, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   “This shit is real easy, Jessa. I’m having the best non-sex of my life and I shouldn’t have to deal with relationship issues since I’m not in one. I don’t need you retreating every time I say the wrong word. You’re making this harder than it needs to be.”
 
   “So when the sex dwindles down and we decide to move on, you’re going to remain my friend?”
 
   Hell, no. “We would have to actually have sex, beso, for it to dwindle down. And I’m pretty sure that once you know how good it feels to have me inside of you, you will be begging to be mine. Forever.”
 
   Jessa was inching toward me at the idea of my dick in her, but she recoils at the words, ‘mine’ and ‘forever’.
 
   I shake my head, unable to grasp her negative visceral reaction to anything that would tie her to a man- specifically me. I know she’s deliriously happy with me – all this nonsense is just second hand drama ingrained in her brain. She needs to get her shit straight and get over herself. “You mind telling me why you are so dead set on making sure you don’t get too close to me?”
 
   Jessa lets out a big breath. “That’s not what this is, Paxton. I’m not afraid of getting close to you. I've never been closer to anyone as I am to you. In fact, I think it’s you who has a problem letting me in. You realize you are still keeping a whole lot of shit from me. For example, why did you come back to this city you hate, this city you won’t walk around in without that hoodie covering your face. I mean, what the hell happened here? And what’s the deal with your mom? If it’s all so terrible, what are you doing here? And don’t give me that ‘taking care of business’ bullshit.”
 
   I pause, knowing I have to think before answering her question. If I tell her I left my entire life because she meant more to me than anything there, it will freak her the fuck out. “Don’t turn this around on me, beso. Answer the question.”
 
   “You came back here for me, didn’t you? Ad not to make sure I was behaving, but because you wanted to be with me.”
 
   Shit. With the way she generally avoids talking about us, I wouldn’t have thought she would address the issue so blatantly. “What if I did? What if the only reason I came back to this city was to get you?”
 
   “Is that the reason?” Jessa’s little body starts bouncing in her seat because her leg is shaking franticly with, what I can only assume, is panic.
 
   I let out a breath of frustration. I want to tell her the truth, but she makes it fucking impossible. “No, beso, it ain’t. Does that make you feel better?”
 
   She closes her eyes for a long moment before answering. “Kind of. No man should do anything for me. I’m never going to be capable of giving them what they want. If you want anything more from me than what you’re getting right now, you’re just going to end up hating me. And then I’m going to lose you. All of you. And I can’t let that happen, Pax. I’m not gonna let that happen.”
 
   I shake my head at her. “I wouldn’t let that happen, Jess.”
 
   “Yeah, but I might. I’m scared Pax… of everything. Just, please… don’t push me.”
 
   She’s pleading with me, and I get it, but it’s still bullshit and I’m not gonna stop pushing her until she stops pushing me away. I stand up and go to her side of the table, grabbing her hand and pulling her out of the booth. We’re in the middle of the restaurant and it’s pretty packed and I feel like fucking with her. I drop down on my knee and say, loud enough for at least half of the restaurant to hear, “Jessa Lillian Fairfield, I love you so much. You have been the best girlfriend I could ever ask for and I want to tie myself to you for the rest of my life. I want to spend every day with you and I never want you to belong to anyone but me. I want you to commit yourself to me forever. Let’s throw a permanent label on this situation and call ourselves married… what do you say? Will you marry me and become my wife?” The restaurant has gone silent. Jessa’s face is bright red and she’s trying to murder me with her eyes. “Be mine and only mine forever, Jess. Forever.” Her knee flinches and I know she wants to nail me in the balls, so I scoot back a foot, but keep her hands in mine.
 
   People start to chant, “Say yes, say yes, say yes…” and so I decide to put her out of her misery. 
 
   I stand up and say, “Yeah, you will? You just made me the happiest guy in the world.” The restaurant erupts into cheers and I pull Jessa to me, putting my lips on hers. I’m kissing, but she’s biting- hard. When I taste blood I pull out of her mouth. I acknowledge the restaurant with a wave before sitting back down in the booth, on her side this time, keeping her under my arm.
 
   “You are such an asshole, Paxton.”
 
   “I’m just trying to help you get over your phobia. Maybe now the word ‘date’ won’t be cause for an anxiety attack.”
 
   “Or maybe I will develop a new phobia of going out in public with you. You are fucking crazy, you know that?”
 
   “No, you are fucking crazy,” I tell her as the waitress comes to our table with our food.
 
   She sets it down and then says, “Congratulations. You two make an adorable couple. Your dinner is on the house.”
 
   “Cool, thanks,” I tell her.
 
   She winks at me before walking away.
 
   “Hell, yeah. I’m gonna take you on dates seven nights a week and pull this shit every time.”
 
   Jessa’s tense shoulders finally relax and she starts laughing. “I would have ordered an extra plate of pancakes had I known.”
 
   I take my arm off her to dig into my food. “So you’re in?”
 
   Jessa becomes severe again as she raises her fork to my face. “No, you shit. If you ever do anything like this to me again, I will kill you.” She brings her fork to my jugular and digs in to drive her point home.
 
   “Our marriage is falling apart before we even get it started,” I tell her, pulling her fork away from my neck.
 
   “You need to shut the hell up,” she laughs, grabbing a sausage off her plate and shoving it into my mouth.
 
   I bite it off then tell her, “You shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   Her eyes go big and she tries to bolt out of the booth, but I catch her by her shirt and pull her down to me, shoving one of her chocolate covered pancakes into her mouth. 
 
   She takes part of it out of her mouth and tries to shove it at me. I stop her, pulling her weapon out of her hand before pulling her fingers into my mouth and sucking the chocolate off of them. Jessa uses the distraction to grab my scrambled eggs and smear them down my neck. 
 
   We are in a full on food fight/ make out session when the waitress comes back to our table. She stands over us, looking at the mess we’ve created, her eyes veering to my hand which is cupping Jessa’s tit. 
 
   Jessa takes her mouth out of mine and looks at the shocked old woman. “Sorry,” she tells her. “I got carried away with the celebration.”
 
   The waitress smiles at her. “That’s okay, honey. Young love… it’s a strange thing.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s really strange,” Jessa agrees, stomping on my foot under the table.
 
   #
 
   “What the hell happened to you two?” Violet asks as we walk through the door.
 
   “Engagement celebration gone horribly wrong,” I tell her, slapping Jimmy’s hand as I pass him to head to the shower. “Come on, beso, we gotta get you cleaned up.”
 
   “You can tell me about it later,” Vi tells Jessa, sounding amused. “I’m staying with Jimmy so I’ll see you in the morning. Make sure he behaves.”
 
   “Like that’s gonna happen,” she mutters.
 
   I strip off my sticky, greasy clothes and when Jessa comes in I do the same to her. I turn the water on then pull a piece of egg out of Jessa’s hair, laughing. “You’re a sloppy eater, kid.”
 
   “You’re not so clean yourself,” she says, pulling my face down to her and licking something off of my cheek. 
 
   I open the shower door and step in with Jessa following. I take the shower head off the hook and run it over her hair. “Hold this,” I tell her, handing it off so I can grab the shampoo.
 
   She aims the warm water at my chest and closes her eyes while I lather up her hair. “Umm, that feels good,” she says, letting out a relaxed breath. 
 
   I bend down and kiss her lips. “Did I fail to mention I give kick ass massages?” I tell her, taking the sprayer and rinsing her hair.
 
   “Just when I thought you couldn’t get any more perfect…” she muses with sarcasm.
 
   “Trust me kid, the best is yet to come.”
 
   She opens her eyes and grabs the bar of soap, scrubbing whatever is still clinging to my neck, before working her way down my body. When she’s done she hands it off to me and I get her cleaned up.
 
   We get out and I dry her with the towel before wrapping it around my waist and following her naked ass to our room. 
 
   “Don’t bother with the clothes,” I tell her as we walk through the door. 
 
   “I wasn’t planning on it,” she says, climbing into the bed. 
 
   I’m right behind her. I get myself situated then tell her, “On top of me.”
 
   “Can you ask me nicely?” she says bitingly.
 
   “Can you please lay your naked ass on top of me?”
 
   She climbs on top of me. I’m expecting a snide comment, but she just smiles at me. She’s been quiet since we got home. She also didn’t try to get anything in during our shower session. I think she knows what’s about to go down and either she doesn’t want to say anything to fuck it up, or she’s inside her head thinking too damn much about it. 
 
   I’m trying not to do that. Trying not to think about it. I figure I’ve fallen about as far as I can for this girl and having sex with her isn’t going to make me fall much further. As far as what thoughts are running through Jessa’s head… I don’t know. I want to believe that her feelings for me are just as intense as my feelings for her but she’s always so cool and collected, no matter what. She’s feisty as hell and argumentative about the little shit, but when it comes down to the things that should make her bawl like a baby or scream like a lunatic or burst with happiness… she doesn’t do those things. So I don’t know how she’s feeling about us. How she’s feeling about having sex with me. I would give anything for this to mean something to her. But I don’t know if it does.
 
   She leans down and kisses me. Her lips are warm and pliable and I let myself taste every inch of her mouth before turning over and settling her under me. I stare into her eyes and let my fingers wander between her legs. “Are we gonna do this, beso?” I ask, slipping my fingers inside of her. Her body is clearly ready, but I see the hesitation on her face.
 
   “I want you inside of me, Paxton. I want to know what that feels like.”
 
   “You gonna be okay after it’s done?”
 
   She stutters a laugh. “If it’s as fantastic as you keep telling me it’s gonna be, I’m sure I’ll be just fine.”
 
   “You know what I mean, kid.”
 
   She sucks her bottom lip into her teeth, which means she’s hesitating. “Yeah, Pax. I think we’re going to be fine.”
 
   I suck in a hard breath. That right there is all I’m going to get from her, but it’s enough. It’s enough to know that sex between us means something. That it’s going to bring us somewhere else. It’s going to attach us in one more way. And the look in her eyes tells me she realizes that.  
 
   I lean in and work her mouth over for a while, letting the hand that is not propping me up wander around her body, touching her in all the places that I know she likes to be touched. When I feel like she’s completely relaxed and lost in our bodies I open my bedside drawer and blindly fish out a condom. I sit up between her thighs to tear it open and roll it over my cock. Jessa’s watching me closely. 
 
   When I have it on I go back to kissing and touching her. She has her legs hitched around my back and has positioned herself so that my head is at her entrance. When her fingers start clawing at my skull I let myself slowly sink into her. She sucks in a hard breath before letting it back out in a moan of relief. 
 
   I have to pull out of her mouth because, an inch into her, my body wants to go limp and I need to breathe. My eyes meet hers and she stares, as if in shock, before a smile slowly creeps over her mouth and she lets out a breathy laugh. “Oh my god,” she tells me. I’m barely inside of her, I’m not even moving. But I fucking get it. Ever since that first night I met her we’ve been wanting this. Waiting for it. And we are finally doing it.
 
   I smile back at her before pushing all the way into her warm, wet flesh. “Fuck,” I mutter, having to stop again to pull my shit together. “Those promises I made you, beso?”
 
   “Yeah,” she breathes looking euphoric. 
 
   “They might have to wait ‘til round two. I’m losing it already.”
 
   “This is more than enough, Pax. If this was all I ever got from you, it would be more than enough.”
 
   God, I fucking love this girl. I try to control my overwhelming desire to let go before moving myself in and out of her with slow, deliberate thrusts – the only kind I can manage right now. She seems good with it though. I can feel her muscles clamping down on me. I wish I wasn’t wearing this fucking condom though. I can’t tell how wet she is. 
 
   When I can manage it I sit up and grab onto her hips, tilting them and leaning into them so that I can grind her properly – something she’s never felt. That fact is the only thing keeping me from losing it completely. I want to watch her face when she comes apart with nothing inside of her but my dick. I move myself in and out of her in a deep circular motion, while focusing on her face. 
 
   “Oh my god, Pax,” she says with sheer awe in her voice. “Oh my god.”
 
   I push harder, grabbing too tight to her hips, just trying to keep myself together. She’s so fucking close. Her contractions are coming harder, her hands are fisting the sheets, the sounds coming out of her mouth are becoming louder and more erratic, her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are closed tightly. But then they flutter open. I can tell it’s an effort – keeping her eyes open. But she’s doing it because she wants to look at me. The words I love you are running through my head on a loop, but I know that if I say them now, while I’m buried inside of her, she will know exactly what I mean. And she will bolt. I keep my eyes locked on hers and put more pressure on her sensitive insides. The sounds coming from her mouth are guttural and I know she’s close. “Let it go, beso, I’m gonna lose it,” I rasp at her.
 
   She does then. Her eyes roll to the back of her head and a long, deep moan rises out of her belly. Her insides tighten around me and I can’t hold on any longer. I release the pressure inside of me completely when I know that she has come. And god damn it, it’s the most surreal thing I have ever felt. And right then, in that moment, I know that all of my fears were legitimate – there is no coming back from this. There is gonna be nothing unless I can have everything from this girl.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18 - Jessa 
 
    
 
   “I never get you alone anymore. I swear to God, when I was rooting for the two of you to get it on, I didn’t think it would be this bad. How many classes have you missed in the last three weeks?” Vi asks, flipping hangers across a bar in the trendy little boutique across from her salon.
 
   “It’s bad, Vi. It’s really, really bad. I’m going to have to drop out if things don’t simmer down pretty soon.” Things with Pax are perfect. Too perfect. So perfect that I can’t get myself to care about anything but being with him. Which isn’t a problem for him since he’s got absolutely no responsibilities besides having to stay under the radar, but I’m letting everything slip. If I’m with Paxton there is nothing that can drag me away from him. 
 
   It’s awesome. But it’s terrifying. I’ve always loved him which was completely different than falling in love with him. I just keep telling myself that my feelings are just growing stronger. That they don’t mean anything except that Pax is the very best friend that has ever existed. Ever. I tell myself I can live without him. That even if he leaves me completely or I have to leave him, I will be fine. I will be able to find a guy to replace him and we will go back to being friends.
 
   But Paxton has set the bar so damn high in every way, I can’t imagine ever finding a guy that even comes close to him. Everything that I loved about our friendship is alive and well and healthier than ever – our late night talks, his ability to make the shittiest things fun, his playfulness and the ease and comfort and stability I have when I’m with him. And then there’s this new component. The one that is better than everything else combined. The physical us that seems so streamlined and perfect that I know in my heart I will never find it with anyone else again. And then there is just Paxton on his own- his ability to make me crumble without any kind of participation on my end.
 
   Every step I take with him just seems to get better and better. But when he finally broke down and had sex with me it blew everything else out of the water. Having that boy inside of me not only dispelled everything I ever believed sex could be, but it brought with it something I had never felt before. Something that went way beyond meeting all of my physical desires. It changed something inside of me and I’m terrified to look too hard and figure out what that something is.
 
   Things between Pax and I were bad before we had sex, but now they just plain pathetic. It is physically painful to be separated from him. Vi’s right, I haven’t seen her, I haven’t gone to any of my classes outside of the necessary ones, I don’t pick up my phone, it’s difficult to remember to feed myself, even. 
 
   But tonight Paxton and I are going to have to figure out how to be normal, social, human beings because we are going to Billy’s apartment to celebrate his twenty-fifth birthday. Hence the shopping excursion. 
 
   As I look through the racks my instinct is to go with something that will show off my legs and a little cleavage, but I’m also conscious of Paxton and find myself worrying making sure the close aren’t so revealing that they’ll piss Paxton off.  I’ve never take any guy’s opinions shopping with me before. Is this normal? Is this how normal girls think? Or am I way too wrapped up in him? Have I turned into one of those girls who can’t make the simplest of decisions without consulting her boyfriend? Shit.  
 
   “So what exactly is going on between the two of you?” Vi asks me.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? I mean, you’re the poor soul who has to live with us.”
 
   “That’s not what I’m talking about. Are you guys still living under the illusion that you are just screwing each other, or have you made some kind of real commitment to each other,” she asks, pausing from her perusing to look at me.
 
   “We are still completely thriving under the guise of fuck buddies,” I inform her.
 
   Her face drops and she looks sad. “Just don’t break his heart, Jessa,” she tells me.
 
   “Please, Vi. That’s not possible. Not with Paxton.”
 
   “It’s completely possible. I’ve seen it before and I don’t want to see it again and I swear to God if you do it, I will want to keep loving you, but I will be forced to hate you.”
 
   I cock my head at her. What the hell is she talking about? “Some girl broke his heart?”
 
   Vi looks at me and shakes her head. “A lot of things broke his heart, all at the same time, a girl was just one of the ingredients.”
 
   “Seriously?” I ask her. I’ve asked Paxton if he’s been in love, if he has ever had a girlfriend. He brushed over it, like he used to do with everything, but of all the things that I guessed Paxton feared about this town, heartbreak from a girl wouldn’t have been one of them. “She must have been quite the girl if she was able to break his heart. I assume that means that she left him and that he wasn’t ready to let her go.” A fit of jealousy explodes in my stomach but I try my best to ignore it. Before Paxton, I don’t think I knew what jealousy meant, at least not where guys were concerned. But with Paxton, merely walking down the street, watching every girl that passes either blatantly or secretively run her eyes over him makes me want to kick their asses. It’s disconcerting. 
 
   “Ugh,” Violet mutters. “If what you mean by ‘quite the girl’ is the most vile, heartless, opportunistic bitch that ever lived, then yes, she was quite the girl.” I feel my face go slack. What did this girl do to him? “Jessa, don’t worry about it. I don’t think he ever really loved her. She was just a part of this world he was experiencing for the first time.”
 
   I regain my composure and focus on the clothes in front of me. “Why would I worry about anyone from Paxton’s past? It’s not like that with us.”
 
   “Jessa,” Vi says, pausing until I look up at her. “Please stop with that nonsense. You mean way more to him than that and I know he’s more than some guy you’re screwing on a regular basis. If you keep telling yourself that, you are going to end up truly breaking his heart for the first time in his life and you are going to end up losing the best thing you have ever had. I don’t want to see either of those things happen.”
 
   “I’m not going to break his heart, Vi. That’s just the way things are between us.”
 
   She mutters something under her breath and goes back to whipping hangers across the rack. 
 
   I do the same thing, trying, pointlessly, to push her words out of my head. The words that have created a very real image in my imagination. Pax with another girl. Like he is with me. 
 
    
 
   Billy’s birthday celebration has been an all day ordeal for him and the guys. Vi and I are meeting them at Billy’s place in about an hour. It’s stupid, but I miss Pax. Getting dressed without his eyes on me and his opinions thrown my way makes me miss him. Being in this bedroom without him makes me miss him. Looking at his clothes and his guitar makes me miss him. The thoughts that were forming in my head this afternoon are now solid facts - I’m becoming way too attached to him.  
 
   I slip my strapless, mini, black dress on – keeping it conservative for Paxton’s jealousy issues went out the door as soon as Vi started telling me about his ex-girlfriend. I head to Violet’s room to do my hair and makeup. It’s too depressing in our room without him. And that fact is depressing. I should be completely fine without him. But I’m not. 
 
   Vi and her salon experience put my hair up in a loose up do that manages to look like an over-sexed ponytail. I focus on my eyes when putting on my makeup – lining and smudging and shadowing them until they’re as mysterious and sexy as I can make them.  I slip on my heels and look in the mirror thinking I may have overdone it. I know Paxton’s possessive tendencies are going to be off the radar, but I also know that I will be the only girl in the room that he will be looking at.
 
   Violet and I slam a few drinks before the cab shows up. During the ride to Billy’s my skin and everything underneath it is already buzzing with anticipation at seeing Paxton. 
 
   “It’s this one,” Vi tells the cabbie as we pull up to a brick warehouse. We pool our money to pay the guy, then head into the building. 
 
   “I guess I’m staying at Jimmy’s tonight,” Vi tells me on the elevator as we head up to the third floor. “Pax is going to be a beast once he finally drags your fine ass home.”
 
   I look at Vi in her funky, yet sexy as hell, ensemble and tell her, “That apartment is not big enough for two feral beasts.”
 
   Vi opens the door to Billy’s apartment. The place is packed already and I don’t see Pax. Loud music fills the air and people are jumping around in the living room. Vi grabs my hand as we head into the party. Everyone here seems to know her but I don’t see any familiar faces. She steps around the people flailing in the living room and once we have cleared the bodies I see him. He’s in the enclose patio off of the living room. His long body is stretched out in a chair. Girls surround him, most of them not close enough to make a difference, but I can tell, from their glances and their body language, that they are there because of him. When I look at the girl on the arm of his chair, whose hand Paxton just remove from his bicep, the heat rises in my belly. Paxton could have any woman he wants. Literally. I know that, at the moment, I’m the only one he’s interested in but there are other girls out there. There are girls that he has not had that are fresh and new and exciting. The girl hanging all over him, for instance. She makes another attempt- this time wrapping her fingers around his neck. Paxton is busy talking to Billy who is in a chair across from him, but the anger is clear on his face as he, once again, removes the girl’s hand from him. As Vi and I approach the entrance it’s like he can feel me and his eyes shift to the opening which I haven’t reached yet. 
 
   When he sees me his body tenses. His eyes do a quick sweep of the room before they come back to me. I walk until I’m in front of him. His hands immediately clasp around my lower thighs and his eyes become greedy. He pulls me down onto his lap and the girl on the arm of the chair says, “Excuse me, can you not see that he’s already taken.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows at Paxton, wondering what he’s going to do about his friend. He pulls his eyes away from me to look at her. She smiles at him like he’s hers but he tells her, “Fuck off.” She retracts but doesn’t give up her prime seat. “Get out of here so I can be with my girl,” he growls at her. 
 
   She sears her eyes into me, but finally stands and walks away. “You trying to get me in trouble, beso?” Paxton asks me.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell him.
 
   “You know exactly what I’m talking about, don’t play dumb. I haven’t been with you since this morning and then you show up here looking like this. Why the hell would you do that?”
 
   “Because, Pax, I haven’t been with you since this morning and when I put this dress on, over my naked body, all I could think of was you. When we get home I want you desperate and needy.”
 
   “With you, I’m always desperate and needy. No matter which way you showed up here I would be desperate and needy. In fact, as hot as this look is, I like you best in your tattered shorts and your loose tank top with the makeup from the night before smeared under your eyes and your hair a mess because I worked  you over too hard.”
 
   He has moved me on top of his length and I seriously didn’t wear any undergarments tonight, so my wet flesh is now pushing into the rough fabric of his jeans. 
 
   I want to move against him but I’m loosely aware of my surroundings, so I don’t. “You need to stop talking, Pax. Unless you want this room full of people to know what I sound like when you get me off.” 
 
   His fingers dig into my skin and the intensity in his face is borderline violent. He growls before turning me around and situating me on his lap, holding me tightly in his arms.
 
   I take a deep breath then say, “Happy Birthday,” to Billy, who I am now facing.
 
   He smirks at me. “Thanks, sweetie. I’m glad you’re finally here- you man’s a grumpy bastard when you’re not around.”
 
   I tilt my head so that I can look at Pax. “Grumpy bastard?”
 
   He gives me a tight smile, but doesn’t explain. “What’d you and Vi do all day?”
 
   “Not much… went shopping… talked about your ex-girlfriend.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Sounds fun,” he tells me, his jaw flexing.
 
   “It was enlightening.”
 
   “Vi should keep her fucking mouth shut,” he snarls.
 
   “She was just concerned, Pax. She doesn’t want you getting your heart broken again.”
 
   “Are you jealous, kid?”
 
   “No. Just curious,” I lie. “You never told me about her.”
 
   “Yeah, well your ex told me you aren’t capable of feeling and you are going to destroy me. So I say we don’t worry about our ex’s. They don’t matter.” 
 
   I stare at Paxton for a moment before turning my head and settling into his chest. We’re quiet. I’m thinking about what Dylan told him and the fact that it’s possible to break Pax. I’m wondering if I will ever get to that place where Paxton’s kiss makes me nauseous. It seems impossible, but it happens every time. Could I break him? 
 
   And then I see the girl from his chair, standing against the wall, her eyes still trying to catch his. How could I break someone like Paxton who could seriously have any woman he wants? If breaking is going to happen, I’m pretty sure he’s going to be the one to do it.
 
   “I’m gonna go get a drink,” I tell him, trying to stand, but he’s got his arms wrapped tightly around me. I look at him and his eyes are vacant. He’s lost in his thoughts. “Pax,” I say, touching his face. It snaps him out of his daze. “I’m gonna get a drink.”
 
   He nods and takes his hands off me so I can stand. He stands too and grabs onto my hand, leading me through the party and to the kitchen where the counter is lined with alcohol. He lets go of me long enough to make me a vodka cranberry but then he wraps me up again, leaning against the counter. He’s got his nose buried in my hair and his thumbs are making lazy circles over my stomach. I stare out into the party taking note of all the girls that are sizing me up. I really don’t like leaving our room.
 
   “So this is Jessa?” a tall, dark- haired guy with green eyes and a shit eating grin on his face that looks a lot like Billy, asks Pax.
 
   “Jessa, this is Billy’s brother, Brandon. He flew in from New York to celebrate.”
 
   “Hey,” I tell the guy, taking my hands off Pax’s forearms to shake his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Yeah, you too. I didn’t believe it when I heard Pax was back in the dating game, but I get it,” he tells me, letting out a low whistle. 
 
   Paxton’s fingers dig into me. I’m sure he’s waiting for me to react to the word dating, or the words back into the dating game, which I want to. I want to tell the guy we are not dating. But I manage to keep it inside of me and instead say in as sweet of a voice as I can muster, “Paxton doesn’t seem like the dating type to you?”
 
   “Hell no…” he begins before stopping abruptly and laughing. “Wait… is this a trap?” Paxton laughs at Brandon’s discomfort. “She’s trying to get me to talk about your player days, huh?”
 
   “No, man,” Pax tells him. “She’s well aware.”
 
   “Really? So you know how rare this is and that you must be pretty damn exceptional to get this guy to give it another go?” he asks me.
 
   I think he’s trying to give me some sort of compliment but all I can hear is that shit went down so badly the last time Pax ‘gave it a go’ that it’s nearly impossible to believe that he would do it again. Not that he is doing it again, but that's what Brandon believes. 
 
   Who was this girl? And what the hell happened between her and Paxton? These thoughts that I can’t get out of my head are making me nauseous. I don’t want to think about Pax with another girl like he is with me. But I know I don’t have the right to question him about it. He’s not my boyfriend and besides, he had to watch me with Dylan for an entire year. How the hell did he do that? I don’t ever want to see Paxton with another woman. Which is alarming. It bothered me when I had to see him with that girl Sadie, but not like this. This is physically painful. “No, I didn’t realize I was making history. Wow, I feel really special,” I manage to answer Brandon’s question.
 
   “Ah, a smartass,” Billy says to Pax.
 
   “You have no idea,” Pax mutters through his laughter. 
 
   “Hey man, whatever it takes to make you happy.” Brandon clicks his bottle to my glass before walking away.
 
   Paxton turns me around so he can look at me. “That was impressive, beso, I hardly even felt your flinch.”
 
   “People can believe whatever they want, Pax. I don’t care what Brandon thinks is going on between us,” I say, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice. The reprieve I had from Paxton today is making me realize exactly how I feel about him. And how I feel when I’m not with him. How I feel about him being with someone other than me. My stomach was in knots all day, I told myself it was just because I needed to be back with him, but the knots are still very present inside of me because I can’t deny how much I need him. And it’s terrifying. 
 
   “Just as long as I know the deal, right?” he asks, raising his eyebrows at me.
 
   “Just as long as we are on the same page,” I tell him, my own eyebrows raised. 
 
   “And what page are we on, kid?” he asks with an edge to his voice.
 
   “A really good one that I’m not interested in turning.”
 
   “‘Cause you’re afraid of the ending?”
 
   “Exactly, Pax,” I tell him, my stomach sinking. 
 
   “Don’t look so scared,” he tells me with a crooked smile. “I’m just fucking you, Jessa. That’s all. You are nothing more than the girl I’m sleeping with.”
 
   He’s trying to reassure me, but I know it’s not true. I’m not just fucking him. Not even close. Shit.
 
   The look on his face is irritable and I don’t want to talk about what we are, so I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. He kisses me back and eventually turns me around and clears a section of the counter, setting me on it. His hands snake up my thighs and I have to tell my hands that it’s not okay to undo his belt at the moment, so they’re clawing into his shoulders instead. His fingers are under my dress and when his thumbs caress my insides, that are usually covered by panties, but are now just covered in the wetness that Paxton’s touch produces in me, he lets out a low growl before pulling away from me. “What the hell, kid?” he mutters, his eyes wild.
 
   “I told you, Pax. I was thinking of you when I got dressed tonight.” 
 
   He hoists me off the counter and grabs a hold of my hand. He pulls me down a hallway and opens the door to a bedroom, bringing me inside and locking the door behind him. He picks me up and buries his tongue in my mouth, walking me to the bed and setting me down. “You are just looking for trouble, aren’t you, beso?” he asks, unbuckling his belt.
 
   “I’m just trying to make things easy for you, Pax.” 
 
   He pushes me back on the bed and hovers above me, his hands back on my thighs. I take a deep, satisfied breath as my body begins to relax. This I can handle: lust, need, wanting him inside of me. I can handle that. All that other shit outside of the physical us is scary. 
 
   When his phone sounds, playing some old school hip hop beat, he mutters, “Shit,” before standing up and taking it out of his back pocket. “Give me a minute, beso,” he tells me with anger in his voice. I sit up and he sits next to me before answering.
 
   “What’s up Pops?.... What the hell are you doing?…. What are you talking about?... No, no, are you kidding me? How the hell did that happen…. Jesus, Gabriel….I don’t know, soon…No, I’m not, I wouldn’t do that to you…. Relax… Pops, I’ll take care of it, we’ll get it figured out,” Paxton’s voice is stressed out as he talks to his dad. His hand is running through his hair and his eyes are pinched closed. “Is Emilio there?…. Put him on…. What the hell, man?... Well what are you gonna do about it?.... No, I can’t……” he says, his eyes opening so he can look at me. “Yeah, I get it tío but I can’t do that right now… Soon, I’ll be home soon.” Paxton’s eyes are no longer on me which is good. I’m pretty sure the pain in my heart is clear on my face. I knew Paxton didn’t come to Chicago to stay, but the idea of him leaving me, to go back to that life full of women, makes me nauseous. My whole body suddenly feels like it’s in knots. “Watch his ass until I get there…. Later.” Paxton pushes his thumb into the phone and chucks it onto the bed before running his hands over his face.
 
   “Is your dad okay?” I ask him.
 
   “No, not really,” he mutters. “He was cool when I was home, but he’s losing his shit. I don’t know what happened to him in lockup but his mind ain’t right.”
 
   “Do you have to go home?” I whisper.
 
   He takes his hands off his face so he can look at me. “Nah, he’ll be fine. My uncle can handle it.”
 
   I nod at him. “If he needs you, Pax, I’ll be okay,” I tell him, fully aware that it’s a lie.
 
   “I’m not leaving you, beso. That’s not happening,” he says, picking me up and throwing me on the middle of the bed.
 
   I manage to smile at him, but I don’t feel it. I feel melancholy. The emotions running through my body are too strong and too painful. I don’t like it. 
 
   “Hey,” he says, turning my face to look at him. “Don’t look so sad, beso. It’s under control. I’m not going anywhere,” he tells me before taking my lips in his.
 
   I kiss him back, trying to lose myself in him, which has never been a problem until now. Emotions… they totally suck. 
 
   “Come on, beso,” Pax urges, he can feel the hesitation in my body. 
 
   I let my hands wander around his body, closing my eyes and opening my mouth. When his hands make their way between my thighs and he runs is fingers over me, my need for him takes over my fear of us.
 
    
 
   By the time we roll out of the party Paxton is about as drunk as I’ve ever seen him and I’m not much better. I attempted to drink away the worry that lingered in my brain all night after we left the bedroom. And it helped. Paxton’s constant hands on me helped more. But with each new person from Paxton’s past that I was introduced to, the relationship questions came up. Every time someone called me his girlfriend, or him my boyfriend, the anxiety would grow inside of me. Partly because I liked it. I wanted people to know that he’s mine and I’m is. And partly because deep inside of me the fear of getting my heart broken when it came time for him to move on was growing.    
 
   We stumble into the apartment and Pax has his hands and mouth all over me. He gets me as far as the couch before ripping my dress off and a few second later I have him naked and under me. I straddle him and grind my hips into his. Paxton has had me in all kinds of positions, but he’s always the one in control. He’s the one that knows how to work me over properly, but under his very capable hands, I’m pretty sure I have learned a few things myself and tonight, I’m feeling the need to regain some control. “Condom,” I tell him, holding my hand out.
 
   He reaches over to his pants and pulls one out of his pocket, preparing to tear it open, but I take it out of his hand and do it myself. “Taking charge, huh kid?” 
 
   I roll the condom, slowly down his long shaft. “Tonight, baby, you are mine,” I tell him.
 
   “Hell yeah, beso,” he says, watching my hands closely. “You can have me.”
 
   I run myself up and down him before grabbing onto him and guiding him inside of me and sitting down all the way. “Shit,” Paxton mutters, grabbing a hold of my hips. I take his hands off of me and bring them above his head, holding them against the wall behind the couch. “That’s how it’s gonna be, huh?” He laughs.
 
   “Yes, Pax. I am fucking you,” I tell him, circling my hips, feeling him pressed up against every inch of my walls. I move up and down, knowing now, what my body needs. 
 
   “Damn it, beso,” he mutters and I smile. 
 
   I keep moving on top of him, enjoying the pleasure that is very present on Paxton’s face. I watch his face like he always watches mine and when it’s clear I’m doing something that makes him feel especially good, I keep it up. The sounds coming out of our mouths become more and more intense and I feel myself growing weak. I have to let go of his hands so I can hold myself up. I put my hands behind me, wrapping them around his thighs and thrust myself into him. Paxton’s hands are clasped above his head now and his face looks agonized. I know he’s close and I’m not going to last much longer. “Come for me, Pax,” I tell him. 
 
   “Jessa… I will do anything for you,” he groans. 
 
   The waves of my orgasm are taking over me and all of my muscles are going weak. “Help me, Pax,” I manage to utter.
 
   His hands move to my hips and he guides me around him, yelling out obscenities until I fall apart completely before collapsing onto his chest. I take in few much needed breaths. “Shit, that was not easy,” I breathe. 
 
   Paxton laughs, “You did a damn good job fucking me, beso. Too good, in fact. Maybe you don’t even need me anymore.”
 
   Ha, I laugh internally. He’s so far off the mark it’s depressing. I sit up and look into his eyes, grabbing a hold of his chin. “What you do to me… no one else will ever be able to do.”
 
   “That’s right,” he tells me through hooded eyes. “Because there’s not gonna be no one else. It’s me beso, that’s all you get.”
 
   My heart is beating out of my chest at Paxton’s words. I can feel my face go slack as I look at him. Paxton laughs. “Get over it, Jessa. I fucking love you. And you fucking love me too and we’re done with this stupid fuck buddies bullshit. I’m your boy and you’re my girl and I’m not letting anyone else have you – ever. So deal with it. That’s the way it’s going to be.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19 - Paxton
 
    
 
   My head is pounding when I wake up. I hit it way too hard last night. Thank God it’s Saturday and Jessa doesn’t have to go nowhere cause I’m pretty sure I’m not leaving this bed for the rest of the day. Which is fine. I can manage laying here as long as she’s in my arms. I blindly reach out my hand to pull her to me but she’s not there. “Jessa,” I yell out. I need her back in bed with me. “Jessa Lillian Fairfield, where the hell are you?”
 
   The door opens and Jessa is standing in it looking sexy as hell in her matching little sleep shorts and tank top. “What the hell are you screaming about?”
 
   “Why did I wake up alone?”
 
   Jessa shakes her head like it’s a perplexing question and then diverts her eyes from me. “I have a study group. I had to get up.” She walks to the closet and snatches out her clothes and grabs her messenger bag. 
 
   I’m sitting up now, trying to clear the fog from my brain. “You can’t leave me, beso, not today.”
 
   “I have to, Pax. You’ll survive.”
 
   “Get your ass over here, Jess. Give me five minutes.”
 
   She stops in front of the bed and looks down at me. “I can’t, Pax,” she tells me and her voice is way too fucking serious.
 
   “What’s your problem?”
 
   She pauses at the doorway and just looks at me, then shakes her head again. “I just have a lot of shit running through my head.” She leaves and a minute later I hear the water running in the shower. 
 
   I get up too because I’m not gonna be able to go back to sleep after that. What’s up with her? I pull on my sweats and head to the kitchen. I’m mentally flipping through images of last night. It was good. We didn’t fight. I can see her smile and hear her laughter, although things are a little fuzzy towards the end of the night. When we left Billy’s things were good. We didn’t even make it to the bedroom. We had amazing sex. Not to be an arrogant prick, but she looked deliriously happy after she got herself off on me. 
 
   And then…fuck. I gave her that little speech about how we are in love and I was done with the fuck buddies bullshit. And then… damn it, I’m an idiot. I told her that she was mine and that she didn’t get to have anyone else. Shit.
 
   She recoiled like she always does when anything close to commitment related comes out of anyone’s mouth, but she smiled at me. Then she told me she loves me. I brought her to bed and fell asleep with her in my arms. 
 
   The water in the shower is off. She’s in there for a while getting ready and I’m becoming more agitated by the minute but I wait patiently until she comes out and sees me standing in the kitchen. “Jessa, come here.”
 
   She sighs and then comes and stands on the other side of the counter that I’m propped over. Her face and her eyes are not telling me anything.
 
   “I was drunk, Jessa. You have to learn not to take everything so damn seriously. I didn’t mean that shit I told you. You know that,” I say, lying through my teeth.
 
   She raises her eyebrows at me. “That’s awful Paxton. You shouldn’t just tell people that shit, I mean, you’ve never told me you loved me while you were inside of me before. It’s not nice.”
 
   “That part was true. I love you, beso, you know that. But all that other shit that’s got you acting like an Ice Queen was just drunken bullshit brought on by what you did to me last night on that couch.”
 
   She cocks her head at me with a look of sadness and defeat on her face. “I just think that things are getting a little intense, Pax. I think it would be best if we gave each other a little space.”
 
   “Jess. Don’t do that. Don’t get all emotional and dramatic. Don’t set fucking boundaries and make rules for me.”
 
   She drops her head, and her eyes. “I’m not dramatic or emotional, Paxton. But yes, I have feelings and yes, sometimes they scare me and it’s not even the things you said but I’m scared Paxton.”
 
   “Why? We’re good. Things with us are good. They’re damn near perfect. Don’t wig out and put up some wall because suddenly there are labels on us that you aren’t comfortable with. I love you. I want you. I don’t want you with other guys. I don’t want other women. If that makes you uncomfortable than fucking deal with it. I’m not heartless and I’m not gonna keep acting like I am just so I can keep you around.”
 
   She looks at me again. “I don’t know what to say to you right now. Just give me a minute.” She slings her bag on and heads to the door.
 
   “Jessa, don’t fucking do this,” I yell, but the only response I get is the sound of a door shutting. “Fuuccckk,” I yell, slamming my hands into the counter.
 
   I go in my room and put on my clothes, my head in a fog from my hangover and my mind completely confused because of Jessa. 
 
   I get in my car and take off for campus. I don’t know where the hell study groups take place. In fact, I’m guessing she probably didn’t even have a study group but just needed an excuse to get the hell out. 
 
   I park in front of the library and head inside. It’s quiet- there are only a few students gathered around the place and none of them are Jessa. “Fuck,” I mutter, turning around to head out and Dylan is standing there with a smug look on his face. 
 
   “You look irritated, Paxton. Did someone decide she’s had enough?”
 
   “Move,” I tell him, pushing him out of my way.
 
   “I told you, man. It don’t matter who you are or how much you love her- that girl doesn’t have the ability to give a shit,” he says through his laughter. “Hell, at least she wanted to keep me around for a while, what’d you get out of her? A month?” 
 
   I don’t turn around to acknowledge him. But I can see myself through his eyes and I have to laugh to keep from screaming. 
 
   I’m Dylan. I’m the fucking dipshit that fell in love with her. Who thought that things with her and I were different. I told myself I was not just one of her dogs that was going to put up with her fucking demands but, hell, that’s exactly who I am. I really believed that I was gonna be the one to change her, but Dylan’s fucking right. He at least got her to commit to him. He’s the one who came here with her to start a fucking future. And that asshole is right. A month. A fucking month and the girl is gone.
 
    
 
   When I storm through the door of our apartment, Vi is sitting on the couch. “Hey, Pax,” she says easily before registering the fury on my face. “Oh, shit. What’s wrong?”
 
   I can’t talk to her. I go to my room and pull my duffle out of my closet and throw it on the bed. Vi’s in the doorway looking at me.
 
   “Paxton, tell me what happened.”
 
   I carry on trying to get my shit in my bag so I can get the hell out of here. She comes and puts her little body in front of mine, grabbing onto my arms. “Move, Vi,” I rasp at her. 
 
   “Not until you tell me what’s going on. Why are you packing your bag?”
 
   “Because I’m done with this shit.”
 
   “Does Jessa know?”
 
   “Jessa will be happy,” I mutter.
 
   “What happened with you two?” she asks me, worry all over her face.
 
   “We’re done, Vi. That’s all you need to know.” Those words clamp down on my chest and I feel like I’m going to lose it. I grab a few more random things, not worrying about all the shit I’m leaving behind. I have to get the fuck out of here. I pick up my guitar and give Vi a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll talk to you when I can,” I tell her, sidestepping her and heading towards the door. 
 
   “Pax, where are you going?”
 
   “Home, babe. Where I belong.”
 
   “Paxton, don’t do this.”
 
   I don’t turn around. I head out of the building and get in my car. I never want to see that fucking place again. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20 - Jessa
 
    
 
   All those tears that I haven’t been shedding are catching up with me. As soon as I walked out of that apartment, knowing in my heart, that I was going to end up pushing Paxton away because I can’t handle the way I feel about him, the first tear came. I didn’t make it to my study group, I just walked aimlessly, trying to clear my head and think. 
 
   I thought about why Paxton’s words scared me so much. Why my feelings for him scared me so much. There are a lot of reasons to be afraid. I didn’t want to lose him completely after all of this was over. I didn’t want to lose my friendship with him. I didn’t want to be heartbroken when it was time for him to go home. I didn’t want to hurt him if the day ever came when my desire for him left me. 
 
   But as I walked into the apartment, prepared to apologize to him and talk to him about all the shit that was running through my brain, Vi told me that Paxton had left. That he packed his bags and went home. And I knew there was only one reason I was afraid. 
 
   I was in love with him. I had fallen completely and desperately in love with him.   
 
   And all of the consequences attached to that fear were a reality. He left me. And I was left with the pain of that loss and it hurt so fucking bad. 
 
   That’s when the tears really started. Vi’s been lying beside me in my bed but I haven’t been able to talk to her. I sit up and try to pull myself together, taking a long drink of the water she put on the bedside table. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she asks me.
 
   “No. Not at all. What the hell did I do?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I wish someone would tell me. What happened? I couldn’t get Paxton to say a word.”
 
   I take a steadying breath and shake my head at myself. “I freaked out. He told me that he loved me, that he wanted me and that I was his. He said we were done fucking around and that I was his.”
 
   “What did you say to him?” Vi asks, her tone full of dreadful anticipation.
 
   I look away from her before muttering, “I told him that things were getting too intense and that I needed some space.” I bring my hands to my head and curse myself out.
 
   “Is that how you feel?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes, the way I feel about him is too intense. I’m in love with him, Vi and I’m scared as shit, but I don’t want to lose him. I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.”
 
   “Well, honey, tell him that. Talk to him. He doesn’t want to lose you either, he was just hurt.”
 
   “I don’t know, Vi. I mean, if he left to go back home then maybe I should just let him. That’s where he’s supposed to be.”
 
   “No, sweetie, he’s supposed to be here – with you.”
 
   “Maybe he’s not. What if he comes back to me and I try to give him everything and I freak out again. Or I give him everything and he realizes I’m not enough. I just… I can’t handle it. I can’t handle feeling this way. It’s too much.”
 
   “Jessa, that’s not going to happen. You guys are so good together, you belong with him. You can’t keep telling yourself that you don’t get to have anything more substantial than casual sex. It’s not fair to you, and it’s not fair to him. You have to at least try, Jess. You can’t just let him walk out of your life, because you are never going to find anyone that you are going to love as much as you love him.”
 
   “Ahh,” I say frustrated. “This sucks, Vi. Why did I do this to myself? Why did I think I could keep my feelings for him in check? This is why I don’t do this shit. I don’t want to be in love. I don’t want to love him. It fucking sucks.”
 
   “Right now it sucks, but think about how great it is when you’re with him. Think about how much better it will be when you can really be with him. You’re missing out, Jess. You need to let yourself love him because, yeah, sometimes it totally sucks, but most of the time it’s the greatest feeling in the world.” Vi grabs her phone out of her pocket and hands it to me. “Just try, Jess. Just talk to him.”
 
   I think back to that day in River Bluff when I was with Emily, trying to help her through her own hell. I told her that all of the pain that I was watching her go through wasn’t as big as the love that I saw between her and Danny. I told her that, in my eyes, the love I saw was more than the hurt I was seeing. I believed that. I don’t know if I do now because I’ve never known hurt. Not like this. But I’ve never really known love either. I’ve never let myself fall completely and freely in love. It was never an option until Paxton. 
 
   I grab the phone out of Vi’s hand and take a big breath before dialing his number. It rings several times and I’m about to hang up when his deep voice comes on the line. “What’s up, Vi?” he asks, annoyed.
 
   “Pax,” I say and I can hear his sharp intake of breath at the sound of my voice.
 
   “What do you want, Jessa?” His tone is harsh, not desperate like it was this morning.
 
   “I’m sorry about this morning…”
 
   “It’s fine, kid. Don’t worry about it,” he tells me like he doesn’t have time for my drama. 
 
   “I didn’t want you to leave, Pax,” I whisper.
 
   “No? What kind of space was it that you needed?”
 
   I take a breath and close my eyes. “I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   He lets out a bitter laugh. “I told you, Jessa, when shit fell apart with us I would still be your friend. You don’t gotta worry, your good friend Paxton will be waiting around until you need him. It’s cool, don’t sweat it. I’m already over it.”
 
   The pain from his words is spreading through my body and I can’t open my mouth because I can feel the sobs waiting to escape.
 
   “You good?” he asks me. “’Cause I don’t really have time for this shit right now.”
 
   “Yeah,” I manage to mutter before the line goes dead.
 
   I hold the phone up to my ear, waiting for his voice. But he’s gone. He’s so gone. 
 
   The phone drops from my hand as his words, his voice, covers everything inside of me. He’s done. He’s over it. Just like that. 
 
   “What did he say?” Vi asks, but I can’t speak. He didn’t even want to talk about it. None of it even matters to him. Jesus.
 
   I let myself fall completely in love with him. He told me he loved me. I needed a minute. I just needed one fucking minute to think. But in that minute he gave up. He took it away. It’s all gone.
 
   The pain is covering me so completely I can’t even feel. I can’t see. Vi has her hands on me but I can’t see her. I can’t feel her. All I can feel is myself falling completely apart as Paxton is pulled completely out of me. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21 - Paxton
 
    
 
   I was two hours closer to home when I picked up the phone, knowing Vi was worried about me and prepared to try and convince her I was fine. But it wasn’t Vi calling. It was Jessa. The sound of her voice alone had my blood boiling. I was pretty fucking convinced that I hated her. But as she spoke I heard the sadness in her voice and I had to pull off the side of the road just to keep from crashing into the median. The few words she muttered made it clear that the pain in her voice was remorse. She felt bad about what she did to me. Fuck that. 
 
   When I hung up, I was still sure I hated her, but I ended up turning the car around and heading back into that cock-sucking city because I didn’t know if I was ready to let it all go yet. 
 
   I settled in at Billy’s place and I haven’t left. I don’t know what I’m doing. Waiting for something to make it crystal clear that I either need to head home to Gabriel or go and try to work shit out with Jessa. 
 
   Gabriel’s been good these past few days. He’s been laying off the drugs and alcohol that now bring him to his knees and have him crying like a kid over his life. The last few times I’ve talked to him he’s still telling me he wants me home, but he’s more concerned that I’m not doing anything to fuck up his free ride, especially now that he has fucked up his literal free ride when he smashed his car into a cement wall. I think about how shit was in Venice before I left and I’m not sure I’m ready to go back to that and I don’t know if Jessa is the reason or not. 
 
   At night, laying on the coach, unable to sleep, my mind starts trying to figure out how I can make shit work with Jessa. If I show up at Vi’s what would I say to her? What words would I use to convince her that she needs to let go of her shields and let herself be with me What can I say that will make her feel the way I do? And if she were to tell me that she’s not gonna change, but I can take up my role as her FWB, would I? In the middle of the night I think I probably would. 
 
   But in the morning, I know that things with her are not possible. I’m just another fool on her long trail of broken hearts. Things with Jessa are never going to change. I hate to fucking say it, but Dylan might have been right. I’m not sure if Jessa is capable of feeling anything real.  
 
   So yeah, shits not really becoming clear. Nothing’s looking like anything I want to go back to so I’m just biding my time, fucking up Billy’s serene little life.
 
   He hands me a beer and picks up his bass, sitting down and plucking it, pausing to take pulls off his bottle. “Conroy’s band is playing at The Bottle tonight. What do you say- you want to go get drunk and laugh at their sorry asses?”
 
   “No, but you go right ahead,” I tell him.
 
   “How long you planning on moping around for, man? ‘Cause this shit’s getting depressing.”
 
   “Say the word and I’ll be gone. It’s not a problem,” I tell him.
 
   “Shut up, man. I don’t want you going, I just want you doing something. What kind of harm is going to get a drink gonna do?”
 
   “I’m not in the mood,” I tell him, trying to keep my voice even.
 
   “Maybe you need to get laid, Paxton. Maybe you need to go out and find a hot piece of ass and forget about that bitch.”
 
   I flinch when he calls Jessa a bitch, but I’m not gonna defend her. “If that were an option, you think I’d be sitting around this place with you?”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” he asks, setting his guitar down and leaning forward on his knees.
 
   “After what I had with her I’m not interested in getting anything less,” I tell him through my teeth.
 
   “Come on, Pax. No chick is that good. I bet there’ll be at least ten Betties there tonight who are capable of doing shit to you that that country girl would never even think of,” he says, laughing it off.
 
   “You’re stupid, Billy. You know that?”
 
   He stares at me shaking his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   I give him a tight smile letting him know that, no, I’m not kidding and, yes, this situation is more dire then he originally assumed.
 
   “Well hell, lets at least go get drunk then. You need to forget about this shit, at least for a few hours.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” I tell him, thinking it can’t be any worse than sitting around here thinking about her.
 
    
 
   I pull my hoodie tight around my head, not interested in talking to anyone, as Billy and I head to the back corner to meet Louis.
 
   “What the hell, man?” Louis says to me, standing and pulling me into his arm. “Jimmy said you went back home. What are you doing here?”
 
   “He’s been moping around my place for three days,” Billy says, sliding into the booth.
 
   “Shut the hell up, Billy,” I tell him, leaning into the table and staring him down.
 
   “Seriously man, you gotta get over this shit. You’re turning into a complete asshole.”
 
   “Why don’t you keep your mouth shut and then maybe we wouldn’t have a problem.”
 
   “Jesus,” Louis mutters. “Hey,” he calls out to a passing waitress. “Can we get like, nine shots of whiskey?”
 
   “Are you expecting company?” she laughs.
 
   “No, just trying to get this one to calm down,” he says, putting his hand on my shoulder. I shag him off and turn my annoyed gaze on him and the waitress.
 
   She gives me coy smile. “Let me know if the alcohol doesn’t work,” she says, turning and walking away.
 
    “There you go,” Billy says. “That girl looks like she’s got some experience under the belt and she’s clearly willing to show you her moves.”
 
   I drum my fists on the table, just trying not to lunge across the table and strangle his ass. “You drug me here to get me drunk, not to talk about her, so I will say it one more time – shut the hell up.”
 
   “What the hell is going on? Did something happen with you and your girl?” Louis asks.
 
   “Didn’t you hear the man – he doesn’t want to talk about her,” Billy says, laughing easily. He’s lucky the waitress shows back up because if it weren’t for the alcohol I would be across that table putting my fist into his loud mouth. 
 
   I slam three shots before she’s even gone. “Get me a bucket of beer,” I tell her, not looking her way.
 
   “Wow,” she says, “who fucked you over?”
 
   Billy’s rolling again. 
 
   “It’s your job to serve me alcohol, not ask questions,” I seethe.
 
   “Ouch,” she says before walking away.
 
   We sit there for a few tense moments before Billy says, “Well, this is awkward, I’m gonna go find me a pretty lady. You two have fun.”
 
   I shake my head and Louis gets out of his seat and moves across from me. 
 
   “So are you sticking around for a while?” he asks me.
 
   “I don’t know,” I tell him, downing another shot.
 
   “I’m assuming based on this….” he pauses to wave his hand at me, “that things are over between you and Jessa.”
 
   “Yeah,” I manage to mutter. Louis isn’t as infuriating as Billy is.
 
   “That sucks, man. Seemed like you two had a good thing going and I don’t want to see you head out of town again.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’m doing. I got nothing waiting for me anywhere.”
 
   “I know what you mean, bro. When we were playing it seemed like life was just beginning, you know what I mean; like shit was going to start happening… life was going to start happening. And after that, I don’t know what I got.”
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I say, shaking my head. That’s exactly how I felt with Jessa. 
 
   “You ever think about playing again?”
 
   “No, man. Not really.”
 
   “What are you gonna do then?” he asks me.
 
   “I’m just trying to get through one day at a time. Same as I’ve always done.”
 
   “Yeah, well you’re still young, you got time. I remember being twenty. Not a care in the damn world. I was happy as hell just to get into bars and score a few gigs with Chaos.”
 
   That should be my life right now. I should be living in Venice without a care in the world. Why am I sticking around this place? I knew it, when I came back here, that all this city would ever give me was pain, and now I’m considering sticking around it just because the girl who caused me more pain than I’ve ever felt is here. Fuck that.
 
   I grab a beer out of the bucket the waitress dropped off, in silence this time, and start slamming it. If this is my last night in Chicago, I might as well do it right.
 
   “Oh my god,” I hear an angry yell coming my way and I know it’s Violet. Shit. I slam my beer down on the table, then start to slide out of the booth. 
 
   This is absolutely perfect, the second I decide to be done with all this bullshit Vi shows up and that means Jessa’s here. As I plant my boot on the ground Vi bolts into me and grabs a hold of my shoulders. I look behind her where Jimmy is standing. Jessa’s not here. My chest tightens and I take Vi’s hands off me. 
 
   “You are still in town? What the hell, Paxton? You didn’t bother to call me?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Vi. I’m leaving tomorrow.”
 
   “I need to talk to you,” she angry whispers at me, shoving me back into the booth and sitting down facing me. “Jessa needs to talk to you, Pax…”
 
   “Violet, don’t even say it, I swear to God. I will sit here and spend one last night with you assholes, but I’m not talking about it.”
 
   “Whatever, Paxton. You don’t have to talk to me but you have to tell me one thing.” She grabs a hold of my face and forces me to look at her. I knock her hand away but keep my eyes on her. “Do you love her?”
 
   A harsh sound comes out of my mouth. “What the fuck does that matter, Vi?”
 
   “Because Paxton, she loves you. This is tearing her apart. And if you still love her you need to tell her that. She needs to know that.”
 
   Of course she does. She needs to know that I’m the one that got hurt. That I’m the one that got left. She needs to know that her record is still perfect. “No, Vi. I don’t.”
 
   “That’s bullshit, Paxton.”
 
   “I answered your question. Now let it go.”
 
   She shakes her head then gets out of the booth and heads to the bar. Jimmy’s next to Louis now staring at me like he’s about to open his mouth and give me his skewed opinion on the matter. “Keep it to yourself, Jimmy.”
 
   “I just don’t like seeing Violet like this. She’s been upset – thinking you had left and worrying about you. You could at least pick up her calls.”
 
   I shake my head at him. I don’t want to be a dick, but what Violet wants doesn’t really rank on my priority list right now. There is only one thing on that list at the moment and it’s to get wasted before getting outta here and never coming back. I finish off my beer and down another shot. 
 
   Vi comes back with a round of drinks. She sets them on the table then slides in next to me. “So, you’re leaving tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yep, getting out of this shit hole and never coming back.”
 
   “Why didn’t you leave three days ago after you stormed out of my apartment?”
 
   “Because, Vi, I had some things to wrap up around here first.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Like it’s none of your damn business.”
 
   “Watch it, Paxton,” Jimmy warns me, defending his girl.
 
   “Let it go, Vi,” I tell her.
 
   “You’re blind and you’re stubborn and you’re making a huge mistake.”
 
   “Aright,” I tell her, giving up on all this bullshit, “move your ass so I can get out of here.”
 
   “Why are you running away from everything?” she asks, holding tight to the table so that I can’t push her out.
 
   “There’s nothing to run away from. Please, Vi, move.”
 
   “No, Paxton. You’re not walking away from me.”
 
   “Let him go, babe,” Jimmy calmly tells her from across the table.
 
   She lets out a breath of defeat then steps out of the booth. As I slide out Louis says, “Are you really leaving, man?” 
 
   Jimmy steps out and slaps me on the back. “Keep in touch, man,” he tells me.
 
   “Seriously, bro, I’m gonna miss you. It was good having you back,” Louis says, pulling me into a hug. 
 
   “I’ll see you guys around,” I tell them.
 
   Vi’s in front of me now, looking up at me with her big puppy dog eyes that are shining with tears. “Ah, hell, Vi. Don’t do that.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave, Pax.”
 
   I bend down and fold her into my arms and she clings to my back, burring her wet face in my shoulder. “I’m sorry babe. I have to go.” She nods her head against my shoulder and holds tighter to my neck. “Take care of her, okay,” I whisper. Vi’s emotional goodbye, and possibly all the alcohol that I can feel making its way through my body, has my heart softening. I don’t want to hurt Vi and maybe I don’t want Jessa to hurt either.
 
   “Paxton…?” a quiet, familiar voice says. 
 
   Vi’s head lifts and her arms release me. “Thank God,” she whispers at Jessa’s sudden appearance in the bar. I watch as she motions Louis and Jimmy out of the booth and they all walk away. 
 
   I take a deep breath and harden myself. Fucking, Vi. 
 
   I will just look at her, tell her goodbye and walk the hell out of here. 
 
   I turn then and see her. She doesn’t look like herself. Her eyes are red and her naked skin is pale. Her hair is barely held up by her binder and pieces of it fall around her face. She’s wearing one of my hoodies that didn’t make it into my bag, a pair of jeans with a hole in the knee and she’s got her Vans on. It throws me off my game for a second. Why does she look so broke down?
 
   “Can I talk to you for a minute?” she asks, taking a tentative step towards me.
 
   “I was just heading out, Jess,” I say, forcing my foot to take a step towards the exit. She grabs onto my hand then and my whole body goes tense when her skin is connected to mine. 
 
   “Please, Paxton. Just for a minute,” she says, her voice shaky.
 
   I know I need to just get the hell out of here. Seeing her… feeling her… is making me falter and I cannot break down in front of this girl. “What do you need to say?” I ask her, taking a step back to the table and grabbing myself another beer. I sit on the end of the booth and she stands in front of me. 
 
   Her hands are in the pockets of my hoodie and her eyes are trained on the ground. She looks back up at me then and I can see the pain in her blue eyes. It hurts my heart to see that. Right now, I hate her, but I care about her too much and I have for too long for it not to hurt to see that.
 
   “This is hard, Pax. I don’t know how to say the things I want to say to you.”
 
   “Well figure it out, kid. I want to get out of here,” I tell her, keeping my voice hard.
 
   She stares at me and I can see her eyes glossing over, just like Vi’s did. Shit. I can’t sit here and watch her cry. 
 
   “I’m scared, Paxton,” she whispers. “The way that I felt when I was with you was scary. I didn’t know how to deal with it.” She inhales a lungful of air and slowly blows it back out her mouth. 
 
   I’m waiting patiently for her to finish her sentence that is going to end one of two ways: she’s scared and she can’t handle it and she’s sorry that she’s so fucked up but that’s just the way it’s going to be and she can’t change that. Or, she’s scared but she doesn’t care because she loves me and she wants to try and work shit out.
 
   Jessa opens her mouth to speak when she’s suddenly shoved aside by some bitch. I stand up and grab onto Jessa’s arm and hold her to me before addressing the girl. When I turn, my entire body goes completely rigid. Julia is standing in front of me. Julia Dixon, Rachel’s precious little stepdaughter.
 
   “Oh my god, I thought that was you,” she says with a huge smile on her face.
 
   “Let it go, Julia,” I tell her. “I was just leaving.”
 
   “Let it go? Are you kidding me? I’m well aware of the contract you signed Paxton. My dad is taking our money and giving it to you. Our money. Like we need to be paying your way and supporting your loser ass.”
 
   My body that was already at its emotional breaking point with Jessa is now shaking with rage. “Whatever, Julia. I don’t give a shit anymore.” And that’s the truth. I really don’t give a shit.
 
   “Okay,” she says in a high pitched voice. “Like I’m going to believe that. You are such a delinquent. All you have is that money he’s giving you but you are such a fuck up you couldn’t even manage to follow one simple rule. All you had to do was stay away from all of us. God, you are so stupid.”
 
   All I can do is laugh at her ignorant ass. 
 
   I watch as she pulls her phone out of her purse and dials a number before bringing it to her mouth. “Hi, mom,” she says cheerily into the phone. “Guess who I ran into… in Chicago?”
 
   “Fuck off,” I tell her, turning and heading for the door.
 
   “You’re a waste of space, Paxton. I wish your suicide attempt would have been more successful,” she calls after me.
 
   I’m so enraged I can’t see straight as I head towards the door. I can hear Jessa calling after me, but I don’t stop for her. I can’t. 
 
   I make it out the door and when I feel Jessa’s hand reaching for me I shake her off. “You don’t want to be around me right now,” I warn her, heading to the back parking lot.
 
   “Paxton, stop,” she says as I reach my car. 
 
   “Jessa, I’m not fucking around. Get out of here.” I open my door and get in, slamming it behind me and turning over the engine. I hear another door slam and I look in the rear view and see Jessa in the backseat on the passenger side. “Get out,” I tell her.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fucking stubborn,” I mutter, pulling out of the lot, needing to get away from here whether Jessa’s with me or not. 
 
   When I get to Billy’s I don’t bother telling her not to follow me. All I want to do is get my shit and get the hell out of here. I can hear her little footsteps as she chases after me. She follows me into the apartment. I can feel her watching me as I gather up the shit I have laying around the apartment. “Pax, what are you doing?” she asks me.
 
   I don’t answer her. When I have all my shit together I head to the door where Jessa is standing with her arms and legs spread out like she’s going to stop me. I’m tired of telling people to move, so I grab onto her arm and pull her away. She’s resisting but with the rage that’s pumping through my body, it’s not an effort. I open the door and then I feel Jessa jump onto my back. She’s got her arms wrapped around me so tight she’s choking me. I get her unwrapped, but when I go to unhook her feet that are wrapped around my waist, she grabs on again. Harder this time. I pull her arms away and hold hard to her wrist. “Jessa,” I tell her, trying to keep my shit together. “I have to go. You need to let me go.”
 
   “No, Paxton. You’re drunk and you’re angry and you are not getting in that car. Where the hell are you going anyway?”
 
   “I’m going home,” I tell her long and slow, containing my anger as best I can.
 
   “What? You think you are getting in your car, drunk, and driving to California?” she laughs. “That’s stupid, Paxton.”
 
   “No, Jessa. What’s stupid is that I have a little girl wrapped around my back thinking she’s going to stop me. Get down before I hurt you.”
 
   “Do what you gotta do, Pax. I’m not letting you go.”
 
   Fuck. I drop my bag and unhitch her legs, holding them so she can’t reattach them. I wrench the bottom half of her body around until she has no choice but to slide to the front of me. She’s staring at me now with her determined eyes, her hands still clinging tightly to my neck, but no longer strangling me. I lay her down on the floor and put my knees on her thighs to keep them in place. She’s staring at me in silence. I peel her hands off my neck and pin her to the floor.
 
   I stare down at her. My breaths are ragged from the effort of getting her ass off of me. She knows I’ve won and now her determined eyes are full of pain again. I can’t look away from them. It hurts, but I can’t get myself to look away. 
 
   “Paxton, don’t do this,” she whispers and then a tear falls from her eye. 
 
   Jessa, the girl that has no heart, no feelings, no emotions, who I have never seen cry, not once, is crying. 
 
   “Fuuck,” I yell, standing up and going to the kitchen. I grab Billy’s bottle of whiskey and pour it down my throat before smashing the empty bottle into the wall. I start clearing out his cabinets, smashing anything I can get my hands on into the wall. That fucking bitch, I was one fucking second away from leaving this town… leaving my fucking heart here, but maintaining Gabriel’s independence… and fucking Julia walks through the door. “Bitch,” I growl to the sound of breaking glass. Her cheery fucking voice is running through my head Hi, mom. “Fuck.” And why was I still standing in that fucking place? Because of Jess. Jessa and her broken mouth and her sad eyes and shaking voice. “Fuck,” I mutter one last time, leaning over with my hands on my thighs, trying to catch my breath. I raise my eyes and see Jess on the floor where I left her, propped up on her knees, tears streaming down her face.
 
   I close my eyes and take a few more breaths before walking over to her. I reach down and pick her up into my arms. I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but I know that, right now, I need her. And I can’t leave her crying. I walk us to the couch and lay down. She curls up on my side and lays there with me in silence. My head is pounding and my body is spent. I close my eyes and pull Jessa’s binder out of her hair so I can put my fingers in it. 
 
   “Who was that awful girl?” Jessa whispers.
 
   I let out a huff of breath and shake my head. “That was my stepsister, Julia,” I say with mock enthusiasm.
 
   “You had to live with her?” Jessa says with a combination of sadness and disgust.
 
   “In my awesome family, she was the best of the bunch,” I tell her because it’s the truth. 
 
   Jessa holds tighter to my side and whispers, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. I’m leaving tomorrow and I’m never coming back. That girl is no longer part of my life.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22 - Jessa
 
    
 
   I was up most of the night, laying on Paxton’s sleeping body, touching him and looking at him, trying to remember everything about him because, although I’m with him now, he’s not mine. He’s leaving today and going home. And after the spectacle I saw last night I won’t try to keep him here and I know he’s never coming back.
 
    These past four days have been the hardest days of my life. It was a shock moving from the happiest I have ever been into the most depressed I had ever felt so quickly. After I talked to Paxton on the phone I knew that he was gone from my life forever. I thought he had gone back to California. I did nothing but cry and stare at his wall and wrap myself in anything he had left behind. I couldn’t imagine getting out of that bed. I couldn’t imagine doing anything. I didn’t get out of that bed, I didn’t do anything. Not until last night when Vi called to tell me Paxton was still in Chicago.
 
   But my pain, my hurt, is new to me. Until I lost Paxton I didn’t really understand what it meant to be hurt by another human being. I saw it happen all the time; to my mom, to Emily, to any girl that had ever loved a boy. I thought I had felt that pain once too, but now I know it’s not true. 
 
   But Paxton… Paxton understands pain. I’ve never seen such real, raw pain as I did in Paxton’s face as he destroyed Billy’s kitchen last night. My heart was already in pieces, but it completely crumbled last night. If he grew up with that girl, Julia, and if the rest of her family is just as bad as she is, then Paxton knows pain. It’s been made crystal clear that his life in this city was defined by the pain it brought him. And from what I understand from Violet, Paxton’s girlfriend caused him pain. And me too. I hurt him and caused him pain too. And those awful words that that girl yelled across the bar… I can’t even think about them. Did Paxton hurt so badly that he didn’t want to live anymore?  I don’t want him to hurt anymore. 
 
   When Paxton groans awake I pull my hand out of his shirt and wrap it around his waist. I don’t know how he’s going to react when he realizes I’m here with him. He passed out almost immediately after we laid down- it’s possible that he was so drunk he won’t remember me coming here with him. 
 
   He groans again and turns on his side. His arms wrap around me and he turns me into his chest, his fingers clinging to my hair. I let out a breath of relief. 
 
   I listen to his heart beating and take in his scent and it breaks my heart all over again. He’s leaving.
 
   He lays there with me in silence. His breathing sounds strained. His heart is beating so fast. Eventually he takes his hand out of my hair and unwraps me. I force myself to let him go and I look up into his eyes. They look dejected and I have to bite my lip to stop it from trembling. Paxton gives me a sad smile and runs his finger over my face. I have to close my eyes so I don’t fall apart. “I’m going to miss you, beso,” he whispers. It feels like every organ in my body is being squeezed. The pressure from my sadness that wants to cry out hurts. “Hey,” he whispers, “look at me.” I force my eyes open and the moisture escapes down my cheeks. He dries them with his thumb, leaving both of his hands wrapped around my face. “It’s going to be okay,” he tells me. I manage to nod at him, but I know that I will never be okay.
 
   I can’t ask him to stay for me. I won’t do that to him. But I want him to know that in the end I wasn’t scared and that I do love him. I take a deep breath and try to calm my insides. “I love you, Paxton. When you told me how you felt about me I should have realized how amazing it was that you were willing to give me all of you. But I knew that I felt exactly how you did. I knew how much I loved you and how much I needed you and I was terrified. I’m sorry if I hurt you. I’m sorry if I ruined what we could have had. This hurts, Pax, but I know that it was worth it to have been loved by you. And I need you to know that I fell in love with you too. That you were never just the guy I was having sex with. So thank you, for loving me, and thank you for helping me understand that it’s okay to feel. That it’s okay to want to be loved. Thank you for being my first love, I never would have known what it feels like without you.”
 
   Paxton’s face is tense but his eyes are soft. “I’m sorry things had to end like this, beso.” He lowers his lips to mine and kisses me. It’s soft and it’s sad and it’s perfect and it hurts so fucking bad. My hands cling onto the back of his head and when he takes his lips from mine, I don’t want to let go, but I do. He wipes my fresh tears away, then sits up with his arm around me. “I gotta go, beso,” he tells me. 
 
   I stand on shaky legs and pull his sweatshirt off to give it back to him. 
 
   “Keep that, kid,” he tells me.
 
   I hand it over to him. “I don’t want to.”
 
   He nods and takes it off my hands. 
 
   When we walk out of the living room, Paxton sees the disaster he created in the kitchen. “Shit,” he mutters, running his hands through his hair.
 
   “I’ll help you clean it up,” I tell him, trying to hold onto any extra seconds I have before he leaves me. 
 
   “I lost it last night. I’m sorry you had to see that,” he tells me, going to retrieve our shoes.
 
   “I would have lost it too,” I tell him, putting my shoes on and going to the kitchen to find a trash bag. Paxton joins me and we start throwing the large pieces of glass into the bag. 
 
   I feel terrible, but this reminds me of that morning that he and I had to clean up the lamp – which was another awful morning, but I think of that girl and I can’t help but laugh. I look up at Paxton who’s staring at me with confusion. “I’m sorry. This is the least laughable moment of my life, but I just had a flashback of Sadie.”
 
   Paxton scrunches up his face like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.
 
   “Sadie? The girl you drove to insanity, causing her to break Vi’s lamp. Which I had to clean up… with you?”
 
   Paxton gives me an amused grin. “That girl… I swear to God, the things I was willing to do for you.”
 
   “For me?” I stutter, offended. 
 
   “You think I hung out with that girl all night, brought her home and let her sleep in our room, for me?”
 
   “Umm…yeah,” I tell him, feeling dumbstruck. Who else would it be for?
 
   “No, kid,” he mutters. “That was all a show for you.”
 
   A laugh of disbelief escapes my throat. “Thank you, Pax, for bringing a girl home and having sex with her in our room. That was a very generous thing of you to do, for me.”
 
   “I didn’t have sex with her, kid,” he says. “I didn’t even touch her.” 
 
   “What?” I ask, confused. “But I heard her, and you told us…are you serious? What the hell was she moaning and screaming for if you didn’t even touch her.”
 
   Paxton shakes his head, smiling. “Jesus, you don’t want to know. That girl was more desperate to get off then you at your worst.”
 
   “Wow, that’s really bad,” I tell him laughing, thinking about how hard up I was when Paxton came back to Chicago. 
 
   Paxton is laughing, but then his face goes blank before it hardens. “I got this, Jessa. Go wait for me by the door.”
 
   I stare back at him wondering what just happened. I was just fucking with him, like I always do. That’s what Pax and I do, it’s who we are. I stare back at his dead eyes and take a deep breath, letting reality sink in. This is us. It’s not two sad people saying goodbye. This is us, who we have always been, and this part of us is over too. I feel a piece of glass, that I didn’t realize I was clenching, breaking into the palm of my hand. “Shit,” I mutter, dropping the glass and turning my palm up to look at the bleeding wound.
 
   “What the hell did you do, kid?” Paxton says, standing and going to the sink. 
 
   I stand too and run my hand under the water, watching the blood become deluded. Paxton grabs a hold of my palm and holds it up to his face. “Jesus, beso,” he mutters, returning my hand to the water and leaving the kitchen. 
 
   He comes back with a towel and a giant bandage. He pulls my hand out of the water and pats it dry, “This must hurt like a bitch,” he tells me.
 
   It doesn’t hurt at all actually. I can’t even feel it. “It doesn’t,” I tell him.
 
   His eyes flash to mine, questioning me, before he returns his focus to my hand. He opens the giant bandage and tries to wrap it around my hand, “Couldn’t you have found me something a little bigger? I don’t think that one’s gonna cover it,” I mutter.
 
   “Why is your hand so damn small?” he asks, struggling to find an angle where it will cover only my palm. I can’t help but smile at his frustration. I’m going to miss him so much.
 
   “I have a perfectly normal sized hand,” I tell him.
 
   “For a two year old,” he tells me, finally getting it secured on my hand. 
 
   I hold it up in front of my face and I can’t help but smirk at the ridiculous site. “It’s perfect. Thanks, Pax.”
 
   He’s trying not to, but he smiles too. 
 
   His phone sounds with the tone dedicated to his dad. Paxton’s face becomes tense as he pulls it out of his back pocket. He shakes his head and then answers it. “Don’t even fucking tell me,” is how he greets his father. “Shit, that bitch. She’s fucking fast.” I can hear his dad yelling on the other end of the phone. “I ran into Julia last night,” he says in response to whatever his father is yelling and I know right then what has happened. Paxton’s mom has cut him and his dad off. “I can’t do anything about it Gabriel…. I don’t know, I’ll figure it out…. Hell no, I’m not going anywhere near that bitch… are you fucking kidding me?.... shit, yeah, yeah, yeah…. I don’t know, I guess I’m gonna have to now…. Hell no, Gabriel, I’m not begging that bitch for nothing… no, I know. It was stupid. I’ll handle it…. Yeah, I’ll talk to you later.” Paxton grabs tight onto his phone and starts yelling a long string of obscenities directed at his mother. I lean against the counter and wait it out, prepared to bolt if he grabs a hold of anything breakable. His tangent slows down and he turns to me with murder in his eyes. He grabs a hold of my face and says, “Fucking women, what the hell is wrong with you guys?”
 
   I can’t help but see the irony in that statement. That’s exactly how I feel about men. I stare into his raging eyes until he removes his hands from my face and pushes them through his hair. “She closed the account?”
 
   “Of course she did,” he says, propping himself up against the adjacent counter.  
 
   “What are you going to do about it?” I ask him.
 
   “There’s nothing I can do about it. The money’s gone. It’s a done deal. When I get home I gotta find a way to pay his bills.”
 
   Those words feel like cement. He has no choice now but to go home. “He wants you to go talk to her?”
 
   “I have to go talk to her,” he says, running his hands over his eyes. “A man showed up on Gabriel’s steps this morning to collect the beamer.”
 
   “Which you sold?” I guess. He always hated that thing and when he came back to Chicago he was no longer driving it.
 
   “Yeah, I did. And I used the money to buy Gabriel his dream car which he smashed into a cement wall the night of Billy’s party. Fucking totaled it.”
 
   “Oh my god.” That was the call he got, that he dismissed, that he pretended to forget about in order to finish what he started with me. “Why didn’t you tell me that? Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s fine but without that car I don’t have the cash to replace Dr. Dixon’s vehicle and Rachel’s not gonna let that shit slide. Her lawyers are going to be all over my ass before the day’s done. Fuck.”
 
   “So you’re going to go talk to her?” I ask, my limbs trembling at the thought of Paxton going anywhere near his stepsister.
 
   “I don’t have a choice.”
 
   “I’m going with you.”
 
   Paxton turns his eyes to me. “No, you’re not.”
 
   “Yes, I am. I’m not letting you go near that bitch stepsister of yours alone.”
 
   “You gonna be my bodyguard?”
 
   “If it’s necessary – yes. I would love to punch that girl in her face.”
 
   “Thanks, kid, but I can handle it,” he says, pushing away from the counter.
 
   “Paxton, don’t be stubborn. In case you didn’t understand me earlier, I am in love with you, you are leaving me and it’s breaking my fucking heart, so do me a favor and let me ride with you. I’ll stay in the car.”
 
   He shakes his head at me and gets in my face. “In case you didn’t understand, I offered myself to you and you weren’t interested. I’m sorry that your heart is breaking, but you have fucking destroyed me and I’m not interested in prolonging the pain.”
 
   My intake of air is audible as Paxton’s pain creeps into my heart. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me, I literally haven’t cried for years… and now it seems like it’s all I can do. I wipe them away from my face because I know, this time, he’s not going to do it for me.
 
   “Damn it, kid,” he mutters. “Fine... that’s fucking great.” He tells me before storming out of the kitchen. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23 - Paxton
 
    
 
   This morning has been total chaos. I’ve never felt so much pain and anger in my entire life as I felt before ten A.M. this morning. The main cause of my pain is sitting next to me in my car. I’m doing my best to ignore her, but that ain’t really possible.
 
   When I woke with my hand in her hair and hers up my shirt, fingers running over my skin, it was amazing. For about a tenth of a second before reality came crashing down on my groggy brain. She was back in my arms, but I had already made my decision and after Julia came stepping back into my life, I knew it was the right one. I knew I had to get Jessa out of my space ASAP. When she told me that she loved me, that I was her first love and she now knew that it was okay to let herself have that, I couldn’t stop the spark of hope that lit inside of me. But it’s too late for all that shit, I know that. 
 
   I dug down deep and gathered all my bitterness and common sense and told her I was leaving. Which I was. Which I will be doing. But every second I spend near her is making that fact harder to accept. The half hour I had in that apartment with her made it crystal fucking clear that she’s my girl. She will always be my girl. It’s all a damn shame. And then she broke out the water works, which I’m accepting is my Achilles heel, and now she’s still here, in my space, about to walk into my very own, made especially for me, hell.
 
   I should be thinking about how I’m going to salvage this situation for Gabriel, and not about Jessa, but clearly, I’m not right in the head.
 
   The streets turn ideal and the houses turn gigantic and my stomach turns with nausea. It was one thing to come back to Chicago, but coming back to Glencoe… I never thought I would have to be here again. I pull up the long, brick driveway and my knuckles turn white.
 
   “This is where you grew up?” Jessa asks, peering out the front window at the mansion laid out in front of us.
 
   “Home sweet home,” I tell her bitterly. I throw the car into park and open my door. Jessa does the same and I don’t even bother telling her to stay put. My mind is now focused and I can’t worry about if Jessa is on my tail or not.
 
   I get to the front door and ring the bell. Jessa is shifting on her feet beside me, but I’m back in Dixon mode – shut down completely.
 
   The door opens and Jackson is standing in front of me. He gives me a look of disgust before yelling, “Mom, door’s for you,” and walking away.
 
   Jessa has made her way to my arm now, clinging to me with fear – which is completely warranted… this is a scary place to be. I step into the house and close the door behind us.
 
   “Coming, sweetheart,” Rachel calls to Jackson, before appearing in the foyer. She sees me and a wicked grin passes over her face. Her gaze turns to Jessa and she looks her up and down, making no effort to mask her judgment. “Please don’t tell me this is what you put your allowance on the line for.”
 
   I feel Jessa flinch at Rachel’s insult and I wrap my hand around her waist, needing to keep her close to me. “Don’t talk about her,” I tell Rachel, taking a step closer to her.
 
   “I’m assuming you came here to grovel. You might want to lose the attitude.”
 
   I hear Jessa’s huff of breath and I try to ignore it. No one in Chicago knows about this past and it’s uncomfortable having Jessa here to witness it. “Listen, Rachel, I don’t want your money, I don’t want anything from you and you don’t want anything from me, so I need you to let it go so that we can get out of each other’s lives for good this time.”
 
   She stares at me for a moment, her sadistic mind spinning its wheels. “We were just about to sit down for lunch. Why don’t you and your friend join us?”
 
   “No thanks,” I tell her. The dining room was never somewhere I was allowed to eat and if she’s inviting me in there now, it’s not for a meal.
 
   “If you want to protect your worthless father, then you will come to the dining room so we can talk about what needs to happen next,” she tells me, her expression becoming down right evil.
 
   Jessa moves her hand to mine, which is still holding onto her waist, and digs her nails in, taking a step toward Rachel. She’s pissed and ready for a fight. She has no idea what she’s walking into, but I go with her. 
 
   Rachel leads us to the formal dining room and tells us where to sit. Jessa’s hand is now clamped tightly to my thigh under the table.
 
   Manuel, Rachel’s chef, comes through the door. His face lights up when he sees me but turns stern again as he looks at Rachel. “Tell the kids it’s time for lunch,” she snaps at him. He nods and finishes setting down the glasses of water before leaving the room. 
 
   “Introduce me to your friend, Paxton,” Rachel says, her voice dripping with sweetness.
 
   “I’m Jessa,” she says. “I met Paxton in River Bluff- the town you grew up in? I know your brother pretty well. He’s got all kinds of great stories about you,” she says, cheerily, throwing a sweet laugh in for effect.  “I’m glad to finally meet the infamous Rachel Reil in the flesh.”
 
   I’ve never said jack shit to Jessa about my mom, but obviously she does know my uncle, not that he ever said a whole hell of a lot about Rachel, but Jessa knows exactly what she’s doing, I realize, as I watch my mom’s neck become flushed. “I thought you looked a little backwoods bred,” she says to Jessa. “I always knew Paxton would be more comfortable in that blue-collar world. He never fit in here.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if I would say he fit in in River Bluff, I mean, we were all a little in awe when he showed up. We’ve never had anyone from California even visit, much less come there to live. I mean, you obviously know,” Jessa says, playing dumb, laying it on thick for effect. She’s getting to Rachel – her lips are pursed tightly together. “But, yeah, I can’t really see him fitting in here either–it seems pretty sheltered in this town. And I met your stepdaughter - she was like a fish out of water in the city. I can’t imagine Paxton living in a place like this. In Chicago everyone knows who he is – he’s like a celebrity. You must be so proud of him. Sorry that was silly - obviously you’re proud of him, I mean, you’re his mother. You obviously know how special he is. I can just imagine how you brag to your suburbanite friends about what a huge success Paxton became in the big city of Chicago.” Again, a total fucking stretch and Jessa is talking out of her ass, but apparently she’s gleamed an understanding of how things in that city used to be for me. Rachel doesn’t even know I play the guitar, she sure as shit doesn’t know anything about Polly or the success we had.
 
   “You seem completely in awe of him,” Rachel sneers. “That is so sweet. I always hoped Paxton could find someone who could overlook his social awkwardness and his alcohol and drug abuse. When he tried to kill himself over that girl I figured no one would want him. I’m glad he managed to pull you out of that hick town because he would have never found someone in a town like Glencoe.”
 
   “Rachel, don’t tell her lies,” I mutter.
 
   “Sorry darling,” she says to me before turning back to Jessa and shielding her mouth like she’s telling a secret. “Paxton likes to call it an overdose, it makes him feel better.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what would have driven him to overdose on drugs, it seems like he has such a loving, supportive family. You seem like a really great mother who would have taken the time to raise him right. That must have been hard for you to see him in so much pain,” Jessa says with a combination of hate and sadness in her voice. 
 
   Jackson and Julia walk into the dining room then and Jessa’s hand clamps down harder onto my thigh. 
 
   “Is this the girl you were with last night?” Julia asks. “I thought you were just gutter diving, looking for some guaranteed action, but Jesus… is she your girlfriend?”
 
   My whole body is vibrating with anger. I’ve accomplished nothing here outside of exposing Jessa to insults. I stare at her with the worst kind of hate in my eyes.
 
   “I don’t think you are in any kind of position to judge me,” Jess sneers, letting go of the sweet, ignorant act she was putting on for Rachel. “You are just a child who gets off on tattling on the son of your stepmother. What did you call him last night? A waste of space? I’m curious… what are you doing that is so worthy of the space you’re taking up?”
 
   “Oh my god, put your Lee press on nails back in the box,” Julia tells her, which causes Rachel to snicker and Jackson to full on laugh like a hyena.
 
   “I’ll take that as a nothing,” Jessa tells her. “I’m guessing you have done absolutely nothing with your life besides spend your daddy’s money.” Jessa says and it’s the absolute fucking truth. 
 
   This situation is running off the rails though and I’m here for a reason. I turn to Rachel and tell her, “I know you have a plan, so tell me what it is. Tell me what I have to do to keep your ass off Gabriel so we can finally cut ties for good.”
 
    “I don’t understand it Paxton – why you are always defending that dirty Mexican. All he’s ever done for you is show you how to be a loser and an addict. But here you are, walking into a house where you know damn well you are not wanted, trying to talk your way out of this situation he got you in. You have always been just as weak and desperate as he has. Maybe it’s time for you worthless Alvarados to learn to support yourselves and stop leaching off of us. I’m done enabling both of you. I’m meeting with the lawyers this afternoon.”
 
   I hear Jessa’s shocked intake of breath, but at this point in my life, I’m immune to Rachel’s cruel words. “Why can’t you just get over him, huh? Shit, Rachel, it’s been fifteen years. You think you would be willing to let him go by now. I mean, Jesus, you used me to hold onto a piece of him and now that I’m finally gone you’re going to…what? Hold the fact that I sold your husband’s car over his head, just so you can keep one fucking foot in his life? It’s sad, Rachel. You ruined my life and yours all because you couldn’t handle the fact that a ‘dirty Mexican’ didn’t fucking want you. Hell… maybe that’s the only reason I’m here – you probably got yourself knocked up just so he would be stuck with you…” I’m ranting, not thinking about the words I’m saying, barely even comprehending them, but when I see Rachel’s eyes widen for a moment, before flickering to her husband’s children, I know it’s because I’m onto something. Did I just bust her? Did she really just get pregnant so that Gabriel would be tied to her, “Oh, shit,” I laugh, even though this isn’t funny. But it is shocking. “Jesus, Rachel. Are you fucking serious? God, it makes so much sense now. I mean, it was bad enough knowing that my only purpose in your life was to be the weapon you would torture him with for not loving you… not wanting you. But, damn, part of me believed all that bullshit you fed me – that you were actually on your way to becoming someone, to making it as an actress, and that you hated me because I took that away from you and because I had his Hispanic blood running through my veins. But, shit, that wasn’t it at all, was it? You fucking hate me because you had me so he would love you. But he didn’t. Even though you were the mother of his son, he never loved you. But he loved me. He’s always fucking loved me. He wanted me and he never wanted you. And you couldn’t fucking handle that.”
 
   Rachel forces out a contrived laugh. “That’s amusing, Paxton,” she says coolly, but her expression betrays her tone. Her eyes are full of panic and her mouth is puckered so tight, there are actual wrinkles around it – something I’ve never seen on her face. 
 
   Jessa lets out a laugh of disbelief which alerts me to the fact that we are not alone in the room. I turn my eyes to Jackson and Julia who are dead silent – not their usual state. “And these two fucking kids…” I shake my head, looking back at Rachel as everything starts to become clear under my new found perception. “God damn it, I knew they were nothing more than accessories to you – the well bread children that coordinated with your cookie cutter life, but, shit, it wasn’t the neighbors you were trying to impress… it was Gabriel. What the hell did you think was gonna happen? He was going to see you with your brand new shiny family and get jealous…? Want you back?”
 
   She lets out another bullshit laugh, rolls her eyes and shakes her head, but she’s speechless. Rachel is never speechless and I know that the reason for her condition now is because she’s too shocked to come up with the bullshit that she can usually pull out of her ass to cover up the truth about who she is. 
 
   “I hate to break it to you, mother but he stopped giving a shit about you well before you walked out of his house. All you are to him is the piece of shit he’s gotta send me to when summers over and the bitch that’s been supporting his ass while he parties and has a good time with his women. He don’t even say your name. Do you realize that? Not once, in my entire life, has he ever let you have the title of my madre.  So go right the fuck ahead and claim these two mamons. None of this shit is ever gonna get you the only thing you’ve ever wanted – to belong to Gabriel. To be a fucking Alvarado.”
 
   When I finally shut up, the room is dead silent. I feel like a weigh has been dropped out of my body. I mean, shit, Gabriel and I are still fucked, but I’m completely out from under them. Now that I understand, and now that she knows I understand, she has no hold on me. 
 
   She flares her nostrils and her shoulders stiffen. “I would love to sit here all day and listed to your amusing delusions, but we are ready to eat now. It’s time to put out the begging dog. You have two weeks to come up with the ninety grand it will take to replace my husband’s car. After that, we’ll start taking the money ourselves.  I doubt your father’s shack is worth enough to even put a dent in the cost of the car, but we’ll start with that.”
 
   Shit. So maybe I’m not completely out from under them. God damn it. 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” Jessa spits at her, removing her hand from my leg to prop herself over the table. I grab a hold of her before she lunges at Rachel and drag her out of the dining room.
 
   “White trash,” Jackson calls after us.
 
   I manage to get Jessa’s writhing body to the foyer where I set her down. I grab onto her hand and lead her to the back stairway and down to the basement. “I want to get out of here, Paxton,” she tells me and I can hear in her voice that she’s about to flip out.
 
   “Give me a minute,” I tell her, leading her to the dark corner and opening my bedroom door. I flip a switch, illuminating the cinderblock, windowless room. I head to the heat register and rip the plate off, digging my hand inside and removing the lock box. I shove it down the back of my pants and head out of this house for the last time.
 
   Jessa looks like she’s in shock as we back out of the driveway. I turn up the volume on the stereo so that talking is not an option. The bit of euphoria I felt during my moment of clarity with Rachel has worn off and I’m feeling the effects of being in that house with her again. I’m just trying not to throw up and I don’t want to hear Jessa point out the obvious to me. I don’t want to hear what that life looks like through someone else’s eyes. 
 
   It’s not until I pull up to Vi’s apartment that I realize this is the end. I’m leaving and going back to California where I will have to face Gabriel and tell him he’s fucked. That I managed to, not only take away his bank, but his home too. Even if we pooled every cent we have, including the money I’m gonna get for my Charger, and Gabriel’s vatos threw in too, we wouldn’t even be close to coming up the ninety K it’s gonna take to replace that car. I’m wondering how malicious Rachel actually is. Why she sent me off in that car with the title in the glove box instead of buying me a beater or sending me off on the bus. She knew I would sell it. She knew when the time came I wouldn’t be able to replace it. 
 
   I turn down the radio and turn to Jessa who looks about as broke down as I feel. 
 
   “What are you going to do, Pax?” she asks, looking lost in her thoughts.
 
   “I’ll figure it out. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “I have a little over twenty thousand in my college savings fund, I can try to find a way to withdraw it…”
 
   “Jess, no. I’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Paxton, stop. You need as much help as you can get dealing with that… woman. Everyone here will help you, your family in California will help you. Don’t let her take away your dad’s house because you’re stubborn. Let’s figure this out.”
 
   “I appreciate it, Jess, but all I can do now is head home and try to figure this shit out.”
 
   Jessa stares at me and lets out a sigh of defeat. “You look exhausted, Pax. Are you really going to try and drive right now?”
 
   I am exhausted. All I really want to do is head inside that apartment and bring Jessa back to our bed and sleep. 
 
   “Please, Pax. You need a minute to chill out. Just come up… just for a few minutes, at least eat something before you go.”
 
   I pull the keys from the car and open my door. I follow Jessa into the apartment and it feels like I’m home. I shouldn’t have come back in here. 
 
   Violet comes running into the living room. “Oh, thank God, I was so worried about the two of you. What happened last night?”
 
   “I doubt he wants to talk about it right now,” Jessa mutters as she heads into the kitchen.
 
   “Okay,” Vi says, staring at me with sadness in her eyes.
 
   I walk to her and sling my arm around her back, following Jessa to the kitchen. “It was no big deal, don’t look so depressed.”
 
   Jessa lets out a disbelieving laugh, but doesn’t comment. 
 
   “You look awful, Pax.”
 
   “Thanks, Vi. I feel pretty awful.”
 
   Jessa sets a sandwich and a glass of water. I eat it with my two girls staring at me with concern. 
 
   When I finish I head to my bedroom to collect the shit that didn’t make it into my duffle. I pause when I step foot back in our room. My clothes are in a bundle by Jessa’s pillow. The bedside table is littered with tissues and it’s like I can feel the pain. The pain that Jessa felt being here without me. I can’t imagine having to sleep in that bed without her. I can picture how hard it was for her. Because, shit, she loves me. She’s in love with me. 
 
   Jessa walks in and grabs the trash can, throwing the tissues in it, trying to hide the evidence of what she felt. She looks embarrassed as she gathers my things that she was apparently sleeping with. I think about how she wouldn’t keep my sweatshirt and I suddenly realize how hard this is. So hard that she can’t keep any piece of me. 
 
   All of the sadness and depression that I have been covering up with my anger suddenly takes over my body and I have to sit down – on the bed.
 
   Jessa comes and sits by my side but doesn’t say anything. I know I can’t get up and leave right now. I feel like I’m not physically capable of it. I know this is wrong, not only for me, but for Jessa too, but I lay down in the bed, pulling her along with me. I can’t think of how to make anything better for Gabriel or Jessa or me, all I know is that the only way to get through this moment is to hold her, in our bed, until I can manage to do something else.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24 - Jessa
 
    
 
   My body is reeling with emotions, but I can’t really put thoughts together. It was awful, watching the way his family treated him. Why do they do that and how long have they been doing it for? Is that how he grew up? Is that what his life was? I hope not, but from the things he said to her about Gabriel, I’m guessing that it was. 
 
   This goodbye keeps getting prolonged and I know that the longer I hold onto him, the worse the pain will be when he finally goes, but I don’t care about that. I’m just grateful he’s not in that car driving out of my life at the moment.
 
   The room is dark and quiet and I know Paxton needs to rest, but I need to understand what I just witnessed. I search for the right words to say to him. “I’m sorry that that woman is your mother,” I whisper.
 
    He doesn’t say anything and I’m guessing this is one of those things he doesn’t talk about. That he’s never talked about- with anyone. Out of all the things that have been hinted at by the people in Paxton’s life, his shitty family was never one of them. Obviously, since his mom was paying him to stay out of Chicago, I knew his family life wasn’t ideal. But the way those people treat him is crueler than I could have imagined. 
 
   I want to know. I want to know what happened to him in that house. “Is that how your life was? Is that how she treats you?” He’s still quiet. He doesn’t want to talk about it and he doesn’t have to, but I need to get this shit out in the open. “Why would she do that? How could she do that? Treat you like shit and treat those pretentious assholes like they are God’s gifts to stepchildren? And you had to live with them? You had to grow up in a house with those two? And why the hell was your bedroom down in that dank basement? Did you choose that, or did she do that to you? I mean, would she really treat her own child that way, just because your dad didn’t love her?” He’s still silent, but now I want answers. I want to understand this guy that I care about more than anyone in this world who is still keeping himself locked in a cage. I sit up then straddle my legs over his stomach and lean into his face until I can make his eyes out in the dark room. “Tell me, Paxton. Tell me something, anything, because I need to understand. I want to understand. How the hell could someone treat their kid that way?”
 
   “I don’t know, beso,” he finally mutters.
 
   “Answer my questions, Paxton. Just one. Give me something.”
 
   His hands move out from behind his head and I feel a finger stroking my cheek softly. He holds onto my waist and picks me off of him, laying me on the bed, facing away from him. His body forms to mine and his hand rests on my stomach. “Yeah. That’s how I grew up. I don’t know that it was that bad at first. I don’t remember a lot about my first few years in that house.”
 
   His melancholy voice make my whole body ache. “What do you remember, Pax?”
 
   “I remember my room. I used to live upstairs with them and that room is about all I remember. I remember being alone, looking out the window, playing with my toys, eating meals at a table that was in the corner. I remember her in there with me sometimes - playing on the floor with me and reading books to me, laying with me in my bed. I remember a song she used to sing to me. I remember loving her.”
 
   I hold tight to Paxton’s hands as the tears flow freely from my eyes. The thought of him as a little boy loving that woman is too much.
 
   “I think as the years went on things just got worse. Maybe in the beginning she cared about me, but I think eventually I really was just the pawn she was using in a game she thought Gabriel was playing with her. Maybe me being her child was not getting to Gabriel how she wanted it to so her focus shifted to Jackson and Julia and I just wasn’t a player in her game anymore.  Maybe she thought if he knew she had replaced me with another man’s children, it would affect him somehow. I don’t know… I’m just starting to figure all this shit out myself. It’s not something I’ve ever wanted to think about. I’ve never been forced to try and figure it out until now. It was just my life.” 
 
   I suck in a hard breath, desperately trying not to become the blubbering baby I don’t deserve to be right now – this is his hell… his past. And he’s not crying. I can’t lose it right now. But that hell was just his life. He didn’t even know any better. And, Jesus, knowing he felt that is painful.
 
   “After a while she just stopped coming to that room, stopped bringing me meals. I remember having to go to the kitchen, being scared of what they would say to me. Or what they wouldn’t say to me. Eventually I just chose to stay in that room.
 
   “Every day was the same. I got up in the morning, took care of my shit, waited at the corner for my bus to bring me to public, while Rachel drove past me in her car on her way to bring Julia and Jackson to their private school. I floated through my days trying not to be noticed, came back home and retreated to my room until the next day when I had to do it all over again.”
 
   My heart is pounding against my chest and I can feel the blood pumping through my veins. “Pax,” I mutter through my tears.  
 
   “It’s okay, beso, because in the summer, for three months, I got to be free. I got to go to Venice and be with Gabriel and live outside in the sun. I never wasted a minute in Venice. I got up with the sun, spent my days on my board with my boys - on the boardwalk, surfing in the ocean, hanging out at my uncle’s tattoo shop. I felt like I owned that town. Like it was built for me. I didn’t even have a bedroom in Gabriel’s house. I slept on the couch, and I loved it. I hated walls. I hated looking out windows into the world. 
 
   “Life there was insane. I was always an hombre. I was never a kid. Beer and weed were part of my diet since I was nine. I had sex for the first time the summer before I turned fourteen. I never slept; there was no such thing as bed time with Gabriel. I thought it was perfect. When I was twelve my uncle gave me my Gringo guitar tattoo and I loved that thing. It was a piece of Venice that was part of me, that Rachel couldn’t take away. But she punished me for it. That’s when I got moved to the basement and if she bothered to talk to me it was to rail on me about being a dirty Mexican loser, a waste of an egg and my fathers fucked up son.
 
   “It wasn’t ‘til Gabriel went to lock up that she disowned me completely. That’s when I finally found a life here, but you get the vague idea how all that ended.”
 
   My eyes are closed tight and my body is shaking with pain and anger. I can’t believe that was Paxton’s life. With that childhood, I can’t believe he isn’t completely dead inside. How is he even capable of love after being raised like that? How could I have not seen that? How could I have intentionally tried to not love him? How could I have hurt him?
 
   “I’m sorry Pax. I’m sorry that she hurt you like that. I’m sorry that you were ever hurt… that I hurt you. You don’t deserve it. I wish you could have shared that part of yourself with me, Pax. I would have done things differently. I would have loved you better. I wouldn’t have tried so hard to convince myself that I couldn’t have you. You didn’t deserve that shit from me and it sucks, Pax, that we never really had a chance. I didn’t even really know you,” I tell him, squeezing tight to his hands, feeling pissed off and angry… at his family, at him, mostly at myself. What the hell is wrong with me? How could I have fucked up what we could have had?
 
   “I don’t know who I am, Jessa. I never have. The closest I’ve come to feeling like myself, like a person not defined by my life, is with you. I get that it’s not much, but you had more of me than anyone ever has.” 
 
   He’s quiet then and I am so overcome with emotion that I can’t speak either. I can’t start telling myself that, with me, is where Paxton belongs. That if the closest he’s come to feeling like himself is with me, then he should stay here – with me. I can’t start believing that. “Are you going to be happy in California, Pax? Are you going to be able to go home and finally be rid of all this shit and just be happy? Because I don’t want you to hurt anymore. I need you to be happy.”
 
   “I always thought that was possible. I always considered that place my home, where the real me lived. I always thought if I could have that, if I could hold onto it and not have to leave it, that I would figure out who I am and I could start living. But that didn’t happen, Jess. When I left River Bluff and went there, to stay, that didn’t happen. Because, beso, my home isn’t there. It’s not where I belong. My home is with you, it’s wherever you are. Even if it’s this horrific town.”
 
   I listen to his words and I think I understand what he’s saying, and I don’t know if I deserve it, but I want to be his home. I want to be the place where he can find himself and I want to help him do that. I want to make him happy. I turn around in his arms and look into his eyes. “Pax… what are you saying?”
 
   “I think I need you,” he whispers.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I need you too, Pax. I need all of you. Not  just the pretty wrapping on the box.” 
 
   “The pretty wrapping on the box?” he laughs. 
 
   “Yeah,” I tell him. “You- this beautiful cover; your eyes and your mouth and your skull and your tattooed hands. I want inside, Paxton.”
 
   “That can happen if you let it, beso. I’m no longer okay with part of you. I don’t want you if it’s conditional. If there are rules I can’t break and words I can’t say. I don’t want the fraction of yourself that you’ve given to the guys that came before me. I need the real you and I need all of you. If you can’t give me that then I can’t do this with you again. I can’t live through this again.”
 
   “I don’t think I really have a choice, Pax. I don’t know how to keep you at arm’s length anymore. Every stupid argument I used to protect myself, to stop myself from caring too much, all that shit was demolished. Nothing has ever hurt as bad as losing you.”
 
   “I fucked you up, huh beso?”
 
   “Love… it totally sucks,” I tell him, trying to reign in my emotional ass.
 
   Paxton laughs then tells me, “I agree. But I’m gonna love you anyway.”
 
   “We don’t really have a choice, right? That’s why it sucks so bad. Falling in love is the ultimate loss of control.”
 
   Paxton’s fingers trail over my cheek and land on my lips and with that simple touch I feel my sarcastic defense falter. I have his touch back. The hands that I thought would never touch me again are on me.  “Are we really doing this, beso? Are we handing ourselves over to each other? ‘Cause I’m in. I’m willing to do that.”
 
   “It’s going to be scary, Pax, but I’m going to let you love me and I’m going to love you back. I’m going to give you all of me because the only thing I will ever want is all of you.”
 
   “Okay,” he whispers, “let’s do this.”
 
   As I stare into Paxton’s eyes, knowing that for the first time, he is really mine and I am really his, I don’t feel any fear. The two of us… we are going to okay.  Rachel can go to hell. I’m going to love Paxton enough to make up for every minute he had to spend with that bitch. 
 
   “You realize what this means, kid?”
 
   “What does it mean, Pax?”
 
   “You’re in a committed relationship. One that you can’t just leave. You got yourself another boyfriend.”
 
   All those words don’t scare me anymore like he thinks they do. They sound pretty fantastic, actually. “That night in the restaurant, when you proposed to me, thinking that if I just faced my fears I would be able to get over myself….?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “That was stupid, Pax. Really fucking stupid. But the minute I accepted that I had fallen in love with you, all that shit went away. So, I hate to tell you, but none of your words scare me anymore. You’re going to have to come up with a new tactic to make me squirm.”
 
   “Shit. Is that supposed to be a challenge? Because you and I both know that if there is one thing I know how to do, it’s make you squirm,” he tells me before holding my arms down and climbing on top of me. He looks at me with hunger in his eyes and then his mouth comes crashing down on me and, god damn it, I’m squirming already.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25 - Paxton
 
    
 
   I have fully accepted the fact that being in Chicago doesn’t mean that Rachel can fuck my life up any more than she already has. I’m free to be here if that’s where I choose to be. And as long as Jessa’s here, it’s exactly where I want to be. And I’m cool with that. I’m good with just about anything right now because I have all of Jessa, and all of Jessa is one fucking fantastic thing to have.
 
   The minute she started wanting to know about my life with my mom and I didn’t mind telling her about it, I kind of started to get in. When I ended up telling her things that I hadn’t talked about, or even thought about for years, and it was okay, it became kind of obvious. There is nothing I want to keep from this girl and there is no part of me that is so pathetic and ugly that it will make her love me less. In fact, every time I show her a new part of me, she only seems to love me more. I didn’t think that was possible. I never thought anyone could love that hermit son of Rachel’s. But Jessa does.  
 
   When I told her my home was not in Venice, but wherever she was, I didn’t realize it until that moment, but it’s true. It’s like the gigantic fucking cloud that always hovered over me was lifted and the thing I had been waiting for, the moment when I finally felt like I was going to start living my life, had arrived. And yeah, things with Rachel and Gabriel and my broke ass are pretty terrible. But I’ve never been more happy and at peace as I am now. 
 
   I roll out of bed like I do, against my will, every morning now because I’m a rat scrounger trying to find any way to come up with the money that will finally release me and Gabriel from Rachel once and for all. With the money I had stashed at the Dixon’s and the coin I’ve been putting aside since I left Chicago, I have a grand total of eleven thousand. When I sell my car it will knock it up to thirty, but that’s not even close. Besides that, Gabriel and I don’t even have money to live and I’m basically leeching off my girls just to get by. I gotta come up with something big and permanent and I gotta do it quick.
 
   The obvious solution to my problem is start playing again. The abrupt ending of Polly at the height of our demand means that people are still thirsty. They need the closure they never got and I’m hoping a few gigs might get me the cash I need to pay off Rachel, but I don’t want that to be the permanent solution. I’m not dragging Jessa into that life.
 
   “Jessa,” I call out, wondering why the hell she’s not in my bed.
 
   She comes into our room looking way too beautiful to be heading to campus. “What’s up, babe?” she asks me.
 
   “What’s with the get up?” I ask her, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. I’m trying to be less of a psychotic jealous, asshole, but the shit she’s wearing is not necessary for a day spent away from me.
 
   “It’s pretty, right?” she asks, looking down at the little pink dress she’s wearing. “And I like to look pretty, and you like making me happy, so you like my dress, right?”
 
   “Is this your new tactic – reverse psychology?” I ask, pulling her down on the bed and running my hand over her dress.
 
   “So you don’t want to make me happy?” she asks with contrived sadness.
 
   “About all I want to do is make you happy. Don’t play your stupid little games with me.” I smile at her and then bite her nipple, which is poking through the damn dress that she thinks she is wearing out in public.
 
   “Ahh,” she breaths, digging her fingers into my shoulders.
 
    I pull her strapless dress down until her breasts pop free and I start running my tongue over them.
 
   “Jessa, we gotta go,” Vi yells.
 
   “Shit,” Jessa mutters, pushing me off of her and readjusting her dress over herself. “Why do you always have to do shit like that to me right before I have to leave you?” She pinches my nipple before standing up.
 
   “Ouch. You get so nasty, you know that? I was just trying to make you happy.”
 
   She turns from her closet to give me one of her, I’m not stupid looks. Jessa pulls a little white cardigan out of her closet and puts it on, covering up her exposed nipples, but I can still see too much cleavage. “Better?” she asks me with a poignant stare.
 
   “Not really,” I tell her.
 
   She looks down at herself then pulls her dress up to cover most of her cleavage. “Yes?” she asks me and I shake my head. “Give me some direction, Pax. What look am I going for here?”
 
   “Less fucking sexy, how about?”
 
   Jessa kicks off her heels and pulls a pair of flats, that I didn’t realize she owned, out of her closet and slips them on. 
 
   She gives me an expectant look, but all I can do is flare my nostrils. Unless she pulls out a pair of pants and a baggy sweatshirt, I’m not gonna be happy.
 
   “Jessa, what are you doing in there? You better not have climbed back into that bed,” Vi calls.
 
   “I’m just trying to find an outfit that my overly protective boyfriend will approve of. This might take a while,” Jessa yells back.
 
   I smile at the ease in her voice and on her face when she says the word boyfriend. The girl really has changed and outside of the bedroom I haven’t managed to make her squirm once.
 
   Vi comes into our room now, also dressed in a little dress. 
 
   “What the hell are you two doing today for Christ’s sake? Is there a hooker convention in town?” 
 
   “We do not look like hookers, you asshole. They’re called dresses and sometimes girls wear them. And your girl looks beautiful, and…. what the hell- are those flats? What are you doing to her, Paxton?”
 
   “He’s trying to turn me into a nun. I’m not sure he realizes that nun’s aren’t allowed to have sex,” Jessa mutters.
 
   Vi goes over to the area on top of our dresser where Jessa keeps all her shit in neat little bins. She pulls out string of pearls and fastens them around Jessa’s neck then pops a headband over her curled hair. “There,” Vi says. “No one wants to have sex with a prude. Are you good? Because we have to go.”
 
   “Seriously, where the hell are you two going?”
 
   “Escorts are totally different than hookers, so relax, Pax,” Vi sputters, grabbing a hold of Jessa and pulling her towards the door. 
 
   I stand and pull my girl out of her hands to give her a nice, long kiss. When Jessa leans her body into me and wraps her arms around my neck Vi mutters, “Paxton, she gets it. She will be thinking about you all morning and will not want to do anything besides get back to you. We have to go.”
 
   I laugh into Jessa’s mouth before releasing her.
 
   “I love you,” she tells me.
 
   “I love you too,” I tell her before Vi yanks her out of the room.
 
   #
 
   “I never thought I’d see the day that we’d be going to book a gig again,” Billy comments as I drive us to The Cellar to meet with Clarence, the club’s owner. “I mean, shit, I never thought I’d see you back in this town, but hell, that girl is doing all kinds of strange things to you.”
 
   “I don’t know, I feel about as normal as I ever have when I’m with her.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s cool. I’m glad the two of you worked your shit out, I mean I wish my dishes and liquor and my wall wouldn’t have had to get involved….”
 
   “You needed new china anyway, man. Don’t start your whining again.”
 
   “Shit,” he mutters. “You’re lucky we’re starting this shit all over again ‘cause otherwise I would have eighty sixed your ass.”
 
   “We’re not starting this shit all over. It’s one gig.”
 
   “And then what? How are you going to support your ass after that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll figure something out,” I tell him, getting out of the car and heading inside The Cellar.
 
   Clarence is waiting for us at a table. It’s ten AM and he’s already got a glass of scotch in hand.
 
   “So, it’s true,” he says, standing up to shake my hand. “I didn’t believe it when Billy called me, but you’re really doing this, huh?”
 
   “It depends,” I tell him, taking a seat between him and Billy. 
 
   “On what?” he asks, sitting back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest, his expression no longer friendly.
 
   “Tickets are forty a pop and we’re taking eighty five percent of it,” Billy informs him.
 
   Clarence’s face tightens, but he ignores Billy. “When’s the last time you even played in front of an audience?” Clarence asks me.
 
   “It’s been a while.”
 
   “Well how am I supposed to charge forty bucks just to get through the door if I don’t even know if you can put on a show?”
 
   Billy laughs. “It’s Paxton fucking Alvarado, man. What are you talking about? You put the word out and those tickets will be sold within minutes. You know that. It’s forty bucks at the door and your club can have fifteen percent. If you’re not cool with that we’ll take our business elsewhere.”
 
   “I’m not doing fifteen percent. The production costs are gonna be more than twenty percent. I need to get paid asshole.”
 
   “Let me break it down for you Mr. Businessman. Your max capacity is three thousand. Three thousand times forty is one hundred and twenty fucking thousand. Fifteen percent of one hundred and twenty fucking thousand is eighteen thousand dollars. Like you get that much off those rank bands you shuffle through here on the weekends. And production? Please. You gotta crew gonna set up our instruments and run sound check? ‘Cause that’s the extent of our ‘production’. We ain’t Katy Perry, we’re not gonna come swinging in here on a cloud. In fact, now that I’m laying it out, I’m thinking five percent sounds about right.”
 
   I sit back with my arms crossed over my chest and snicker. Billy can play the bass, but business manager has always been his strength. 
 
   Clarence shakes his head and mutters and tries to make a few more points, but when Billy stands, like he’s walking out, Clarence finally caves. And then it’s official. I’m back in the band. And I’m not as worked up about it as I should be.
 
   After we get the details worked out, Billy and I head back to the stage. I haven’t been on one of these in so long, it feels strange. I try to picture the house packed, my guitar strapped on, singing out to the screaming crowd. 
 
   “How’s it feel, man?” Billy asks me.
 
   “Pretty fucking surreal.”
 
   “You think you’re going to be able to pull it off?”
 
   “It’s not gonna be a problem. It’s just one show.”
 
   “You know, shit doesn’t have to be the way it used to. You’re not the same stupid kid that you were last time we did this.”
 
   “No, I’m not. If it were just the music, I could maybe make this work.”
 
   “It could be just the music, if you let it be. You could come play your gigs then go back to your life.”
 
   “Who the hell are you kidding?” I ask him. “Once you give yourself over to these people, to whoever the hell wants you, your life is no longer yours. You know that. It changes who you are.  Yeah, I can stay away from the drugs. The girls are no longer an issue. But success, man, it always comes with a price. People always want something from you and they will destroy you in order to get it. I’m finally somewhere I want to be and I’m not gonna put it at risk just so I can play again. When I left it all last time the people that I thought cared about me- not just the guy on stage- ninety nine percent of them disappeared. I’m not losing anyone else to this shit.”
 
   “You know I got your back, Paxton. I’ll always be looking out for your ass.”
 
   “You had my back last time too but that didn’t really matter. You can’t protect me from myself.”
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” I hear Louis call before I see him and Jimmy make their way out of the shadows.
 
   “We’re getting ready for our comeback gig. Polly’s back together,” Billy tells them.
 
   “Hell, yes,” Louis says, hopping up on stage and slapping our hands. 
 
   “Looks like we all had good days,” Jimmy says after he joins us.
 
   “Yeah?” Billy asks, “You guys managed to get that shit straightened out?”
 
   “We managed to tag along while Jessa told those people exactly how it was gonna go. Your girl, man,” Jimmy says looking at me, “she’s got quite the mouth on her.”
 
   I cock my head at him, “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “We’ve got some good news,” Louis says. “You’re free, man,” he tells me handing me a stack of papers.
 
   I look down at the notarized documents that have the name of Rachel’s law firm on it. I’ve seen these documents before – I had to sign them before I left Chicago and I got another set, putting Rachel’s threats into writing, delivered to Vi’s door the day after I went to Glencoe.
 
   The signatures on these papers are Rachel’s. Beyond that I can’t focus enough to figure out what they say.
 
   “What the hell happened? You brought Jessa to see that woman? Are you crazy?” My enraged eyes dart between Louis and Jimmy.
 
   “Relax, man. We were at the lawyer’s office. She was all the way across the table. And I don’t think you need to be worrying about Jessa – that girl can take care of herself.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Have you guys been scheming behind my back? And how the hell did you convince Rachel to let this shit go?”
 
   “You wouldn’t let anyone help you, man. Your two weeks were almost up and we weren’t gonna let you watch her take your dad’s house away from him,” Billy tells me.
 
   “This is all a little fucking strange seeing how I never talked to one of you about that shit.”
 
   “Exactly,” Billy says, his eyes burrowing into mine. 
 
   I shake my head. “I need someone to explain. Now.”
 
   “It was no big deal,” Louis says, “Once we had the money, Jessa called the number on that letter you got and set up an appointment.”
 
   “No… no, no, no. Got the money? Who got the money?”
 
   “All of us,” Jimmy answers for the group. “We owe you, Pax. And don’t worry about it ‘cause you’re paying us back eventually.”
 
   “Which will happen in less than two weeks. Clarence agreed to the fifteen. Pax is gonna make a hundred grand on the gig alone,” Billy tells the guys.
 
   “No shit, huh?” Louis says, slapping Billy across the hand.
 
   “Pax is gonna make a hundred grand? I’m not taking all that money. I’m not a charity case.”
 
   “Who are you trying to kid? Those people are coming to see you, we’re just gonna be up on stage with you. And that’s all we want, we just want to play again. You’re doing us a favor and we’re doing you one too. And Jessa… I’m sure you can figure out how to return that favor on your own.”
 
   “Wait… what? She put up her cash? What the hell? How could you let her do that? It’s her fucking education.”
 
   “Pax, calm down. She’ll have her money back in a couple of weeks after you get paid for the show.”
 
   I look down at the papers. The signed and dated papers that release me and Gabriel from that life. For good. Forever. I look back at the guys who don’t look anything but happy for putting up all their money for my ass. “Shit,” I mutter. “I can’t believe you assholes did this for me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26 - Jessa
 
    
 
   When I head into our room I find Paxton on our bed, playing his guitar. He’s lost in his thoughts and doesn’t notice me in the doorway so I stop and listen to his guitar for a moment. It’s so beautiful and sad. When I can no longer stay away I go and sit at the end of the bed. He gives me a crooked smile as his fingers slow to a stop and he puts his guitar down. “What’s up, beso?” he asks me. His voice sounds melancholy. He’s got a lot of shit running through his head. 
 
   Vi sent me a text while I was in class letting me know that the guys talked to Pax and that he was cool with what we had all done behind his back. But I’m pretty sure he’s going to be upset with me. We’re not supposed to do things behind each other’s back. I knew though, that if I told him, he would never let it happen. And it needed to happen. I don’t want Paxton hurting anymore and watching his dad get hurt by Rachel would break his heart. And watching him still suffering at the hands of that woman was breaking my heart. “Why are you so far away from me?”
 
   “Just waiting to see how bad your reaction’s gonna be.”
 
   “I don’t like that you gave your college money to that woman. I don’t like that you had to see her again and that I wasn’t there with you, but I’m gonna let all of that slide, as soon as you get those clothes off and get under the sheets with me.”
 
   I stand and strip off all my clothes before climbing into bed with him, laying on my side so I can look in his eyes. “It was pretty fun, actually. The first thing Donald, Rachel’s lawyer, did was tell us he was disappointed you hadn’t made it to the appointment because his son is a huge fan and he wanted to tell him he had met you. Rachel brought the whole Dixon army with her and the looks on their faces was priceless. And I mean, she was sitting across from four people, who were holding checks from six people, who love you enough to put up every dime they have for you. What twenty year old has friends that love them like that? And plus, after I had the papers safely in my hands I got to tell those people exactly what I thought about them. I wish you would have been there, it should have been you telling them off, because I swear to God, Paxton, it felt so good.”
 
   He laughs and runs his thumb over my cheek. “How the hell did I convince you to give yourself over to me? What the hell did I do to deserve you?”
 
   “Are you being sarcastic?” 
 
   “What? Hell, no. I’m serious - how the hell are you mine?”
 
   “Is this a ploy to get me to admit how perfect you are? Because I really don’t think you need your ego boosted. I’m pretty sure you know how desirable you are without me telling you.”
 
   “You think I’m perfect? Jesus, beso, you got it bad.”
 
   I push my hand into his chest but I can’t hold back my smile. “I’m not gonna get suckered into responding to that.” 
 
    He smiles back at me, then gives me a nice, long kiss before pulling out of my mouth and looking into my eyes. “We scored the gig so I’m gonna get that money back in your bank before the month is up. Thank you, beso, for doing that for me.”
 
   “I’d do anything for you, Pax. I was thinking… I can put things on hold for a while… college can wait. I don’t have to go to school here. I don’t like this city anymore and I don’t think it’s healthy for you to be here. I think we should go home to your dad and to Venice.”
 
   He lets out a long breath. “Tempting. That thought is so tempting. But I’ve been thinking too. You’re right - this city is such a bitch. Everything I hate is here.  Every bad memory I have took place here.”
 
   “Let’s go then, Pax. There’s nothing stopping us.”
 
   “The thing is, beso, part of my heart and a lot of my soul is here. I left it when I let my life take me away from something that is part of me. But I want to be able to take it with me when I go. I don’t want to leave that much of myself behind. I need to make peace with my past before I go. If we leave, I need to leave here the right way.”
 
   “We’re not going back to that house, Pax. There is no making peace in that house.”
 
   “You’re right. There’s not. All I’ve ever wanted was to be able to take every piece of that woman out of my life. But that was never an option. Even when I went home to Venice she was still holding onto me and Gabriel by our balls. But thanks to you and thanks to that great set of friends we got, she’s not anymore. I’m finally free of her and I just want to forget. That part of my life is over. But my life here, in this city… there are a few loose ends blowing around. 
 
   “I didn’t want to start playing again. Which is stupid. Before I let all that other shit cloud my brain and fuck up my body, I loved it. Until I met you, nothing had ever made me happier. And I owe it to the guys, those guys who just saved my ass. I want to do it again. The right way. I need the money, but I need the closure too. If you will do it with me, before we leave, I need to do this last thing. For a while.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” I ask, thinking if I were him I would want to run as far away from his past as possible. And I know he wants to get back to California- to his dad, his family and his friends. But he’s got a pretty great family here too – not the literal one, obviously, but the other people here who actually love him and care about him. 
 
   “Yeah, I am. But I need something from you, beso.”
 
   “What?” I ask, worried about the sudden intensity on his face.
 
   “I need you to promise me that you’re not going to leave me. That no matter what happens, no matter what kind of shit comes along with this, no matter who I turn into, that you’re gonna keep loving me. That you won’t leave me.”
 
   I recoil at his words. Is he serious? I pull out of his arm now and climb onto his naked stomach, straddling him, my hands clamped around the base of his skull. “Love you no matter what happens, or who you turn into? Shut the hell up, Paxton. Hell, no. What the hell does that even mean?”
 
   He puts his hands around my neck and holds onto me just as hard as I’m holding onto him. “No matter what, Jessa. I need you to promise me you won’t go – no matter what.”
 
   “No, Paxton. I have no idea what you are capable of. What are you trying to make me promise you? If you decide you are going to change into a new person? If you get pulled back into whatever bullshit you left behind? If I find out that Paxton, the one in the band, is nothing more than a man whore or an addict or an angry ass-kicking asshole, you just want me to put up with it?”
 
   “I love you, Jessa. I’m never gonna leave you. I need you to tell me the same thing. All I need are a few simple words out of your damn mouth. Tell me that you love me. Tell me you won’t leave me- no matter what.”
 
   “I love you. Don’t do something that will make me want to leave and I never will.”
 
   He sits up then, his hands still secured around my neck, and pushes me into the mattress before straddling me and piercing me with his intense eyes. His lips are parted and his nostrils are flared and I want inside of him in all the worst ways. But I’m not just going to throw myself blindly into this new niche of his life that he’s dragging me into. I’m not gonna tell him that I will stand by and let him do whatever Rock God Paxton does to people and just take it.  “I can watch you fall, I can watch you hurt. I will help you if you start to break down and forget who you are, or who we are. But if you give a piece of yourself, a piece of you that belongs to me, to anyone or anything else… if you take any of you away from me, I cannot promise that I will be okay with that. If you hurt me, if you break my heart, I will not hold your fucking hand and walk you through some fucked up shit that you refuse to tell me about until you figure out who the hell you are.”
 
   “I know exactly who I am, beso, but a huge part of me is inside of you.  If you take yourself away from me then that’s when shit is going to fall apart. That’s when everything ugly about this life will take me down with it. I need you to tell me you are not going to do that.” 
 
   I look into his pain-filled eyes and hold onto his pleading words and I get it. I get what he’s afraid of. I understand what he’s trying to tell me he needs. “I’m not going to leave you again. The girl that freaked out and needed space… I’m not her anymore.  I’m not going anywhere- ever. I. Will. Not. Leave. You. You don’t have to worry about that.”
 
   He closes his eyes for a moment and his face relaxes. “Was that so fucking hard?” he asks, taking a hold of my face and crashing his lips into mine.
 
   No. God, no. This is not hard. Intense? Yes. Scary? Yeah. But hard? Hell, no. Nothing about loving this guy and promising to stay with him is hard. Whatever is waiting for us around the corner – bring it the fuck on. He’s mine and I’m not letting go.
 
   The End
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