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  Beneath the tides taking,

 
  lay the shifting sands of my soul

 
  where all the lies are washed away

 
  by truth

 
  where I fear not

 
  the edge of the earth

 
  where I fear not

 
  for beneath the tides taking,

 
  your soul is mine

 
  and there is no edge of the earth

 – BENEATH THE TIDES TAKING
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Chapter 1

I stare around my best friends room, stacked with boxes that indicate we’re really going to college. High school seemed to go by in a blink of an eye. I smile to myself as I lean up on my elbows and glance over at Lindy looking at a Cosmo magazine. My eyes move down to my Alternative Press. It’s just one of the reasons Lindy and I are complete opposites, but I figure it’s why we get along so well. I stand and toss the magazine into one of the boxes.
 Lindy raises an eyebrow. “That’s not mine.”
 “Yeah, but it’s Kellin’s and we’re going to be living with him now,” I reply, and she shrugs.
 “Speaking of which,” she says, glancing down at her cell phone. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”
 I pull my hair into a messy ponytail and slip on my Keds.
 “Done,” I reply and she shakes her head. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”
 “Positive. We’re going to be seeing Kellin enough from now on!” Lindy replies as she raises an eyebrow at me. “Plus, I thought the whole idea of going out was to get a date or something.”
 I look at the ceiling.  Lindy and I have been best friends since freshmen year, and not much has changed in the past four years. She’s the preppy girl with pretty blonde curls, contrasting moss green eyes and freckles. My eyes fall back to the mirror in front of me. I, on the other hand, don’t really care what anyone thinks of me. I’m too busy with my academics to pay attention to how I look. I don’t really look like much in my ripped bootcut jeans, loose plain tee and glasses.
 “I go to his shows every Friday because I like the music,” I say as I turn to face her again.
 Lindy blinks at me a few times. “Again, I lived with Kellin until he was eighteen and went to college. Now we’re going to college, and I’m going to have to deal with him almost 24/7 again. Plus, I’m sure he has quite the reputation already, so I’ll have to deal with everyone asking me questions or making comments about him.”
 I smirk to myself as I think of Lindy’s brother. I’m almost as close to him as I am her–at least I was before he went to college. He’s three years older, so we only spent a year together and every summer–but those summers were amazing. I’m glad this one is coming to an end because we haven’t seen him nearly as much as we normally do. He’s been fixing up the house we’re renting from one of their relatives.
 “Rocker bad boy is the in thing,” I remind Lindy. “Didn’t you drool over Temp a few weeks ago at the beach?”
 She sits up, sucking in her cheeks as she thinks. “Very true.”
 “Still sure you don’t want to come?” I push, hoping for once she’ll come with me. If she did, it wouldn’t be so awkward for me to go up and talk to Kellin.
 “Temp is super hot, but I want to relish my last few moments without my brother,” she says, and when I roll my eyes she continues, “You don’t get it because Keith is five years older than you — you might as well have been an only child.”
 I bite my lip as I stare at her with my brows raised. “Is Kellin really that bad?”
 Lindy shrugs and flops back on her bed. “You’ll see when you have to live with him all the time–he’s a pain in the rear.”
 I stare down at her as I pull my hooded sweatshirt over my head. “I’ve known him as long as I’ve known you. I’m well aware he’s a pain in the rear…but at least he’s nice to look at.”
 “Reese, really?” she asks as she wrinkles her nose.
 “What?” I ask, widening my eyes at her.
 “You’re wearing that? I thought when you said you were done you meant your shoes.”
 I blink at her. She doesn’t have an issue with me calling her brother hot, but she has a problem with what I’m wearing to see him. “This is what I always wear.”
 She purses her lips at me as she looks me up and down. “I’m surprised Kellin never teases you about it.”
 “I’m sure he would if he knew I was there,” I reply as I grab my car keys from her dresser.
 “Are you secretly stalking my brother, Ree?”
 I turn around, my hands on my hips. “I know it’s hard to believe, but I like Beneath the Tides Taking.”
 “I like it until my brother stops singing and Schmidt starts screaming,” Lindy comments, scrunching up her nose.
 “I figured you’d jump at a chance to see Temp again,” I say and she presses her pointer finger into her cheek.
 “He was hot,” she begins, and I wiggle my eyebrows at her.
 She shrugs. “I think it’s probably wise to stay away from my brother’s best friend.”
 She’s probably right, especially seeing the whole music scene really isn’t her thing and it’s definitely Temp’s, just like it’s Kellin’s. Lindy and I have little in common. I like heavy metal; she likes pop. She loves pink; I like black. She wants to stand out, and I always blend in. I’m good at blending in. I glance over my shoulder at my reflection again. I blend in so well I’m not even sure who the person in the mirror is. It isn’t who I think I am. I’ve always felt this way–like I’m lost inside my own body, but I’ve always ignored it until now. It’s been nagging at me for weeks…ever since Kellin saw me in my bathing suit.
 Lindy had dragged me to the mall to pick something out because Kellin invited us to the beach with a few of his friends from the music scene. He made me swear that I’d make sure Lindy wore something decent, but Lindy made the point that he hadn’t said the same thing for me.
 
  “If I can’t look sexy, you sure can,” Lindy commented as she threw bathing suits at me to try on–if you could call them that. There really wasn’t much to them. Even the one piece she threw at me was cut out on the sides. In the end, Lindy picked one out for me, bought it and stuffed it in her bag without letting me see. She gave it to me five minutes before Kellin arrived.

 
  “Are you kidding me, Lind?” I swore as I came out of the bathroom.

 
  She put her hands behind her head as she leaned back. “Perfect.”

 
  I looked down at my almost entirely bare torso, covered by only a strapless top inches wide and a bikini bottom that had metal circles on the sides, so my hips showed. “Did it really need to be a push-up bathing suit?”

 
  Lindy nodded. “What is the point of a top without the push?”

 
  I swallowed as my palms began to sweat. “Kellin is going to see me in this!”

 
  “I’m going to–holy trash!” Kellin said as he came in the door.

 
  I turned around, my eyes wide as I stood with my hands pressed against my sides.

 
  Kellin’s face turned red as his eyes trailed up and down my body.

 
  “Idiot,” he said under his breath, mouth hanging open with his hand rubbing his neck as he tried, but failed to peel his eyes away from me.

 
  His gaze finally met mine, and my whole body trembled.

 
  He had no business looking at me like that.

 
  Making me feel like I was on fire.

 
  He was my best friend’s brother– he was one of my best friends. Still, his eyes remained locked on mine, and my body begged me to step forward to use my finger to shut his jaw. My breathing was staggered as my eyes drifted to his parted mouth and the glint of the metal ball just below his lower lip.

 
  Lindy broke our stare as she tossed my cover-up over my shoulder. “Here! Let’s get going.”

 
  I pulled it over my head, and it barely covered my rear.

 
  “Lindy!” I hissed, my face burning from the way Kellin was looking at me. I could still feel his eyes on me as I yanked on her arm to make her stop.

 
  Kellin shook his head, mouth finally closing as he nodded over his shoulder. “I’ll…meet you two in the car.”

 
  “You look hot,” she replied, mocking me with wide eyes. “Even Kellin is having a heart attack.”

 Kellin having a heart attack over me was what did me in. Since then I’ve doubted myself every time I pull on my ill-fitting clothes. Now I’m going to see him again, and I suddenly want to feel like that again.
 To feel his eyes all over me.
 
  Control yourself, Reese!
  Brother, your best friend’s brother!

 “Fine,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I’ll go by myself, but you better be coming over tomorrow.”
 Lindy laughs as I kick one of her boxes. I haven’t even started packing yet, and we’re moving in on Sunday.
 “You need help packing?” she asks.
 I shrug. “I don’t feel like taking anything with me.”
 Especially not my clothes.
 Lindy stands and pulls at the pocket of my ratty, too-baggy hoody. “We could go shopping.”
 “Shopping?” I repeat, and as much as the idea appeals to me, I fight it.
 “Yeah, and get you a new wardrobe…something more you.”
 “What’s not me about this?” I ask, looking down at my outfit. I know she’s right, but I’m not really sure what is me.
 “You’ve got a feisty attitude and a brain–and…” She smirks as she pulls the sweatshirt tight around me. “A body.”
 “I’m going to be late for the show.”
 “And Kell might notice you if you sneak in late and can’t jam yourself against a wall.”
 “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not hiding from him purposely!”
 “Yeah, and you aren’t hiding under your clothes either,” she replies as she walks out the door and down the steps.
 I stand there for a moment looking down at my outfit, a part of me knowing she’s right, and another part of me wondering what she’s insinuating about Kellin.
  





Chapter 2

I press my body against the back wall as I blend into the crowd. I hate the feeling of bodies so close to mine, but I relish the way listening to Kellin sing lets me disappear. I forget all the parts of myself I doubt for just a moment. I’m addicted to his voice and the emotion as he sways to the beat. Then there’s the feeling it always reminds me of–the one I get when he looks at me because when he does, it feels like he sees me. Even when I don’t see me–he does.
 I pull the hood of the sweatshirt over my head despite the heat that’s building from the jam-packed room. The last thing I need is for Kellin to realize I’m here, not that he would notice me in a room full of girls in skimpy clothing and tight skinny jeans. The girls in front of me giggle as Kellin comes on stage and pulls the guitar over his shoulder. He’s wearing a v-neck black tee and his chest tattoo’s words are as apparent as the ones scrawled over his right forearm up to his bicep.
 “I can’t stand 99% of the songs, but God, Kellin is gorgeous. I’d love to see what that tattoo on his chest says,” the blonde says to her friend.
 I know exactly what it says. It’s the lyrics to my favorite Bring Me the Horizon song. I smile to myself. If they can’t stand this level of heavy, they sure wouldn’t be able to listen to the old BMTH I love so much.
 “I wonder if he has any tattoos anywhere else,” her friend replies, and I hold in the gag as I imagine what she must be talking about.
 I know where all of his tattoos are. I’ve been with him when he got each one and he definitely doesn’t have them anywhere this girl would need to see him naked for. Shirtless yes, but not naked. Besides his chest tattoo and sleeve, he has lyrics written across his ribcage that he wrote, which these girls obviously won’t know.
 
  Beneath the tides taking,

 
  lay the shifting sands of my soul

 
  where all the lies are washed away

 
  by truth

 
  where I fear not

 
  the edge of the earth

 
  where I fear not

 
  for beneath the tides taking,

 
  your soul is mine

 
  and there is no edge of the earth

 “Are you ready?” Kellin asks as he grabs the microphone with his guitar pick sticking out between his fingers.
 The crowd screams.
 Schmidt grabs his microphone off the stand and wraps the cord around his fist.
 “He said, are you,” his voice lowers into a growl; “ready?”
 The crowd grows even louder, and the double bass drums begin to rumble. The room moves as the drummer slams the high hats together and then as Kellin opens his mouth to sing, the crowd starts to jump. I don’t join because I know what will happen. I’ll get pulled into the crowd, and then probably the mosh pit. The girls in front of me don’t know any better and begin to jump and sing the wrong lyrics. I laugh to myself but reach forward to grab the blonde before she’s pulled into the pit. She turns and mouths thank you, panic lacing her soft features. She reminds me of Lindy with pretty eyes and porcelain skin. I shrug and watch as she starts to jump again. I wonder how many times I’m going to have to save her from getting her perfect nose broken tonight. By the time the last song of Kellin’s set is done, I’ve saved her at least five more times.
 “You’ve been to a few of these, haven’t you?” the girl asks, turning to face me as the lights lift for the next band to begin setting up.
 “You could say that,” I reply as I push my hood down.
 “You really like this music?” she asks, pushing a now limp curl behind her ear.
 I run my tongue over the inside of my cheek. “Yeah, it’s pretty much all I listen to.”
 “Really?” her friend asks, turning to face me. She has sleek ebony hair and bright green eyes. The contrast against her pale skin is stunning.
 My fingers tingle as I look down at my black sweatshirt that’s three sizes too big. My hair is just as bad — thrown up into a messy bun. Then there are my funky purple glasses. I swallow hard. I’m not blending in here. I’m standing out, and not in a good way. My eyes skim the room. I’m an aberration. The venue is filled with chicks in low-cut, too tight t-shirts and heavy makeup. So many of these girls love this scene but hate the music. They want a bad boy for arm candy and dress like rebels to piss off their parents. My eyes land on a girl with dark purple hair, and my ribs feel like they’re being squeezed in a vice. I wish I could pull something like that off. I’m pretty sure it would look killer with my gray eyes. My jaw clenches. There’s no way I can do it. My gaze drifts up to Kellin and stomach flips. I wonder if he’d notice me then, or if I’d just blend into this crowd of bimbos.
 His eyes scan the room, and a part of me begs them to find mine, but my body reacts differently.
 
  Please don’t see me.

 I push back against the wall, trying to hide behind the two girls looking at me as they wait for an answer to a question I can’t even recall now.
 The blonde one blinks at me expectantly.
 “Yeah,” I reply, hoping my one-word answer will stop their questions.
 “It doesn’t give you a headache?” Blondie asks me.
 Ah, she’s asking me about the music, because she knows nothing about it.
 Because she can’t stand it and just wants that arm candy.
 I shake my head. “And I can actually understand what Schmidt is screaming.”
 “Schmidt?”
 “The screamer,” I reply, and my eyes dart back to where Kellin is leaning against the wall talking to Fague. The guy runs his hands through his hipster beard, and I chuckle to myself.
 “Ah,” the girls say in unison, and I look back at them.
 “So is it okay to go up and talk to the band?” Green Eyes asks, tipping on her toes.
 I want to say no and keep one more girl from throwing themselves at Kellin, but that’s not who I am. Besides, if it’s not one of these two, I’m sure there will be another one. Like Purple Hair.
 I shrug. “Sure, why not?”
 The girls look at each other with wide eyes, and if they weren’t in a public place, I swear they would be squealing and jumping up and down hugging one another.
 “Thanks again for saving me,” the blonde girl says, tossing me a sugar sweet smile before heading towards Kellin.
 I run my hand through my hair until I reach my ponytail, wrenching it out as I watch the girl put her hand on Kellin’s shoulder and lean to whisper in his ear. He laughs, and though I’ve seen it tons of times before, my stomach drops. I squeeze my eyes shut before fighting my way towards the door. I step outside, and the cool summer breeze washes over my face. I stop, pressing the back of my head against the bricks as I look at the night sky. My hands bury in my hair.
 What’s wrong with me?
 My jaw tightens as I inhale and head to my car. Luckily, I have an hour ride home to try to figure it out.





Chapter 3

“Hey!” Lindy pokes her head into my bedroom, and I let out a sigh.
 “Thank goodness, Lind. I think I’m going crazy. Last night I think I was jealou–” I stop as Kellin’s arm snakes around Lindy’s head and pushes the door open.
 “I brought reinforcements!” Lindy says as Kellin leans against the door frame and gives me a broad smile.
 “Who you jealous of, Ree?” he asks as he steps into my room and peers into one of the boxes. “And why are all your boxes empty?”
 I open and close my eyes as I try to figure out a reasonable answer to either question.
 “I don’t know,” I finally mutter.
 Lindy narrows her eyes at me, and I shake my head.
 Maybe it’s a good thing. I don’t need Lindy to think I’m developing something for her brother…or that I’ve always had something for him. I squeeze my fists together until my nails bit into my palms. I look up at him, and I can’t help the smile that comes to my lips as he wiggles his eyebrows at me. My body warms, but this is the way I’ve always felt about him. It’s easy to be around him; my eyes drift over him. He’s also easy on the eyes. He’s wearing the hooded heather blue Henley I bought him for his birthday. He has the sleeves pushed up, and the buttons are undone, so his tattoos show in all their glory, but he’ll be able to hide them if my parents come home.
 Kellin steps forward and pulls me into a hug, tucking his head into my hair. He takes a deep breath, and it washes over my neck as he says, “I missed you, Ree.”
 I smile, closing my eyes as I melt into his arms. Whatever this is, it feels right. He pulls away and looks down at me. The way his eyes twinkle reminds me of why I love being around him so much. I feel like me.
 I’m not the nerdy girl who doesn’t care how she looks like everyone thinks.
 I’m not the girl who always struggles to maintain her 4.0 and hides behind baggy clothes because she’s not exactly sure who she is.
 I’m just me, and whoever that is, it’s enough for him.
 “So why haven’t you packed anything?” he asks as he looks around my room.
 My shoulders rise. “I don’t know what to bring.”
 “You can bring everything if you want,” Kellin replies, crossing his arms. “It’s our home indefinitely. We don’t have to come back for breaks unless we want to.”
 I love the idea that we’ll be living together indefinitely; what has me procrastinating is college. I’m nervous about it, and even though I’ve vented to Lindy, she just doesn’t get it. She makes friends quickly and has always fit in. She also thinks I’m nuts for worrying about how hard classes are going to be, but that’s because she doesn’t know I have to study for hours while she manages to get perfect grades just by glancing at a textbook. My stomach twists and I wonder how Kellin felt went he first went to college. Even if he didn’t feel like I do right now, he always seems to know what to say. The problem is I’m too scared to admit I’m not as smart as everyone thinks I am. If I’m not the nerdy girl who dresses poorly, then I’m just the girl who wears clothes three sizes too big.
 I run my hands through my hair before shrugging. “I just don’t know where to start.”
 Kellin gives me a grin, and my skin heats up as our eyes remain locked on each other. The doubt slips away, and I can’t look away or stop the smile that replaces my frown. I finally turn around, grabbing a box as I chastise myself. This is Kellin– Kellin, my best friend’s brother. My good friend for four years. He’s older and sexy.
 
  Dang it!
  Off limits, Reese!

 I take a deep breath as I feel Kellin behind me. My eyes flutter against my cheeks, and he touches my shoulder, turning me to face him.
 “Let me give you a hand?” he asks, giving me one of those infectious, crooked-kid-like grins.
 “It’s an empty box, Kell. I think I can handle it,” I reply, nudging him out of the way.
 “You sure about that?” he teases, raising an eyebrow at me.
 “Ree? You up there?” Mom calls and I look at Kellin.
 He freezes, and his eyes drop to the tattoos showing on his arms. Mom’s hand turns the knob and his eyes widen. I jump on his back, pulling down his sleeves as I do and wrapping my arms around his neck to cover his collarbone. Kellin catches my legs and holds me there just as Mom opens the door. She blinks at us a few times, and I give her a smile.
 “Kellin and Lindy came over to help me pack,” I say.
 “I can see that…but why are you on Kellin’s back?” she asks, and I hear Lindy stifle a giggle as Kellin’s arms tighten around my legs in panic.
 “I was betting him that he couldn’t pick me up,” I say as I slip one hand under my arm and button the shirt. It’s not really believable since Kellin is pretty well-built, but Mom won’t question it. I slide down his back. “I guess I was wrong!”
 Mom looks between Kellin and me before shaking her head. “Well, Reese could really use your help. As you can tell, she hasn’t even started thinking about moving yet.”
 “I’ve been thinking about it. I just haven’t done anything yet,” I reply.
 She rolls her eyes in response. “So I should order a pizza for dinner?”
 “That’d be great,” Kellin replies as he opens one of my drawers and immediately closes it. His lips purse as he places his hands behind his head.
 “Found the underwear drawer?” Mom asks as she smirks at him before shutting the door.
 Kellin taps his thumbs against his jeans as he looks around the room. “Uh…thanks for that.”
 I nod as I step past him and open the same drawer and start dropping my bras and underwear into the box in front of him. His eyes find the ceiling as his face turns red. “Really, Ree? You couldn’t wear, I don’t know, normal stuff?”
 I look up at him as I drop a pair of black lace boy shorts into the box. “What’s not normal about them?”
 He rubs his face. “You practically wear bags as clothing–and then you wear that underneath?”
 I pop my hip out as I lock eyes with him. “Do you like it or something?”
 Lindy makes a gagging noise behind him. “Could you guys save the flirting for when I’m not around?”
 It’s my turn to be embarrassed. I drop the last item into the box and start piling my pajamas, which are pretty close to what I wear every day, on top.  Kellin doesn’t respond but grabs another empty box and heads to my closet. He pauses with his hand on the knob before looking over his shoulder at me.
 “Is there anything I need to be cautious of in here?” he asks.
 I shake my head. “You found the only thing you really wouldn’t want to see in the first drawer you opened.”
 Lindy coughs, muttering under her breath, “Who says he didn’t want to see it?”
 I watch as Kellin’s eyebrows twitch and his eyes narrow on his sister. She shoots him a similar look, and I stand in the middle puzzled. Tension fills the air.
 I cough, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Umm… Just throw everything in the boxes. I’ll figure it out when we get there.”
 “Works for me,” Kellin replies, shifting on his feet. “I can’t wait for you guys to see your rooms.”
 “We’ve seen them before, Kell,” Lindy reminds him as she throws my books into a box. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from telling her to be careful. They’re organized by the color of the binding and genre, but now they’re a jumbled mess in the box.
 “You saw them before,” he replies, biting his lip as he glances between us.
 Lindy and I look at one another.
 “What did you do?” Lindy asks, crossing her arms, and I go over to the box and fix the books. I look up, and she’s blinking at me. I nod over to my drawers of clothes, something I don’t care if she completely messes up. It took me ages to get the books to have the ombre effect. She rolls her eyes and goes to my dresser.
 Kellin shrugs. “You’ll just have to wait to see.”
  





Chapter 4

When the doorbell rings ten minutes early, I know it’s Lindy, already awake, beautiful and ready for moving day. I yank the door open to find Kellin leaning against the door frame, and my angry retort of, don’t you ever sleep vanishes. I’m struck by how his boyish good looks have evaporated into something far more enticing as my eyes trail up his shirt that pulls perfectly against his chest. The v-neck is just deep enough to show the top of the words of his tattoo. Then there’s the fact he’s wearing short sleeves, which I hardly ever see him in when he’s home. The fabric stops just where his arm muscles round and take shape, cascading into the elaborate tattoo that covers his left arm. Boyish doesn’t quite cover him now. Sexy does, though. My eyes finally meet his, and the one remaining boyish feature, that crooked grin, makes my lips slip into an easy smile.
 “I thought you were Lindy!” I say as I realize my hair is a rat’s nest, and I’m wearing short-shorts that are barely visible beneath my baggy sweatshirt that hangs off a bare shoulder.
 Kellin’s grin turns into a full smile as he watches my face turn red. I look down, pulling at the hem of my sweatshirt.
 “You look great, Ree,” he replies, and I stop fidgeting to look up at him.
 “Your idea of great is really off,” I reply as I push my glasses back up my face and move aside so he can come in.
 “You’re showing more skin than usual,” Kellin comments, nodding to my bare legs.
 I’m thankful I shaved the night before. “Don’t worry, come winter you can’t see an inch of my skin in my pajamas.”
 Kellin rolls his eyes as we go into my bedroom.
 “So why are you here this early?” I ask, grabbing the only clothes that aren’t packed off the end of the bed.
 “I figured we could get an early start, stop at Starbucks…” he replies, eyebrows raising as he says one my favorite words.
 “I think we’re going to need it today. I didn’t sleep all that well last night,” I say as I go behind the closet door to change.
 “You nervous?”
 I yank my sports bra over my head, completely aware of the fact I’m feet away from him, shielded only by a wood door. I pull my jeans on and take a deep breath. It’s Kellin, Ree! I remind myself as I lean down to pick up my t-shirt and end up ramming my head into the knob, so the door swings open. Kellin’s eyes move from his hands up to me as I swear and grab my head.
 I squeeze my eyes shut as they water from the impact.
 “You okay?” Kellin asks, and I realize he’s keeping me standing by holding my arms.
 I look up at him. “I’m going to have a bruise on my forehead.”
 Kellin hides his smirk poorly as he shakes his head and pries my hands away so he can see where I hit. He runs his fingers over it, “There’s a bit of a scrape, but I think it’ll be fine.”
 “Only I could injure myself getting dressed,” I say as I roll my eyes. My body freezes as my gaze falls on my shirt in my hand.
 I’m standing in front of Kellin in my bra. My bra!
 Kellin’s eyes drift and then come back up to my face. “I see the sexiness doesn’t apply to your bras.”
 My jaw drops open as he pulls the corner of his lip through his teeth.
 I smack him with my shirt. “You’re a jerk!”
 “Hey!” He throws his hands up as I continue to assault him with the shirt. “I had some expectations after seeing you barely wear anything for underwear!”
 “This is comfortable!” I shoot back as he pulls me into his arms. “Don’t you dare, Kellin Lake!”
 “I have to defend myself somehow!” he replies as his fingers find the bare skin of my stomach and begin to tickle me.
 “No! Kellin!” I squeal as I start to giggle uncontrollably. “Stop!”
 I try to pull away but only succeed in being pulled onto my bed with him.
 “Take it back!” Kellin orders as he continues to tickle me.
 “Take what back?” I ask through fits of laughter.
 “You called me a jerk!”
 “You are!”
 Kellin pushes my arms over my head, pinning me beneath him. “I am not!”
 My chest heaves against his as I stare up at him, just as breathless as me. His smile fades as his eyes race over my face.
 “You’re not,” I whisper, or I think I whisper it, but the only thing I’m aware of is the heat of his body as it hovers over mine and the way our fingers have somehow entwined over my head.
 “Reese! Kellin!” Lindy calls from the front door.
 Kellin’s face turns red before he shoots off of me. I yank my shirt over my head just as Lindy opens the door.
 Lindy’s perfect blonde brows furrow, creasing her forehead as she looks between Kellin sitting on the edge of my bed with his head in his hands and me with my shirt pulled haphazardly on.
 “I’m not even going to say what this looks like,” she says as she blinks at us.
 Kellin scratches the scruff on his face before standing. “It doesn’t look like anything, Lind because it’s not.”
 He glances over at me, his jaw clenching before heading out the door. “I’ll meet you guys there.”
 I rub my temples as I tuck my chin, trying to shield the deep breath I need to take.
 Lindy shakes her head at his back before looking down at me. “Ready?”
 “Sure, why not?”
 “Great!” she replies, grabbing my hands and pulling me up.
 I’m aware Lindy is talking to me the entire hour plus ride to the house, but I’m not sure exactly what she’s saying. I just nod or shrug, whatever seems correct for the moment. My mind is on one thing– Kellin. A chill passes through my body as I think of the weight of his body over mine. I tip my head back. I always found Kellin attractive, but this feels like it’s more than that.
 “I’m so excited!” Lindy says as she slams the car into park, and I jerk forward.
 “I can tell,” I hiss as I rub my neck. “Whiplash excited.”
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lindy asks, pouting at me as she pulls the keys out of the ignition of her Nissan.
 “Nothing at all,” I reply as I step out of the car and look up to see Kellin standing at the front door of the Cape-style house that we’ll be living in. It looks like home from the off-white color to the wine colored shutters and worn brick path. Kellin has definitely done some landscaping, and the gardens match perfectly with the quaint feeling of the house.
 “What do you think?” Kellin asks, spreading his arms as Lindy and I walk up.
 “It looks great!” I reply, looking at anything but him.
 “You’ve got my stamp of approval,” Lindy says as Kellin opens the door. “But I’m more interested in my bedroom. It better be the one downstairs with its own bathroom.”
 “You don’t think it’s weird that Kellin and I have to share a bathroom?” I ask as I step inside.
 Lindy turns to face me, crossing her arms and nodding over my shoulder to her brother. “I’ve shared with him for eighteen years. You never had to share with Keith. I say it’s time for a trade, besides Kellin won’t be dirty if he shares with you!”
 “I hope not!”
 “Lindy exaggerates,” Kellin says, setting his hands on my shoulders. I look over at him, finally giving in, and smile. He gives me a wink before saying, “I promise.”
 “Who said I’m not a pig?” I tease, and Kellin’s eyes droop in disbelief. “Okay, I’m not but hey…”
 “Oh,” Lindy calls turning as she heads down the hallway to her bedroom. “He sings in the shower, but that shouldn’t be a problem for you…since you’re in love with his voice.”
 I roll my eyes as she turns back around and hops the last few steps, opening the door to her bedroom and freezing.
 “No kidding,” she whispers, and I peek over her shoulder to see what her shock is about. The room is a bright pink with black and white pictures of her, Kellin and me at various ages. The sheets are black zebra print, with highlights of a bright purple, and the black dresser is dressed up with gem-studded knobs. Lindy’s eyes follow mine up to the ceiling where a black chandelier lights the room.
 “You like it?” Kellin asks as he stands behind us.
 Lindy rushes into the room and spins onto the bed. “Freaking fantastic! My room at home is nowhere near this awesome.”
 I look behind me, and Kellin has a smug grin on his face as he pops the collar of his plaid button-up he’s put over his tee. “Thank you, but Lindy, don’t forget this is home now.”
 Lindy’s chest rises as she closes her eyes and smiles. “It sure is.”
 Kellin puts his hand in mine and our eyes meet. “You ready to see your room?”
 I nod, and we move back down the hall and up the stairs.
 “I gave you the room in front, so you could have the sun rising over you,” Kellin says, dropping my hand and opening the door.
 I don’t look in the room, but instead at him. “Thank you.”
 Kellin’s gaze falls to his feet before it comes back to meet mine. “Only the best for you, Ree.”
 I take a deep breath and step passed him into the room. The air rushes out of my chest as I look around me. The room is a light gray, highlighted by soft pink curtains and a pink chevron bedspread. It’s simple but elegant. On the wall above my bed is an abstract of sheet music, the notes dancing off of their proper lines and across the page. Beside the white dresser is a black acoustic guitar.
 “Seriously?” I ask as I walk up to it, running my fingers across the strings before looking up above the dresser it sits in front of. There, above my jewelry box, are three canvases, one of him teaching me the guitar, another of my father playing guitar, and lastly Lindy and I spinning.
 “Do you like it?” Kellin asks, and I turn to face him. He’s biting his lip as he watches me carefully, his hands stuck in his front pockets. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like the pink.”
 I rush forward, jumping into his arms. “It’s perfect.”
 Kellin catches me, spinning before placing me back on the ground.
 “Perfect,” he says.
 “So is your room like an epic mess or something?” I ask as I pull away from him, my face flushed.
 “Not exactly,” Kellin begins, but before he can explain, I run across the hall and open the door.
 I stop in the middle of his room. Everything, even his sheets, are white. There’s a desk, but other than that there’s no furniture.
 “Really?” I ask as I turn to face him leaning against the door frame.
 “I spent a lot of time on getting your rooms and the rest of the house ready,” he replies.
 “Where are your guitars?” I ask.
 “In the garage,” he replies.
 “Wouldn’t you want them in here?”
 He shrugs. “That would take up a lot of space.”
 “When my dad gets here, I’m making him bring me to the store, and then I’m locking you out of your room. You can unpack my stuff while I fix,” I spin my finger around; “this.”
 “Fine.” Kellin throws his hands up. “Not like I’m going to fight the bossy boss.”
 I narrow my eyes at him. “Don’t test me Mr.”
 “Eww,” Lindy comments as she looks over his shoulder. “What happened when you came to this room?”
 “I was more concerned with pleasing the two princesses than myself,” Kellin shoots back, rolling his eyes.
 “I’m going to fix it, don’t worry,” I reply as I slip passed Kellin and follow Lindy down the stairs.
  “Let him live in his bland whiteness,” she says as we reach the last step.
 I shake my head. “Nope. He’s going to unpack my stuff, and I am going to paint his room…and get him some new sheets.”
 Kellin stops mid-step and turns to face us. “You did mark the…”
 “Unforgivables?” Lindy interrupts with a smirk.
 Kellin swallows, moving his head from shoulder to shoulder as he taps his hand against his thigh.
 “Yes, my underwear box is clearly marked — ‘Kellin’s Nightmare.'”
 “More like fantasy,” Lindy whispers under her breath.
 Kellin glares at her as I stand in the middle looking between them. I glance out the window and see Dad pulling my car into the driveway.
 “Dad’s here! See you guys later!” I reply as I rush out of the room.
  





Chapter 5

Lindy’s words play over and over in my head: Kellin’s fantasy. Could he be as attracted to me as I am to him? I swallow hard as I lean my head against the glass of the passenger side window. I’ve seen the girls Kellin dates, and they do not look like me. They’re preppy but have just a hint of rebellious grit thrown in. They wear lots of pinks, dark purple, and black clothes and have bright colored hair. I chew my lip as my eyes go to my mousy brown locks that hang over my shoulders. Those girls stand out. I don’t. There’s no way Kellin has this in his fantasies.
 Dad clears his throat, and I look over at him. His brows furrow as he stares at me, mouth in a thin line. “You okay, Bugs?”
 My shoulders lift. “Just thinking.”
 His puts the station wagon in park and turns to face me. “About?”
 
  How I want Kellin to think I’m hot.

 I purse my lips, shaking my head. “Nothing really.”
 “Nervous about college?” he asks, putting his hand over mine and squeezing. His gray-blue eyes are a mirror image of mine, and they soften as he gives me a worried smile. “You’re going to do great — and you have Kell and Lindy there for you every step of the way. Although, your Mom and I do wish you were closer.”
 “You’re not excited about being empty-nesters?” I ask, cocking my head at him.
 He chuckles to himself but shakes his head. “Of course not.”
 I raise one eyebrow, and he nods to the store. “So what do you need so badly that I couldn’t even come inside to say hi?”
 We get out of the car and head towards the doors of the big box store.
 “Kellin spent so much time making the rest of the house perfect that his room is a white disaster. There’s nothing Kellin about it,” I reply as I push the red shopping cart.
 Dad nods. “You do know Kellin best, so what’s the idea?”
 “We need some sort of furnishing to spruce up the place, new bedspread, paint, some art for the walls…and something to hang one of his acoustics and one of his electric guitars up,” I say, and I glance over at Dad. He’s smirking at me. “What?”
 He shakes his head. “You really do care about him, don’t you?”
 I swallow, looking straight ahead as I head to the home furnishing department. “Of course I do, he’s my best friend’s brother, and he’s my friend too.”
 “And that’s it?” Dad asks, and his eyebrows go up into his forehead. He always seems to talk with his eyebrows, and I know when he’s trying to get a rise out of me, which he definitely is now.
 I nod as I grab a gray and black plaid comforter set and then turn to the accent pillows.
 Dad coughs again. “Dudes will not put accent pillows on their bed, Ree.”
 “Right,” I say, pouting as I look around for something to give the room a bit of color. My eyes land on a bright red bean bag chair. I point at it and look at Dad. “Chair?”
 Dad winks at me, and I grab it.
 “I think we’re going to need another one of these,” Dad says, looking down at the overflowing red cart.
 He leaves me and I end up looking at paint colors. I pick out a navy blue and then grab two yellow side tables for next to Kellin’s bed before Dad returns.
 “What’s left?” he asks as he looks at the two full carts. “And who’s footing this bill?”
 “Kellin dressed up my room, so I’ll pay,” I reply, smiling up at Dad. “Good thing you made me get that job at the creamery this summer.”
 “Again…just friends?” Dad says, and his eyebrows wiggle. “I mean if you like him, you can tell me. I don’t mind that he’s older if that’s what you’re worried about.”
 “Dad!” I say, dragging out the syllables. “I don’t talk about boys with Mom, what makes you think I’ll talk about them to you?”
 Dad shrugs. “Well, if you do, I approve. He’s a good kid. Better than a lot of guys his age.”
 I bite my lip as we head to the section that has wall art. He doesn’t know Kellin has a reputation with girls, but most of all, he doesn’t realize Kellin’s a complete rebel. I wonder if he knew about the tattoos and piercings what he’d think. I smile over at Dad.
 “Thanks for your approval, but it’s not needed. What I do need is your help with all this,” I say, signaling to the wall of options. Dad points at a three-dimensional white paper deer’s head, and I roll my eyes. “Heck, no.”
 Dad shrugs and points to an abstract wooden arrow. “What about this? It might look good hung over his bed?”
 “Now you’re thinking!” I say, and he puts it in the cart. I pick out two abstract paintings of waves while Dad goes to get hooks for the guitars, and then we head to the checkout line. Dad cringes when the total comes up, but I just swipe my debit card. He’s quiet as we walk out to the car.
 “You’re all grown up,” Dad says, shaking his head as I take the bags and put them in the back of the car. “I didn’t even know you had a debit card.”
 I smile up at him. “As soon as I turned eighteen I asked Mom to bring me to the bank so I could open separate accounts from the ones you guys had for me.”
 “You keep a checkbook register?” he asks as he plops the bean bag chair on top of everything.
 “Dad, they have an app for that,” I reply, and he heaves a sigh as he shuts the trunk.
 “Don’t they have one for everything nowadays?” Dad says as we get into the car. “Where would we be without those crazy smiley faces?”
 “Emojis?” I ask as I try to contain my laughter.
 “Whatever they’re called. I’m just glad you and your friends kept speaking English and didn’t decide to shorten every single word to something that no one with a brain knows what it is,” he replies with a shake of his head. “I mean, what does it mean to ‘ship’ something if it’s not to put it in the mail?”
 “I think it’s short for worship?” I reply with a shrug.
 One of Dad’s eyebrows goes up, and I can’t help but laugh.
 I really have no clue, but I’m betting Lindy would.
 ~~~
 “Keep your eyes closed,” I say as I lead Kellin into his freshly painted and designed room. “Okay, open them!”
 Kellin’s mouth goes slack as he looks around. “This is incredible.”
 I shrug. “You deserve it after everything you did to get the house ready for Lindy and me.”
 Kellin pulls me into his arms and kisses the top of my head. “You really didn’t have to.”
 “Of course I did!” I reply looking up at him.
 He inhales, and his breath seems to catch in his throat. He swallows hard and then turns to look back at the room.
 “You even knew which guitars to take from the garage,” he says as he walks forward and runs his fingers over the strings of his light blue acoustic.
 “I guess I  know you pretty well,” I reply, shrugging as I go to sit on his bed.
 Kellin runs his hands through his hair and turns, chewing on the inside of his lip. “You know me better than anyone.”
 “What is the best friend of your sister for?” I reply, and he sits down next to me, taking my hand into his.
 “You’re more than just my sister’s best friend, Ree. You’re mine.”
 My breath sticks in my throat as I look up at him and his eyes flicker over my face. My stomach flutters, and somehow I manage to say, “What about Temp and Schmidt?”
 Kellin’s eyes drop, and he scoffs. “Those are the guys,” he replies, and his gaze comes back to my face as he covers his lip piercing with his upper lip before continuing. “No one gets me like you do.”
 “Those are the guys,” he replies, and his gaze comes back to my face as he covers his lip piercing with his upper lip before continuing. “No one gets me like you do.”
 I fight the temptation to reach up and touch his cheek. Instead, I laugh, and it comes out a bit high pitched. My brain struggles to catch up with exactly how I’m feeling and I have to take a deep breath to ground myself.
 “Don’t tell Lindy, but I feel the same way about you. You get me,” I reply, and he leans forward, taking my face in his hands as he kisses my forehead.
 “I’m so glad you’re here,” he says, and I smile at him.
 “Me too, but we should probably go back downstairs. My dad will be wondering what’s going on,” I reply, nodding to the door.
 I don’t want to go back downstairs, but I’m afraid if we stay alone much longer my brain will completely stop working, and I’ll do something stupid. My eyes drop to his lips. Like kiss him. Kellin nods, and his eyes fall to my lips as I lick them. His jaw clenches, and he stands so I can’t see his face.
 “You go ahead,” he says, looking over his shoulder at me. “I just need a second to take this all in.”
 “Okay,” I reply, heading out of his room. When I reach the door, I can’t help but glance at him. He has his back to me, and his head is tipped back with his arms bracing it.  I hear him in inhale deeply. I don’t have time to wonder exactly what his personal struggle is because Lindy calls my name up the stairs.
 “Hey,”  she says, and I avoid having to think about my own emotional turmoil over him.
 My face flushes as I walk away, leaving Kellin with his thoughts.
 





Chapter 6

 I stare at the massive building complex around me, and my mouth goes dry. I don’t know how I’m supposed to be able to find my way around this place. The map made it look so much simpler. We went to a large high school with a ten building spread that was meant to make it more like a college prep school, but in comparison to this, it’s nothing. I suddenly wish I hadn’t told Lindy I could find my way to my first class by myself because I’m pretty dang sure I can’t. I stare down at the map and then around me as the panic sets in. I glance at my cell phone. It’s almost time for my class, and I have no clue where I am.
 “Hey!” Kellin’s voice comes from behind me.
 I turn, and I know my face shows my internal panic as his brows furrow over his eyes.
 “You okay?” he asks.
 I grit my teeth and look at the sky. “I’m completely and utterly lost, and I was supposed to be in class…” I look down at my cell phone. “A minute ago.”
 Kellin scratches his scuff as he readjusts his messenger bag. “Where are you heading?”
 I show him my schedule. “Managerial Accounting – Sim Hall, 3B.”
 “No problem, I’m heading to Sim Hall for an accounting class too,” he replies, nodding over his shoulder. “It’s this way.”
 I blink at him a few times as the thought of him taking an accounting class registers, and then quickly after that, the fact I have no clue what he’s majoring in, even though he’s almost done with his degree.
 “Professor Bryant is pretty good. He can talk kind of fast, though,” Kellin says as we make our way across the campus and up to a brick building that pretty much looks like every other brick building.
 “Great,” I reply as I look around me, the panic still there. I stop in my tracks as Kellin holds the door for me. “Kell, I don’t think I can do this. I’m so confused, and I haven’t even started a class yet.”
 “You’ll be fine, Ree.”
 “I don’t even know where I am, or how we got here!” I reply, throwing up my arms.
 Kellin grabs my hands and squeezes. “Ree, deep breathes. You’re going to do amazing. When was the last time you failed at anything?”
 I swallow. I do fail at things. I just don’t make it known that I struggle with every single math class I’ve ever taken, and accounting is no exception.
 “You’re on the second floor–I’ll meet you after my class, and I’ll get you to all your classes for the day. How does that sound?” he asks, cocking his head at me with his hands still entwined in mine.
 I realize at some point I’ve stopped breathing, but I’m not sure if it’s nerves or the way Kellin is taking care of me, or the way his green eyes are flecked with dark hints of brown. I take a shaky breath and nod. “That’d be amazing.”
 Kellin pulls me into a hug. “Alright, you’re on the second floor, third door on your left. I’ll see you in an hour and a half?”
 I nod, and he pulls away, giving me a smile over his shoulder before slipping into his classroom.
 The day passes in a blur of class after class, with Kellin waiting in the hallway, or at the front of the building in between each. At the end of my last lesson, I keep looking up at the clock, tapping my pencil against my desk as I wonder if Kellin will be waiting for me even though I should be able to find my way back to our rental house. When the teacher finally dismisses us, I shove my new textbooks into my bag and rush out of the room. I slow down as I reach the building doors and push them open to find Kellin sitting on the wall in front of the building. My stomach turns. There’s a girl there with him; a very pretty girl. I stop in my tracks as the thought registers that this shouldn’t bug me, but the way the girl flips her blonde curls over her shoulder and places a hand on Kellin’s shoulder makes my jaw go tight. It isn’t the first time I’ve instantly hated one of the many girls that cling to his every word, but this is the first time I’ve realized I’m jealous. He’s waiting for me, not her, but I’m his little sisters best friend, and I sure don’t look like that. I glance down at my baggy t-shirt and jeans, sucking my lip into my mouth as my eyes rise back to look at the girl. She isn’t as shapely as me, but who would know that when I bury it beneath all this cotton? I sigh. It’s always been easier for me just to throw something on, but this girl obviously thinks through her outfits. I start walking again, and Kellin sees me from the corner of his eyes.
 His lips turn from the fake smile he’s been giving the girl into a genuine grin, curling up at one edge and dimpling his cheek. My shoulders relax, and I return the smile.
 “Hey, Ree,” Kellin says, pulling me into a hug that makes the girl’s mouth twitch.
 “Thanks for waiting for me, Kell,” I reply, ignoring the fact the girl is even there.
 She coughs, and Kellin’s face tinges red before he turns back to her. “Reese, meet Mia, Mia meet Reese.”
 Mia looks me up and down, and the smile on her face widens as she blinks at me a few times. She apparently doesn’t feel I’m competition, but more of a sympathy case. I swallow.
 Kellin is helping me because he feels like I’m also a little sister to him.
 Maybe that’s it. My insides bubble and I clench my fists until my nails bit into my palms.
 Best friend’s brother. I remind myself. Why am I constantly reminding myself of this now? Kellin and I have been friends for years.
 We’ve never really hung out alone, though. There is always someone else there, be it Lindy or one of Kellin’s friends…and now…well, there’s still someone here, but she’s just pissing me off with the way she’s staring at me.
 “Nice to meet you,” I finally say, giving her a stiff nod.
 She cocks her head at me, looking between Kellin and I. “So how do you two know each other?”
 Kellin’s body tenses next to me.
 “We’re…ah…friends,” he replies.
 I look over my shoulder at his flustered face, wondering why he looks so uncomfortable.
 The girl blinks a few times. “How did you meet?”
 Kellin’s eyebrows rise this time. “What’s with the twenty questions, Mia?”
 She shrugs. “Just curious.”
 Kellin nods, and Mia finally seems to grasp the fact that neither of us want her here.
 “Well, I’ll see you around, Kell.” Her voice changes to a sickeningly sweet purr as she says his name.
 “That was awkward,” I say, looking up at Kellin who now has his hand stuck in his hair as he pulls his lip piercing tight from the inside of his mouth. I know him well enough to know it’s a nervous habit of his. He even does it when he doesn’t have the piercing in.
 He sucks in a deep breath through his nose. “Tell me about it.”
 “So, how do you know her, Kell?” I ask, imitating the way she purred out his name.
 Kellin’s stress breaks, and he laughs. “I prefer you saying my name like that over her.”
 I lean up against his arm, standing on my toes, so my lips are at his ear. “Kellin.”
 A shiver passes through his body, and I watch as he sucks his lip into his mouth before shaking his head.
 His voice is deep as he replies, “Nice, Ree.”
 I shrug as I slide back down. “I know my boobs aren’t busting out of my shirt, but I still can have a seductive voice when I want to.”
 Kellin rolls his eyes. “I saw that freaking bathing suit my sister put on you. I don’t need to see your boobs busting out of your shirt to know they’re there after that.”
 It’s my turn to blush as we begin walking towards the parking lot at the end of campus. I fidget with my backpack straps as we walk in silence until Kellin speaks, “So was it really as bad as you thought it was going to be?”
 “It’s not like high school, that’s for sure. They jumped right into teaching the second we sat down. My head’s been spinning since Accounting…” I heave a sigh. “You were right, that man does talk fast.”
 Kellin bumps shoulders with me. “You’ll be fine, Ree. You’re smart.”
 I swallow. Now that Lindy and Kellin are living with me, they might realize just how not smart I am. It takes me hours and hours of studying to get certain things–things I know come quickly to Lindy. I’m pretty sure she had no problem finding her way around campus today, but  I’m absolutely directionally impaired. Just like she gets math without thinking, and it takes me hours to figure out the same equations that take her mere seconds.
 “Kell?” I ask.
 “Yeah?”
 “Can we keep the fact you escorted me around campus today a secret…and not tell Lind?”
 Kellin looks at me from the corner of his eyes, his lips softening into a line of understanding. “Of course, Ree.”
 I take a deep breath, calming my dancing nerves as I ask, “Can you help me tomorrow, too?”
 He smiles over at me. “I’d love to.”
 We walk in silence to our cars, and it turns out Kellin parked next to me. I glance back at the campus, chewing my lip. “Kellin?”
 He stops, halfway to his truck. “Yeah?”
 I take a deep breath before asking, “What’s your major?”
 He nods to the back of his truck. He puts down the tailgate, and we hop onto it.
 “It’s been a long time since we actually talked, hasn’t it?” he asks as he moves a piece of hair over my shoulder and his fingers graze my bare arms.
 “Yeah, the summer never seemed long enough to really talk. I can’t believe it’s been three years since we were around each other this much. You’re all grown up,” I reply as I stare back at him, aware of every breath we’re taking. I’ve never been so aware of myself and Kellin as I am at that moment.
 “You should talk.” He chuckles as his hand falls to his side, gripping the edge of the tailgate. “Business Management.”
 I blink at him. “That’s your major?”
 He nods. “I even work at a bank as a teller every Saturday morning and during school breaks. What did you think my major was?”
 I shrug, looking ahead and then back at him. “Something with music, I guess.”
 My face is hot with embarrassment. I should know Kellin’s major, especially since he considers me one of his best friends. He knocks his shoulder against mine.
 “It makes sense that you’d think that. I love music, but it just seems impractical, you know? What would I do with a degree in music — teach? That’s not really my thing.”
 “But business management is?” I ask, and he runs his teeth over his lower lip.
 “I’m good at it,” he replies with a shrug. “And I actually enjoy it.”
 “That’s good,” I say, smiling at him. “I almost chose that as a major.”
 He tilts his head at me. “What did you choose?”
 “What, no guesses?” I ask, raising my eyebrows at him.
 Kellin narrows his eyes at me. “Well, you’re creative but still really logical. Marketing, maybe? And a minor in graphic design?”
 My mouth drops open, and I look ahead, shaking my head. “I feel like such a jerk for not knowing what your major is when you just guessed mine.”
 Kellin laughs. “Truth is, Lindy told me.”
 I turn slowly to face him, and he winks at me before jumping down and holding his hand out for me. It’s impossible for me to be mad at him when he’s smiling like that.





Chapter 7

When we walk in the door, Lindy practically takes me out as she jumps into my arms.
 “Oh, my goodness! Wasn’t today awesome?” Lindy asks, pulling me into the kitchen and shoving a bowl of popcorn she made at me.
 Kellin winks at me as he goes to the fridge and grabs a soda.
 “Sure was,” I reply as Kellin slides the soda across the table to me, and then goes to grab another for himself.
 “I met the cutest guy in my Chem class…rippling muscles and green eyes,” Lindy bites her lip, shoulders rising as she leans towards me.
 Kellin takes a chair and swings it around to sit in it. He rests his arms on the back, his biceps stretching out the words of his tattoo as they dance around the bluebird.
 “Eww, Lind, I didn’t know Kell was in your class—and you shouldn’t talk about him that way, he is your brother,” I say, smiling at Kellin as he takes a sip of his soda. His lips are blocked by the can, but I can tell from the way his eyes wrinkle in the corners he’s silently laughing.
 Lindy blinks her abnormally long, perfectly mascara-ed lashes at me. “Come on, Ree! I’m serious…he was to die for yummy, and I found all of my classes so quickly. The campus is set up perfectly!”
 I smile at her, even though I feel like vomiting. It’s definitely just me then. I’m the one who should have been blonde, but instead, I have mousey brown hair. At least if I were blonde, I would have an excuse, although, Lindy proves the dumb blonde theory wrong every second of every day.
 “So what’s your schedule for tomorrow?” Lindy asks leaning across the table as I hand her the now very crinkled piece of paper that’s my schedule. It’s practically destroyed between Kellin and I passing it back and forth, and me wringing it in my hands in the morning.
 Lindy raises an eyebrow at it before her eyes flash over the section labeled Tuesday. She jumps in her seat a bit, giving me one of those killer smiles. “We don’t have any classes together–But! Our classes are close. We should drive in together tomorrow, and then we can have lunch…it’ll be just like high school.”
 I glance over at Kellin, who’s staring at his soda can as if the ingredients are the most exciting thing ever.
 “Sure,” I reply as I watch Kellin stand and head up the stairs.
 Lindy jumps up and down slightly in her seat, but I’m not sure I share her enthusiasm. I love hanging out with Lindy, but hanging out with Kellin today felt so natural. I didn’t feel like anyone was comparing us as we walked down the hall, though, I’m pretty sure I should’ve. I give Lindy a weak smile as she stands, going to the fridge.
 “I don’t feel like cooking,” Lindy says. “Let’s order a pizza and watch a movie?”
 “Sounds good. I’ll go let Kellin know,” I reply as Lindy goes to the menu drawer and pulls out the only place that will deliver to the house.
 “Ask he what he wants!” she calls over her shoulder as I head up the stairs.
 I knock on Kellin’s door before opening it. He’s sitting at his desk with a textbook and notebook.
 “Studying already?” I ask, nodding to them as he looks up at me.
 “Like you said…not like high school. I’m just reviewing my notes from the lecture I had today,” Kellin replies, eyes going back down to the paper.
 “Hey, at least you got out of chaperoning me around tomorrow,” I say, my hands in my back pockets as I cock my head at him. Kellin’s eyes follow my hair as it falls over my shoulders before he leans back in the chair.
 “I didn’t mind, Ree.”
 “I’m sure you have better things to do…people to hang out with.”
 Kellin scoffs. “Who? Like Mia?”
 I walk forward and sit on the edge of his bed. My fingers run over the strings of the guitar that lays next to me as I reply, “Yeah.”
 Kellin turns in the chair, leaning over and handing me a pick. “I’d much rather hang out with you than Mia.”
 I pull the guitar into my lap and place my fingers over the frets, pausing to look up at him. “So she’s not your girlfriend?”
 His eyes widen as he shakes his head, reaching over and moving my fingers slightly. “We went on a few dates, but she’s definitely not my girlfriend.”
 A few dates…did that mean they’d?
 
  Stop!
  That’s not your concern.

 “Gotcha,” I reply as I strum and move my fingers down to the next chord.
 “You’re pressing too hard,” Kellin says as he stands and comes to sit behind me. He moves his arm over mine, and I feel the warmth of his chest pressed against my back as his fingers loosen my death grip on the frets. He moves my hair over my other shoulder so he can see my finger placement better, and his breath washes over my bare skin, causing a rash of goose bumps I hope he doesn’t see. “You didn’t practice at all this summer did you?”
 I shrug, fighting the urge to lean back to his arms. “No, you were gone most of it–what would the point of practicing be if I was going about it all wrong?”
 “Reese!” he says, his voice chastising me.
 I look over my shoulder at his face inches from mine and flutter my eyelashes at him, giving a pout the feigns innocence until the stern look on his face breaks into a smile. “I guess we have some catching up to do.”
 “I sent you up here to ask him what he wanted for pizza, not to get a personalized music lesson!” Lindy says from the door.
 Kellin and I both look up at her, and I jump away from him, but Kellin’s arms tighten around me, pausing my movement.  It isn’t like I want to get up anyways. It just feels awkward to be wrapped in his arms with her staring at us. Or maybe it’s just awkward because I have the feeling my face is flushed, and it’s written all over it that I’m thoroughly enjoying this moment with him…more than I should be.
 “Peppers, onions, and olives for Reese and I,” Kellin answers, his voice edged with annoyance.
 Lindy points at us as she replies, “Right you two are the weirdos who like veggies on their pizza.”
 “Let us know when it gets here,” Kellin calls to Lindy as she goes back down the stairs. “Now, you…” his voice lowers; “need to practice.”
 “I thought you were studying,” I tease, smiling over my shoulder at him.
 “I couldn’t very well let you strangle my guitar, though, could I?” he replies, taking my hand and strumming it across the strings. “Much better. Now, let’s try a new chord, mhmm?”
 I elbow him in the ribs. “I wasn’t strangling it.”
 Kellin’s laughter rumbles against my back, and I’m aware of the way his bicep pulses as he moves his body closer to me, resting his head on my shoulder.
 “You keep telling yourself that. Soft hands…” Kellin replies, loosening my fingers a bit more. “There you go.”
 He slides my fingers down the neck of the guitar, and I bite my lip as his cologne fogs my mind just about as much as his body heat has. I’m not sure he can teach me anything right now when all I’m thinking about doing is turning and kissing him.
 “Fingers here,” he says, before moving them. “And here…then here. Now put it together and do it quicker.”
 Somehow my brain manages to work, and I realize I’m playing my favorite Beneath the Tides Taking song. Then Kellin starts to sing softly in my ear. I know I should pull away, that my heart is not going to be the same after this, but I ignore the pull of how wrong it is. I let his fingers move mine as he sings to me, and every thought disappears.
 Except one.
 That this is exactly right.
 And it always has been.





Chapter 8

Finally, it’s Friday. The first three weeks of college have flown past in a blur of books, pulling my hair out and studying between Lindy nagging me to go out with her. I just don’t have time–not with my new job at the library and classes that I’m barely passing. I take a deep breath of the autumn air before opening our front door and sneaking inside. Kellin looks up at me from the couch with raised eyebrows. He flicks off the TV and smirks at me.
 “Lindy’s not home yet,” he says as he moves over so I can flop down next to him.
 I rest my head on the back of the couch as I sigh. “She’s driving me nuts.”
 “And why is that?” Kellin asks, imitating my movements and looking over at me from the corner of his eyes.
 “She will not stop bugging me to go out with her– I just don’t have time…” I look down at my hands as my voice drifts off, “And honestly, I don’t really want to.”
 Kellin bumps his shoulder into mine. “You don’t have to feel guilty about it.”
 I turn to face him, pulling my knees to my chest. “Lindy’s my best friend…and we’ve always been different, but it’s just so apparent right now.”
 “Everything comes easier to Lindy. The rest of us? Not so much. It’s hard for her to understand that,” Kellin replies, reaching forward and moving a hair out of my eyes. “Just don’t let her steamroll you into things you don’t want to do…if you do that, then your friendship will end up strained.”
 His voice tampers off at the end, and I watch as his eyes drift away from me.
 “You say that as if you understand,” I say, cocking my head.
 Kellin’s eyes come back to mine, soft and understanding. My skin tingles as I watch him pull his lip piercing into his mouth with his teeth and then let it slowly out before answering, “Sometimes things get like that with the band and me. We’re not always on the same page.”
 “That sucks.”
 Kellin nods. “Speaking of the band, I wanted to ask you a favor…”
 “I seriously can’t sing Kell, like super bad,” I reply, watching as his stoic lips turn into a smile and he chuckles to himself.
 “You don’t have to remind me…I know,” he replies, and I pout at him in response, making his smile even wider. “I’m going to get my last tattoo tonight.”
 “Last? Ever?” I ask, my head jerking back as I think of him not getting any more.
 He breathes in and his chest rises. “Yeah, I’m done after this one.”
 “Why?”
 He rubs his neck. “Bunch of things…besides the fact they won’t look good when I’m a wrinkly old man; it’s just expensive, and I don’t want to be completely covered head to toe. I have to stop at some point, and I figured now was the best time.”
 I narrow my eyes at him, trying to picture him as anything but the handsome badass boy I’ve known for what seems like forever. My mind drifts to where each of the tattoos are, and I find myself blushing. Kellin tilts his head at me.
 “What you thinking about?” he asks.
 I shake my head, letting the thought of him shirtless drift away. “Nothing…so where are you going to get it?”
 Kellin reaches forward, taking my hand and placing it over his heart. “I figured this was the best place to put the very last one.”
 My breath sticks in my throat as I try not to inhale deeply. The fact his fingers are entwined so perfectly with mine is bad enough, but what I can’t stop feeling is the way his heart is hammering beneath my hand.
 “And I want you to be there…because you’ve been there for all of them, and it just wouldn’t be right without you,” he says. “Temp has been filling up quickly, and he was able to squeeze me in. I figured we could go get it done, and then have dinner at a nice restaurant in the city.”
 “I’d love that,” I manage to reply, my voice barely audible against my now thrumming heart.
 Kellin’s hand is still in mine, and he wears that clever grin that sends my blood pressure spiking anytime I see it. I always thought it was because he made me so happy, but right now, every part of me burns with heat because of it. I desperately fight the urge to pull his body over mine and kiss him.
 “Reese!” Lindy calls, making me jump as she walks through the door. “There you are!”
 I swallow as I look up at her, my whole body trembling as I try to register some sort of thought besides Kellin. I squeeze my eyes shut as I feel his arm and leg pressing against mine. We’re still so close. When I open my eyes, Lindy doesn’t look the least bit suspicious, and I let myself sink into the couch as I secretly enjoy his closeness.
 “What’s up?” I ask, trying to act casual, but my voice is a bit squeakier than normal.
 Lindy seems to catch on, her brows twitching before she shrugs and continues, “So! I set up a date for us tonight.”
 “A what?”
 I feel Kellin stiffen next to me.
 “A date…you, me; hottie from Chem for me, and his friend for you.”
 I grit my teeth as I try to come up with a response that doesn’t sound utterly jerk-tastic.
 “You didn’t even ask, Lind,” I manage in a level tone.
 She puts her hands on her hips, cocking her head at me as she flutters her lashes. “Come on, Ree. You totally need to get out of the house. You’ve been so stressed out about work and school–you just need to relax! So I took it upon myself to arrange a little something.”
 “What if I have plans?”
 “Don’t worry about it, Ree. I’ll be okay by myself,” Kellin cuts me off, standing and leaving the room.
 Lindy looks at her brother’s back as he takes the stairs two at a time, before grabbing my hands and pulling me to stand. “We need to get ready. The boys are meeting us at Margaritas in an hour.”
 “Lind–” I begin.
 “No,” she replies, wagging her finger in my face, so I go cross-eyed as I look at it. “No, Lind-ing me. You’re coming with me, and that’s that. Now go put on something less… baggy.”
 My anger is ratcheting out of control as I stare at her. “Why don’t you just dress me too, Lind? Huh?”
 She misses the cue that I want to smack her and instead bursts into a wild smile. “Great idea!”
 I squeeze my eyes shut as she drags me into her room. She pushes me down to sit on her bed before she starts digging through her closet. Finally, she comes out and hands me a navy blue summer dress and a white sweater.
 “You’re joking!” I hiss as she hands it to me. She shakes her head and points to her attached bathroom. I grumble a bit to myself before standing and going to change.
 How am I going to escape Lindy and get to the tattoo parlor?
 I slip the dress over my head and pause to look in the mirror. The deep v-neck and skinny straps make it so I can’t wear a bra. I roll my eyes as I slip the sports bra off and then tie the halter again. My stomach drops as I look in the mirror. This is almost as good as the swimsuit. The neckline plunges, showing the roundness of my chest at the edges and highlighting the smallest part of my waist before flaring out. I yank the sweater on, but it’s more of a shrug than anything, and there are no buttons that I can use to cover up myself. I close my eyes and count my breaths.
 One Mississippi, two Mississippi.
 I jump as I hear the front door slam and Kellin’s truck rev out as he speeds onto the street. It only reminds me that once I figure out how to get away from Lindy that I’m going to show up in this.
 “What’s taking you so long?” Lindy hammers on the door. “I still need to do your makeup.”
 I open the door, catching her mid-knock and shake my head. “No makeup.”
 “Come on, Ree!” she says.
 “This is bad enough!” I reply, crossing my arms, but then realize my boobs are busting out and put them to my side where I feel bare leg. “Could this get any shorter?”
 Lindy smirks and signals down to her summer dress. It’s shorter and pinker, but she looks amazing with her hair in a braid down the side of her shoulder.
 “Now, what to do about your hair?” Lindy asks, tapping her pointer finger to her lip as she stares at it.
 “I didn’t have time to straighten it today,” I reply as I yank it unnecessarily hard out of the bun it’s in. It falls over my shoulders and Lindy’s eyes widen.
 “Well, that solves that,” she replies.
 I shake my head, twisting to look in her bathroom mirror again. My hair is perfectly crinkled from being in the bun and flows over my shoulders in soft brown waves.
 “Too bad we couldn’t get rid of your glasses,” she says.
 I roll my eyes. “So how far do you think your date with Chem boy is going to go?”
 She sits back on her bed. “It’s our fifth date, so it’s not going to go that far.”
 I nod as my mind kicks into gear. “Well, why don’t we take separate cars, just in case you and him want some time alone after?”
 Lindy runs her teeth over her lower lip, and time seems to stand still. If she says no, I’ll have no other way to get to Kellin.
 She jumps up and links arms with me as she grabs her purse. “And same for you!“
 I try to ignore the thought of the fact I’m going to be wearing this outfit around Kellin as I slip my flip flops on. It must show in my face because Lindy squeezes my elbow and hands me her lip gloss.
 “No need to be nervous, Ree. I’m sure Tyler is going to love you!” Lindy says.
 I heave a sigh before taking the lip color and putting some on. “Happy?”
 She nods. She isn’t going to be pretty soon.
 “Let’s go!” she replies, her voice high-pitched with excitement that I don’t share.
 Not only am I dressed like this, but I’m also going to have to drive into the city by myself. I’ve never done it, and I’m deadly afraid of driving in the city. Even when Kellin drives, I have my hands gripped tight on his seats. I swallow.
 I have to do this; it’s Kellin’s last tattoo.
 Lindy smiles at me in my rearview mirror as she backs onto the street, and I follow. When we reach the light where you go straight to Margaritas, I take a right onto the highway and don’t look back. The instant I merge with traffic my cell phone starts ringing in my purse. I can only imagine how pissed she is right now, but it doesn’t matter. I only hope by the time I get to the tattoo parlor Kellin isn’t already done. I have no clue how big the tattoo is or how long it will take. When I get off the exit to the city my stomach is already doing flip flops for so many reasons, I can’t think straight.
 
  Just get to the tattoo parlor.

 My knuckles are white as I glance right and left before the only nice person in the city waves me to go in front of them. It’s slow moving, and my eyes keep darting to the all-too-bright clock on my dash. It’s already six o’clock, and the sky is dark where the city lights don’t reach it. I glance around, hoping I’m going in the right direction. Then I see the tattoo parlor a block ahead of me, and the tightness leaves my chest for a moment before returning as I look for parking. There’s one spot on this road that’s open, and I’ll have to parallel park.
 I signal as I whisper to myself, “Oh goodness…Oh goodness…Oh goodness.”
 When I finally shift the car into park after jerking back and forth to wiggle into the spot, my hands are numb. I look at the clock again: 6:15 PM. I grab my purse and jump out of the car into the milling bodies on the sidewalk. A Friday night in this part of the city means lots of college kids hitting the bars and happy couples on dates. I click the auto lock on my car as I move into the swarm of people, pushing my way through as I begin to jog. At least Lindy didn’t convince me to wear high heels.
 





Chapter 9

When I finally reach the tattoo parlor, I’m winded, not from running, but from the anxiety now coursing through my body.
 I did it.
 I drove my rear into the city and even parallel parked to get to Kellin. I swallow as I open the door and step in.
 What will Kellin think of that?
 What do I think of that?
 The doubt lifts as soon as my eyes meet Kellin’s. He’s standing at the counter, leaning over as he points at a drawing in front of Temp.
 “Wow,” he mouths as his hands go into his hair.
 “Yeah,” I reply, stepping forward with my heart still hammering against my ribs. “No kidding. I even parallel parked.”
 He presses his lips together before pulling me into his arms.
 “Thank you, Ree,” he says into my ear, making my skin tingle where his breath touches it.
 I look up at him. “Anything for you, Kell.”
 He winks at me before letting his hand fall to my waist, where it stays as he pulls the drawing forward and spins it so I can see it. “What do you think?”
 I stop breathing as I stare down at it. Even if I was able to find the words, I don’t think I’d be able to speak.
 “I thought it was perfect, instead of lyrics, it’s that visual representation of Beneath the Tides Taking lays my heart,” Kellin says as I continue to stare, unblinking at the drawing.
 At some point during my shocked coma, another tattoo artist comes over and looks at the drawing.
 “That’s going to make an awesome tattoo. Did you design it, Temp?” she asks, looking over at him.
 Temp shakes his head, nodding at me as he crosses his arms and smirks. “Reese did.”
 The girl looks me over before her eyes settle on Kellin’s hand on my waist. “It’s sick. Did you design the typeface too, or did you pick that up somewhere?”
 Somehow, words finally reach my mouth. “I designed that, too.”
 “I love how it follows the shape of the wave. You ever think about being a tattoo artist?” she asks, cocking her head at me. She’s a petite strawberry blonde, and her pale skin is the perfect pallet for her vibrantly colored tattoos. The tropical flowers that cover her arms and chest are as stunning as her eyes.
 I choke, and the guys’ laughter joins mine. I shake my head as I reply, “Not exactly. I’m a marketing major with a minor in graphic design.”
 Her red-stained lips tip up at one corner. “We all have to start somewhere.”
 I smile up at Kellin, and he shakes his head before looking at the woman. “I doubt Ree will be moving in that direction.
 “I pretty much only like tattoos on Kellin,” I say before turning a thousand different shades of red. Not only does the statement clearly say I’m attracted to Kellin, but it’s also slightly offensive to the two people standing in front of me. Temp is tattooed all the way from his knuckles up to his neck and has the reddish blond hair and eyes that the woman has. They almost look like siblings.
 “I mean…I…” I stutter before pointing between Temp and her. “Are you two related?”
 Temp puts his arm over the woman’s shoulders. “Yeah, this happens to be my big sister Brianna. We share genes and artistic talent.”
 “And you can work together? I can’t imagine working with Keith,” I reply, thinking of my older brother. We’re five years apart and completely different.
 The woman raises an eyebrow. “Family business — not much of a choice.”
 Temp rolls his eyes as she pats him on the shoulder and walks away. He takes the drawing off the table and nods to his station. “I’ll get the stencil ready for this. You want to take a seat?”
 Kellin walks forward, stripping off his shirt and I follow him. Brianna’s eyebrows go up as she looks him over and then glances over at me. She sucks her cheek piercing in and winks at me. I clench my fists as my belly burns. Kellin settles in at Temp’s station, and Brianna comes over. I’m not sure why I’ve never met her before, but it definitely seems like she knows Kellin.
 “You’re a lucky girl,” she says to me, her voice quiet so only I can hear. “It’s obvious how much he loves you.”
 My jaw goes slack. “Huh?”
 “He’s getting your drawing tattooed over his heart. That’s a pretty epic proclamation right there,” she says with a shrug. “That and whenever he’s in here he never shuts up about you.”
 I look over at her, my brows furrowed and she laughs before going back to her station. I go and sit down on the stool next to Kellin.
 “Nervous?” I ask, and he reaches for my hand, entwining our fingers.
 “Not at all,” he replies, running his thumb over the top of my knuckles. “I’m just glad you figured out a way to escape Lindy.”
 As he says her name, my cell phone starts ringing.
 “Speak of the devil,” I reply as I swipe my finger across the screen. “Hey.”
 “What the heck, Reese!” she yells into the phone, and I have to pull it away from my ear. Kellin winces, eyes wide. Lindy never swears. “Where the heck did you have to go that was more important?”
 “I told you I had plans. You didn’t listen!” I reply, and my pulse rises with my voice. “What I’m doing is more important than some date with a random guy.”
 “This is ridiculous. I set you up with a date, and you blow me off! I mean Goodness, Reese, when was the last time you got laid?” she asks, voice venomous.
 My hand drops from Kellin’s as my stomach hardens in mortification. Temp freezes with the razor on Kellin’s chest, and I can feel Brianna’s eyes burning into my back. Kellin is another story; his muscles are tense as his eyes burn into mine.
 It’s like he wants to know the answer. I swallow, letting my eyes fall on my bare legs. The dress Lindy put me in hikes more than halfway up my thighs.
 “You just crossed the line, Lindy. It’s none of your business when, if and who I get laid by!” I reply, hoping my voice is low enough that the person who just walked through the door doesn’t hear. I hit the end button, staring down at the cell phone as my body trembles.
 “I’ll be right back,” Temp says, but I don’t look up. I keep staring at my cell phone, my nostrils flaring as I try to calm myself.
 Kellin clears his throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to start a fight between you two.”
 I look up, my nerves adding to the ball in my stomach. “It was my decision. I should’ve just been straight with her when she started pushing me around.”
 Kellin leans forward, pushing a strand of hair out of my face. “She shouldn’t have reacted that way. I don’t know why she would think you needed her help getting laid.”
 I burst out laughing as Kellin smirks at me. “She doesn’t even know who I lost my virginity to.”
 He runs his tongue over the inside of his cheek. “How didn’t she figure that out?”
 “I believe she was in the bathroom when you knocked him out for breaking up with me the day after,” I reply, and the nerves disappear as we smile at one another. “Besides, it’s not something I talk to her about.”
 “I don’t tell anyone about who I’m…” Kellin’s voice drifts, and he squeezes his eyes shut before opening them. “I get why you wouldn’t talk to anyone about it.”
 “That’s because we all know you have no problem getting laid,” Temp replies as he sits back down, moving his tray of supplies closer to him.
 Kellin’s jaw is set in a firm line, and his lips twitch as he stares at Temp, who shrugs in response. I know I shouldn’t care because it’s something I’m well aware of, but I can’t meet Kellin’s eyes when they come to me. The tattoo gun buzzes to life, and I let my eyes drift over Kellin’s body up to his chest. I suck my lip into my mouth as I try not to think of my many girls might have had his skin pressed against theirs.
 “I was thinking about how we could work in that bass solo I showed you the other day into Emptiness,” Temp says as he leans forward and begins etching the ink into Kellin’s skin. I can still feel Kellin’s eyes on me as I watch Temp outline my drawing.
 “What were you thinking?” Kellin finally replies, but his voice is flat. Temp launches into a full explanation of how he thinks it will work and I tune out the conversation as I watch the tattoo come to life.
 





Chapter 10

“You alright?” Kellin asks as he slips his shirt back over his head. “You’ve been really quiet since the Lindy thing.”
 I take a deep breath, giving him a smile as I try to settle the feelings rioting inside me. The ones driving me nuts about who he might be having sex with, and the ones telling me exactly why that bugs me. There’s also a healthy dose of logical ones telling me I shouldn’t care.
 “Yeah, of course. It’s just been a long week…” I sigh. “Well, a long couple of weeks.”
 Kellin nods at Temp as we head out the door. “I get it, believe me. I wish I could tell you it gets easier, but it really doesn’t. You want to get something to eat?”
 I nod, and Kellin slips his arm around my waist as we walk down the sidewalk. While there are far fewer people crowding the space than earlier, it’s still loud with music and the sound of the restaurants and bars that are filled to the brim.
 “I don’t know if I can make it through four years, especially when you won’t be there after this year,” I reply, rubbing my face with my hand. “High school sucked bad enough once you left.”
 “There’s a difference,” Kellin replies, stopping and turning to face me. “I’m still going to be there for you. We’re still going to live in the same house. We won’t be hours away from each other.”
 “Thank you,” I say as I look up into his eyes.
 “This year has actually been easier for me,” Kellin says as we start walking again.
 “Why is that?”
 He knocks his shoulders against mine, and his hand tightens on my waist. “You’re here.”
 I suck in the autumn air as my skin flushes with his response. “I didn’t realize I was that important.”
 “This is the restaurant,” Kellin says as he stops and opens the door for me. “Two,” he tells the hostess. “For Lake.”
 “You made reservations?” I ask as I look around the dimly lit Italian restaurant.
 Kellin nods as we follow the hostess through the restaurant and up a set of stairs. When we reach the top, we enter a rooftop terrace lit only by the candles flickering on the tables and the lanterns hanging from the potted trees along the edges.
 “I feel a little underdressed,” I say to Kellin as the hostess sets our menus on a table in a quiet corner.
 “You look beautiful,” Kellin replies as he pulls my chair out for me. “Besides if anyone is underdressed it’s me.”
 Kellin may be underdressed, but I’m pretty sure if anyone can pull off making a simple black v-neck tee-shirt look fancy, it’s him.
 “This is incredible,” I say as I look around.
 “We don’t come to the city too often, so I wanted it to be special. And to answer the question about how important you are…” Kellin begins, pausing as his eyes wash over my face. His Adam’s apple rises and falls before he continues, “You’re one of the most important people in my life. I mean, you got chewed out by my sister for me.”
 “Your sister would hate me for this, but it’s always been easier for me to talk to you than her,” I reply, looking down at the napkin in my lap.
 “So who was this guy she was trying to get you laid by anyways?” Kellin asks. His lips are tilted slightly in a tease, but his hands form fists on the table.
 I bite my lip as I shrug. “Who knows? Some kid named Tyler that’s friends with her current infatuation.”
 “Ah, the kid from her Chem class.”
 I nod. “That’d be the one.”
 “I don’t know how you keep track of all her boyfriends,” he replies with a shake of his head.
 “The same way I keep track of your girlfriends,” I say.
 He narrows his eyes. “What way is that?”
 “I ignore them,” I reply with a smirk.
 Kellin’s hands tighten with his jaw before his eyes flicker to mine. “I wish it was as easy for me to do that.”
 “You know all Lindy’s boyfriends?” I ask, laughing. “Good for you.”
 He shakes his head, and his shoulders are tense as he replies, “I know all of yours.”
 My lips part and my hand covers my mouth as I try to think of a response. Finally, I swallow and look back to Kellin. “Not like there’s that many to keep track of.”
 
  That has to be the reason.

 Kellin looks down at the menu. “You’d be surprised.”
 “Huh?” I ask, my chin jutting out.
 “You’ve had almost as many boyfriends as I’ve had girlfriends,” he replies, running his finger over the rim of his glass of water. His eyes come up to mine. “Usually at the same time.”
 I blink at him as I struggle to breathe.
 “Good Evening, and welcome to Palmeri’s. Can I interest you in our house wine? It’s a lovely white Moscato.” The waiter’s greeting knocks me back into reality.
 “I’m all set with the water, but could you bring some lemon?” Kellin looks over at me. “You, Ree?”
 I swallow as I try to think.
 
  Drink, Reese. What do you want to drink?

 “Root beer?” I manage to say.
 “Not a problem,” the waiter says. “For appetizers, may I suggest the Cozze al Pomodoro or Fondi di Carciofi? They’re both fabulous.”
 Kellin looks at me with a smirk as my brow furrows in confusion. “Why don’t we try both?”
 The waiter nods. “I’ll give you a few moments to discuss your entrees.”
 “What are cozy pompoms?” I ask, shaking my head partly because I’m confused about what we’ll be eating, but mostly because I’m having trouble comprehending what might be going on between us.
 He shrugs, wiggling his eyebrows at me. “I haven’t the foggiest, but I’m pretty sure they don’t serve cheerleaders here.”
 “Ha-ha,” I shoot back. “Cheerleaders never were your type.”
 Kellin rolls his eyes. “I’m pretty sure no one knows what my type is.”
 My eyebrows rise. “Even me?”
 His voice is soft as he says, “Even you.”
 “Then do you?” I ask as my heart hammers in my ears.
 He looks up from the menu, locking eyes with me. “I know exactly what my type is.”
 What is it then? I want to know so badly, but my mouth is frozen along with the rest of my body.
 “Are you ready to order?” the waiter asks as she gives me my drink and places a bowl with lemon slices in front of Kellin.
 “Do you have any specials?” I ask.
 “We have a mushroom ravioli with pesto,” the waiter says.
 “That sounds excellent,” I reply, handing her my menu.
 “Make it two,” Kellin says.
 “How’s the tattoo feeling?” I ask, not wanting to change the subject, but wanting to save myself from being utterly embarrassed.
 Kellin rolls the shoulder closest to his new ink. “Getting them doesn’t hurt. After they do sting a bit. Do you like the way it came out?”
 I nod, breathing in through my nose before replying, “I love the way the white of the moon and writing pops against the purple and black of the sky and blue of the waves.”
 “Did I thank you already for coming?” he asks, and when I nod he gives me a soft smile. “Well, thanks again. It wouldn’t have meant as much without you there.”
 “I still can’t believe you chose one of my drawings for it.”
 “It needed to be something special,” Kellin replies, reaching forward and putting his hand over mine. “I couldn’t think of anything better.”
 I suck in a deep breath. “Lindy is going to go from super pissed to super-jerk as soon as she finds out I spent the night with you instead of the guy she picked out for me.”
 “I’m pretty sure she already hit super-jerk,” he replies.
 “Here you are.” The waiter places the appetizers down, along with a plate for each of us. “Your entrees will be out momentarily. Can I get you anything else?”
 Kellin looks at me, and I shake my head. “We’re all set, thank you.”
 “Thank goodness, it’s not something disgusting,” he comments as she walks away.
 I laugh. “This looks amazing.”
 “Who knew pompoms were mussels!” Kellin says as he takes a bite.
 I wrinkle my nose at him as I take a bite of the other dish, artichokes wrapped in bacon. “This is so good.”
 “Wait until you try this,” Kellin says, holding the fork out for me to try the mussels. I melt back into my chair as I swallow. “Awesome, right?”
 “I don’t even want to know what this is going to cost you,” I reply as I feed him an artichoke.
 He swallows it and smiles. “Don’t worry about it. Temp did my tattoo at cost.”
 “At cost?”
 “Yeah, I paid for the ink and needles, which believe me, wasn’t much,” he says, winking at me. “So what do you think of the restaurant? I have good taste, huh?”
 “Excellent,” I reply. “This is way better than some blind date with a guy I’m sure isn’t my type and the same enchiladas I get every time I go to Margaritas.”
 Kellin laughs. “Ah, yes, the Mexican Flag and a frozen virgin margarita — sugar on the rim, not salt.”
 “You know me all too well,” I reply as he leans forward and feeds me another mussel.
 My body heats as he runs his bottom lip through his teeth. “That’s my job.”
 “Is it now?” I ask, and I can’t help the way the words come out slightly breathless.
 He nods. “You know me best, so I figure I should know you just as well.”
 I swallow and the mollusk feels ten times bigger than it is as it slides down my throat. I don’t know why I was having trouble comprehending what this is. It’s simple.
 This is us. It’s just the way Kellin and I are.
 We’re good friends who know each other too well. I look down at the appetizer and try to smile. Just friends doesn’t really seem to fit what I’m feeling.
 “So,” Kellin says, clearing his throat and I look up. His ears have gone red.
 “Yes?” I say.
 He plays with the edge of his napkin. “There’s one thing I’m not really sure of about you.”
 My jaw goes slack. “Oh, yeah?”
 He nods and his eyes lock on me. “What’s your type?”
 I lean back in my seat and shake my head. “Oh, no. If you’re not telling me what your type is, I’m not telling you what mine is.”
 Kellin’s brows raise, and my heart hammers in my chest. Everything about him is my type.
 “Alright. Play it tough. I’ll find out soon enough,” he replies, and there’s a challenge in his voice.
 “Ditto,” I reply, and tension sparks between us.
 





Chapter 11

“Reese?”
 I look up from the books I’ve been stacking to a guy with shaggy dark brown hair hanging in his face. He moves it away as I nod, and he gives me a smile. He seems to think his version of a crooked grin is sexy, but instead, it’s kind of creepy. He’s awkwardly tall and skinny, wearing ripped jeans and an Attila band tee. The thought of him listening to anything that heavy makes me smirk and his creepy grin turns into a smile. He thinks I’m smiling at him, but it’s really the thought of him getting destroyed in a mosh pit.
 “Yeah, that’s me,” I reply.
 “Tyler,” he says.
 I shake my head. “Sorry, I don’t think I know who you are?”
 His chin juts out as he runs his hand through his hair, which only flops back in front of his dark eyes. This kid is the definition of awkward. “I’m in your English Comp class.”
 “Oh, okay,” I reply with a nod.
 “And you blew me off on our date,” he adds as he tucks his fingers into his pockets and tilts on his heels.
 “Oh,” I reply with a release of breath. “Sorry about that.”
 He shrugs. “It’s alright. Lindy seemed to think whatever you were doing must have been pretty important.”
 I grit my teeth at the mention of her. We haven’t spoken since her outburst. “Really? Because she didn’t seem to think it was.”
 Tyler cringes, his shoulders rising into his hairline. “I figured you must be the Reese since that isn’t exactly a popular name.”
 “The one and only,” I reply as I watch his eyes wash over me.
 He’s openly checking me out, and from the unexcited look on his face, he isn’t impressed. “Bill is always trying to set me up with his girlfriend’s friends.”
 “Bill?” I stifle a giggle as I repeat the name. It just doesn’t seem like Lindy would ever date someone named Bill. No wonder she only refers to him as Chem hottie.
 “Yeah, we’ve known each other since middle school. He seems to feel it’s his job to make sure I’m getting…I mean…I have a girlfriend.”
 I blink at him a few times as I run my tongue over the inside of my cheek. So Chem boy is that guy. The one only looking for a bed.
 “It’s good to have a friend who has your back,” I reply. I nod to the book he’s holding. “You need to check that out?”
 “Oh, no,” he replies looking down at it. “Just returning it.”
 “Is it past due?” I ask, and he shakes his head. “Then you just need to put it in the drop. I was just about to head out for my fifteen-minute break. I need some fresh air.”
 Tyler follows me, putting the book in the drop as I go to the time clock to punch out.
 “Want to go for a walk?” he asks after I swipe my badge.
 “Yeah, sounds good,” I reply, taking a deep breath as we fall into step beside one another.
 Tyler holds the door for me. “How long have you worked here?”
 “Since about two weeks into the school year.”
 We walk a short distance and then sit on the stone wall just outside the library. I pull my sweatshirt sleeves down, and Tyler scoots closer to me.
 “So how long have you known Lindy?”
 “Since freshmen year, high school.”
 “You guys seem pretty different.”
 I nod. “That’s because we are.”
 “Opposites attract, eh?”
 Or annoy the heck out of each other, which is what Lindy’s doing now. This guy? She thought I’d like this guy?
 I shake the thought from my head. “So how do you like English Comp?”
 He looks straight ahead as he taps his hands on his knees. “Eh, grammar’s not really my thing  — coordinating conjunctions and future progressive perfect tense.”
 I lean back, tilting my head up to the sun. “Don’t get me started on coordinating conjunctions. I’m a marketing major, and I cannot stand the fact people have forgotten that coordinating means it connects a sentence, not starts one–yet, there’s like a zillion ads with it as the beginning of a sentence!”
 I crack a lid open to glance at Tyler who’s looking at me with a huge smirk. “Only you would correct the teacher!”
 “I do not!” I say and he raises his eyebrows. I knock shoulders with him as we laugh. “I’m sorry, I’m a grammar freak!”
 I lean forward and look into the crowd on the green in front of us. My stomach rolls as my eyes somehow find Kellin in the crowd. I suck in a breath through my teeth as I watch him tickling a petite brunette. Something inside my head clicks and lets go as I look at him tilting her chin up and kissing her. My body flushes with heat as I bite the inside of my cheek, leaning forward as my knuckles turn white from holding the stones beneath me so hard. The world around me stops as Kellin’s eyes lift and somehow find mine in the crowd, just like I found him. The smile vanishes from his face as his jaw tightens. I can hear the blood rushing through my ears as I turn to Tyler, jealousy flitting through every inch of me as a tingling menace.
 “So…I was thinking we should make up for that blind date I missed,” I say.
 Tyler’s tapping freezes as he stares at me, eyes wide before looking away and rubbing the back of his neck.
 “Umm…” He swallows, and I feel my jealousy being replaced with white-hot embarrassment. “You’re not really my type.”
 My hands squeeze the rocks even tighter as I fight back the tears welling in my eyes. What the heck is wrong with me? I don’t even like this kid, yet I’m asking him out because Kellin is kissing some hussy on the green.
 I shoot up, turning and crossing my arms over my well-covered chest. “I’m glad that I’m so revolting to you.”
 Tyler stands, grabbing my hand as I turn away. “Reese, come on!”
 I adjust my glasses on my nose as I shake my head, looking down at my baggy college sweatshirt and jeans before my eyes meet his muddy ones again.
 “I get it. I really do, and honestly,” I reply, swallowing as I look away. “I don’t blame you, but let’s get this straight. I’m too good for you.”
 Tyler looks down at me, blinking and mouth open, unable to form words. I shake my head before yanking my hand from his and storming back into the library. I don’t bother clocking back in as I walk into the private bathroom and press my back against the wood of the door.
 I did this to myself, didn’t I? I turn to the mirror, pressing my palms against the cold porcelain of the sink as I stare back at my reflection. Gray eyes hidden beneath thick, funky purple frames, and mousey brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail. It was so much easier to remain in the background until now. I stare back at myself in my too big clothes. They’re the ones I’ve always said are the most comfortable, but now they weigh me down. I realize that I’ve always used them to hide who I am, and now I don’t really know who that person is — or worse, I’m too afraid to let that person out.
 I inhale through my nose. I know who I want to be, and it’s not the person staring back at me.
 I don’t want to hide. I want to be who I am and not care what anyone thinks. I want to wear clothes that fit and make me feel beautiful. I want purple hair and contacts that show the metallic color of my eyes. I don’t care that it sounds superficial because in the end it’s not and I know it. It’s being confident and feeling good being me.
 I narrow my eyes at myself.
 I will not hide in the shadows anymore.
 “Reese?” a knock comes on the door. “You in there?”
 “Yeah, Lindy–sorry,” I reply, chewing on my lip before I turn towards the door. I have no clue how I’m going to go from being the baggy-clothed-nerd to a confident version of me that reflects who I am on the inside on the outside.
 “There’s a line waiting to check out books,” she says, and her voice is soft.
 I yank the door open and peer over her shoulder. There’s a line of pissed off students five deep, but I’m about fifty times more pissed than they are.
 “And why are you here?” I ask as I push past her.
 “I feel sorry for the way we left things — about me getting into your business so much. I should’ve respected that you had plans,” she replies as she follows me as to the desk.
 I’ll have to have my punch fixed later. I type in my password and smile up at the kid in front of me. He stares through me just like Tyler did. My arms tingle with heat that rises to my cheeks. I don’t bother saying anything to him. Instead, I hold out my hand for his ID and scan it, then the book and check for anything past due before giving them both back.
 “You have a week. Next please,” I say, looking over his shoulder at the line. I glance at Lindy. “We need to go shopping.”
 “Shopping?” Lindy repeats, and I hear her cross her arms over her pushed-up chest.
 I swallow. All I’m wearing is a sports bra.
 “Yes,” I reply. “Like as soon as my shift is over.”
 “When is that?” she asks.
 I look at the time on the computer as I scan the next set of books. “Ten minutes. Jordan, you have three past due books.”
 “Can’t you just let me take this one out, Miss? I need it to do my Economics essay,” Jordan says, crossing his arms bursting with muscles as he gives me what I assume he thinks is a killer smile.
 I flutter my eyelashes at him. “Then I suggest you go back to your frat and pick those books up and jog your pretty little donkey back here.”
 He blinks at me a few times.
 “Are you going? I have a few more people I need to assist,” I say, ushering him out with my hands.
 “Jerk,” he hisses under his breath as he turns.
 “See you later, Jordan!” I call at his back as he flips me off.
 “Woah!” Lindy says as I smile sickly sweet at the last girl in line.
 “Are you all set?” I ask as the girl narrows her peridot eyes at me.
 “Sure,” she replies, her lips pursing as she looks me over. “You realize who that was, right?”
 “Jordan Miller, giant pain in the rear– majors in stupidity and ill use of his parent’s money,” I say, pursing my lips.
 The girl blinks rapidly at me as her mouth drops open. “Everyone wants a piece of him–almost as much as they want Kellin Lake.”
 Lindy gags behind me. I pale as the image of him making out with the brunette plays on repeat in my head before a flood of every other girl I’ve seen him with starts playing right along with it.
 “Yes, Lindy, your brother is hot!” I snap at her as my emotions boil over. “Get over it!”
 The girl looks around me at Lindy. “You’re Kellin’s little sister?”
 Lindy nods. “We’re his roommates.”
 “Both of you?” she repeats.
 I slide her books back at her. “Yes.”
 She looks between Lindy and me. Lindy is the kind of girl that dates guys like Jordan, and I’m, well, invisible.
 For now.
 I turn to Lindy, “Shopping?”
 “Did you have an aneurysm?”
 I look at the ceiling, then back down at her. “More like an epiphany.”





Chapter 12

“So are you going to explain what all of this is about?” Lindy asks as she holds the door to the mall open for me.
 “I may have asked Tyler out on a date…and he rejected me.”
 
  And I’m insanely jealous of any girl I see your brother kissing…

 Lindy is silent for a moment, and all I can hear is the sound of her heel’s clicking on the ceramic tiles and noise of my too big jeans as they drag on it.
 “No kidding,” Lindy replies, and I look at her bubble gum pink sweater, floral tank, and skinny jeans.
 I bite my cheek before looking straight ahead. “Apparently, you’re more his type.”
 “Like I’d ever go for that,” Lindy replies, her lips curling under as she sticks her tongue out. “So what is this, a makeover?”
 “Exactly.”
 The smile grows on Lindy’s face as she looks me over. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 I nod. “I know exactly who I am, and it’s time for me to show it.”
 “So are we going for preppy?” she asks as we begin to walk again.
 I shake my head. “Not at all.”
 “What are we going for then?”
 “I love you, Lind, but I am definitely not you,” I answer as we walk past Express and Lindy’s head stays fixed on a mannikin in a set of dark wash skinny jeans and a tight black v-neck tee. It’s perfect. I stop, and she slams into me. “Think Kellin’s type.”
 “Softcore rebel without a cause?” Lindy asks as I turn into the store and grab my size in the jeans and the smallest version of the shirt I can find.
 “Exactly, except I love the music he plays,” I reply.
 Lindy shakes her head at me, taking the pants and putting them back down and grabbing a smaller size. “Right, then you’ll want pants that are actually your size.”
 “How do you know what size I am?” I ask.
 “I’ve seen you in a bathing suit. You’re tiny beneath all that cotton.”
 I take the pants from her and head into the dressing room. When I come out, Lindy has a pile of jeans for me just as skinny as the ones I’ve slipped into but in a variety of colors including a pair of ripped ones. I grab them from her hands and smile.
 “Perfect,” I reply.
 “Reese, you’re going to make Tyler have a heart attack,” Lindy says as she looks me up and down with the widest smile I’ve ever seen on her.
 “This isn’t about Tyler,” I reply as I turn to the full-length mirror.
 “Who is it about then?”
 My heart stutters for a moment as Kellin’s face comes to mind. I shake my head, before looking up at the girl in the mirror and smiling. “Me.”
 “If I know you well enough this shirt is going to be right up your alley,” she says, draping a black t-shirt with silver scroll and skulls over my shoulder.
 I take a deep breath. “How did you know?”
 Lindy shrugs. “I knew you were hiding a rebel under there; now we just need some band t-shirts.”
 I turn to her. “And dye.”
 “Dye?”
 I nod. “And I’ll need to get contacts…and make-up.”
 “We don’t want you to overdose on makeover here, Reese,” Lindy replies, chewing on the inside of her lip as I smile at her.
 “I know exactly who I want to be, now are you going to help me or not?”
 “Lead the way,” Lindy replies as she shakes her head with a laugh.
 ~~~
 “What is that?” Kellin asks as we walk passed him in the garage. His guitar hangs in front of him and his fingers hover over the frets as the strings reverberate.
 “Nerd’s not the word anymore!” I call over my shoulder as we walk into the house.
 “Huh?” What does that mean?” Kellin follows us in, and when I don’t reply he continues, “Reese! Explain!”
 I toss the bags on the couch and turn to look at him.
 “And what happened to your glasses?”
 Lindy plops down and signals for me to explain. “Go ahead, Reese – show him!”
 I grab a bag and go to the bathroom, slipping into a real bra, which is surprisingly more comfortable than the flattening sports bras I’ve always worn, and then into the skull tee and ripped skinny jeans. I look at myself in the mirror and take a deep breath. I finally feel like me. I pull my hair out of the ponytail and let it fall over my shoulders and down my back.
 Me. I take a deep breath. It’s nice to have my outside reflect my inside. I feel confident and good. When I come out, Kellin has his hand in his hair and his foot taps as if this whole situation makes him nervous. His eyes race over my body until they find my face and his jaw goes slack. Suddenly my heart is hammering out of control as I look back at the boy, now a man, that I’ve grown up with staring at me. His green eyes flash over my face before his head jerks toward his sister.
 “What the heck, Lindy!”
 She throws her hands up, just as shocked as I am. “It was Reese’s idea, did you think I was going to stop her?”
 “Kell, what’s wrong?” I ask as my heart stops hammering and jams itself in my throat.
 Lindy shakes her head at her brother, standing and grabbing the box of dye out of the bag from the pharmacy.
 “What’s that?” Kellin says, grabbing for the box.
 “No!” Lindy replies, hiding it behind her back. “You don’t get to see it until it’s done.”
 She slips by me, stopping to whisper. “I’ll get this ready. Change back into your garbage clothes and come into my room when you’ve calmed down Kell.”
 “You’re dying your hair, too?” Kellin asks, his biceps bulging beneath his black t-shirt sleeves as his hands go behind his head.
 “What’s the big deal? Lindy does it all the time.”
 “Lindy is Lindy, though. That’s her.”
 I bite my lip. “Maybe it’s me, too.”
 Kellin flops back on the recliner, running his tongue over his teeth. “Why didn’t you ask me to help? I know you pretty well, too.”
 “Wouldn’t that be weird?” I ask.
 He looks up at me. “Is this about some toolbox guy? Showing him you’re hot enough for him?”
 I shrug. “No, but that’s kind of what made me realize I needed to do this.”
 He takes a deep breath, tracing the tattoo running up his forearm before looking up at me. “You didn’t need to do all this for that. We could’ve come to an arrangement to make this kid jealous.”
 “An arrangement?”
 Kellin pulls his lip piercing into his mouth, smiling like the devil as he nods and stands. “Then again, you doing this could make it even better.”
 “What are you thinking, Kell?”
 “You and me.”
 “You and me?” I repeat, and the blood rushes from my head, making every other part of me tingle.
 I’m lightheaded, and he shouldn’t be having this effect on me. He’s like a brother to me, and I’m like a sister to him. No one here really knows that though, after all, Lindy and I have only been at college for a few weeks. Kellin has been here for three years.
 “Exactly. We pretend to be dating.”
 I choke as I look up at him. “Us – pretend to be dating?”
 “Why not? It’ll make that guy jealous, and just about every other girl.”
 The look on Tyler’s face when I walk in looking like this with Kellin holding my hand flashes in front of my eyes.
 “Alright, I’m game.”
 “Perfect. No strings attached, we can keep seeing whoever we want and no one gets hurt.”
 “As long as you don’t fall in love with me,” I tease.
 Kellin’s smile fades a bit, and his eyes dart away from me. “No problem, Ree. Now, I think we need to do something about your hair besides the color.”
 “What do you mean?” I ask, and when our eyes meet again he’s composed. I can’t help but wonder what the look in his eyes meant. I figure it’s just my imagination running away with itself.
 “Do you trust me?” he asks.
 “Yes.”
 “Stop straightening your hair, and just use Lindy’s beach wave thing to enhance your curls.”
 “How do you know I straighten it?”
 “I do notice things even though I have a cock.”
 I roll my eyes. I’ve been straightening my hair every day since…forever. I have no clue when or how he noticed the natural waves it has if I don’t. The idea of not straightening it makes me nervous, but I trust Lindy can teach me how to use a curling iron.
 “Alright, and what else?” I ask.
 He grabs my hand and pulls me up the stairs and into our bathroom. He opens a drawer, pulling out a pair of scissors.
 “What are you going to do?” I ask, stepping back slightly.
 One of Kellin’s brows rises into his forehead, and he steps forward with his lips pressed into a stern line. “You said you trusted me. It’s better to cut them now and not waste the dye on them.”
 “On what?”
 “Your bangs.”
 “Bangs?”
 He nods and steps forward, tilting my chin with his finger. “Trust me, Ree.”
 I close my eyes. “Just do it.”
 I keep them closed as he runs a damp comb through my hair and moves a sheet of it in front of my face. Then I hear the snip-snip of the scissors as he trims off what can only be five inches of hair.
 “Keep them closed. I’m not done yet,” Kellin replies, and I press my eyes closed even tighter.
 He pulls my newly cut bangs up, and I feel him tilt them to one side before trimming them again.
 “Perfect, now I’m hoping this color you chose is plum.”
 I look up at him through my newly angled bangs. “How did you know?”
 He slides his hand into mine and squeezes. “I know you.”
 “Since when are you a hair stylist?” I say, elbowing him in the ribs as I turn to look at myself in the mirror. The bangs perfectly frame my face, angling down to my chin.
 “I’m in a metal band. Most of my band members have long hair. I’m the exception to the rule.”
 “So you cut their hair?”
 He shrugs as we head down the stairs to Lindy’s room. “I was drunk. I learned it on YouTube and tried it on Schmit. Came out perfect. That’s our little secret, okay?”
 “Are you sure you don’t need me as your girlfriend to cover something else up?” I joke, looking up at him.
 He stops, barring my entry into Lindy’s room with his tattooed arm as he sucks in the lip piercing, so the ball pulls in a distracting way into this skin. My mind slips, and I imagine running my hands up the back of his neck into his faux hawk and pulling the ball into my mouth.
 He raises an eyebrow as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking, and I duck under his arm, my whole face burning as I try to shake the thought from my mind.
 
  Like a brother, Reese.

 He’s always been like a brother to me, hasn’t he?
 “You two flirting again?” Lindy teases, and I swallow as my breath catches in my throat. Again? Have we always been like this, and I just haven’t noticed it?
 Kellin chuckles from the doorframe.
 “I gave her bangs a trim. Color her up and then show her how to use that beach wave thing. Oh, and Ree, our arrangement starts tomorrow, so we’ll be going to school together.”
 Lindy narrows her eyes at me. “Arrangement?”
 “Don’t ask,” I mutter as my face turns another fifty shades of red.  My mind skirts to the one topic I want to think about–him.
 Kellin.
 Mine.
 Even if it’s just for show.





Chapter 13

My skin tingles as I look at myself in the mirror. I take a deep breath as I pull on the hot pink and plaid button-up over my black tank top. I feel good, but I can’t help the way my hands shake as I button it up halfway.
 
  Makeup.

 Lindy’s meeting Billy on the green early, and I heard her car pull out already. I’m on my own, and I’ve never done my makeup before. My eyes drop to the hundred-plus dollars worth of makeup on my vanity before picking up my cell phone and looking for a tutorial. I’m just putting on mascara when Kellin knocks on my door.
 “You almost ready for your big reveal?” he asks as I open the door for him. His eyes drift, and his jaw goes slack.
 I cock my head at him. “Are you?”
 “I’m not sure,” he stutters, and my face burns. “You look so beautiful.”
  “Aren’t you lucky I’m your girlfriend, then?” I ask, and my stomach twists as his eyes come up to mine.
 He holds out his hand. “Extremely.”
 “So how are we going to tell Lindy?” I ask as I jump up into his truck.
 Kellin shrugs. “Let’s see how long it takes her to notice.”
 “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean you saw how she flew off the handle when I skipped out on that blind date,” I remind him, and he takes a deep breath.
 “You’re probably right, but we have Family Day this weekend, so I think we should wait a bit. You know how Lindy gets any time it’s the holidays — it’s going to be the same thing except worse,” he replies, and I blanch as my gaze goes to the side mirror and settles on my purple hair. Kellin reaches over and squeezes my leg. “Don’t worry, you look great.”
 “But my hair…”
 Kellin winks at me as he puts the car in park. “It’s just hair dye; it’s not permanent.”
 “And our parents will follow that logic, too?” I ask, and I blink at him rapidly. “They don’t know about you.”
 “That’s different,” he cuts me off before getting out of the truck and coming to open the door for me.
 “Do you think you’ll ever tell your parents?” I ask as Kellin threads his fingers with mine.
 His eyes are distant as we walk towards the green. He pulls me behind a tree just as Lindy looks up from making out with Chem hottie. I laugh, breathless as I look up at him. He smirks down at me, and our previous conversation disappears from my thoughts.
 “I thought the idea was to be seen,” I say, and my voice is barely audible as I try to calm the way my heart is hammering out of control.
 Kellin reaches up and tucks my bangs behind my ear. “Hiding this from Lindy kind of gives it a fun edge, don’t you think?”
 “And here I thought you just looked like a bad boy,” I reply.
 He raises his eyebrows. “Just admit it, you love this.”
 My body is pressed tightly against his, and I do love it. I love everything about this feeling; the way my whole body feels like it’s on fire, and the way I can hardly breathe and most of all, how right it feels.
 
  It’s a lie.

 I swallow hard, and Kellin’s playful expression hardens as his brows furrow.
 “Are you having second thoughts about this?” he asks, and he starts to step away, but I tighten my hands on his biceps.
 “Of course not,” I reply just as I see Mia coming around the corner.
 “Kellin,” she says, and he turns.
 His hand slips down my waist, wrapping around it so he can put his fingers in my front pocket.   My body tenses and then immediately relaxes.
 Kellin nods at her. “Hey.”
 Mia’s eyes move from Kellin to his hand and then up to my face. Her lips tilt downwards as her face sours.
 “Who’s this?” she asks.
 I look up at Kellin, and he smiles at me, leaning down and giving me a peck on the lips.
 “My girlfriend, Reese,” he replies when he looks back over at her.
 She shifts uncomfortably. “Oh, I didn’t realize you did that.”
 “Did what?” he asks.
 She bites her lip, shaking her head. “Nevermind.”
 “Nice to meet you,” I say, smiling.
 “Have we met?” she asks me, and I shrug.
 “Not sure. I’m a freshman,” I reply.
 Her eyebrows go up, and she looks back at Kellin.
 “We should probably start heading to class,” Kellin says to me before nodding at Mia. “See you around.”
 “Sure,” she says, and I can feel her eyes burning into my back as we turn.
 “That was fun,” Kellin says, and when I look up at him, warmth spreads from my chest.
 “I think you’re going to shock people as much as I am,” I reply with a smirk.
 “Whatever do you mean?” Kellin asks just as we reach my English Comp class.
 I lean back against the wall, and he places his hands on either side of my head. I reach up and put my hands around his neck, lacing my fingers together.
 “Kellin Lake going steady with someone,” I say, and he leans closer. “What will you tell everyone?”
 “That for the right person anyone can change,” he replies. His eyes drift to his watch on his wrist, and he heaves a sigh as he steps back. “You should get in there. I’ll see you in a few hours?”
 “Thanks,” I reply. “I really appreciate your willingness to help with this.”
 Kellin shakes his head before kissing my cheek. “It’s nothing.”
 I watch him walk away, and he glances back at me, winking before disappearing down the stairs into the crowd of people. When I walk into the class, all eyes move to me, and Tyler’s eyebrows shoot up. I take my seat in front of him, and he pokes me in the back with his pencil. I turn and cock my head at him.
 “What?” I ask with a sugar sweet smile.
 He signals with his pencil up and down, his jaw slack. It takes him a moment to figure out how to speak, and I lean forward, blinking at him.
 “Yes?” I say.
 “Umm…what’s all this?” he finally asks, and his voice is choked.
 I smirk. “Oh, do you like it?”
 He swallows hard. “I…umm…you look…”
 “Hot,” the girl next to me comments. “Love the new look.”
 I smile over at her. “Thanks. I decided it was time for a change.”
 She nods. “You nailed it.”
 I lean back in my chair, and I can’t help the smile on my lips.
 “Yeah, what she said,” Tyler manages to say, and I laugh to myself but don’t justify the comment by turning around.
 





Chapter 14

I don’t understand why I’m so nervous. I go to Kellin’s shows every Friday, but this time my hands are trembling as I put on my makeup. I steady them as I run my brush through the eyeshadow and then across my eyelid. In a matter of hours I’ve mastered the cat-eyeliner I always admired on Lindy, but I haven’t gotten used to the way I look with it on yet. I lean back, putting on some tinted lip balm before blinking at myself. I look good–is it bad to think that? I stand, pulling my dark purple v-neck shirt down just a bit, so it covers half of my butt and shows more of my newly found cleavage. A knock comes on the door just as I slide on my Keds. I take a deep breath before opening the door and smiling up at Kellin.
 “Hey, gorgeous,” he greets me, and my pulse quickens. He slips his hand into mine. “Don’t worry; Lindy’s not home.”
 “We have to tell her about this whole deal eventually,” I reply, not caring we don’t need to hold hands now because no one can see us.
 Kellin holds the door to his truck open for me.
 “It’s only been a week–” he begins, and I raise my eyebrows at him. “But you’re right; we should probably tell Lindy before she sees us holding hands.”
 “Can you imagine how much she’d freak out?” I ask as he hops in the other side and slams his door shut.
 He runs a hand through his hair before starting the engine. “Yeah, she’d be pissed.”
 “I’m sure she’ll be okay with the arrangement, though.”
 “Who knows. She’s probably still getting used to the fact people are drooling over you and not just her.”
 “Yeah, I’m not the ugly friend anymore,” I reply, picking at the strands of my ripped jeans.
 Kellin scoffs. “You never were.”
 I look up, raising my eyebrows at him. “Come on, Kell. I wasn’t pretty before.”
 He shakes his head, his lips in a harsh line just like his jaw. “That’s trash, Ree. You’re the same girl you were before, except your clothes fit a little too good and you stopped wearing glasses.”
 “Don’t forget this,” I reply tossing my hair over my shoulders, and staring at him through my bangs.
 He reaches over and runs his fingers over my chin in a way that makes me inhale deeply.
 
  Breathe, Reese. Breathe.

 “I do like that color on you,” he replies, his hand falling over mine and weaving our fingers together.
 “I thought you would, ” I answer without thinking, squeezing my eyes shut as I think of exactly how that sounds like I did this just to impress him.
 He glances over at me.”I’m glad you considered how I’d feel about the change.”
 “You’re one of my best friends…besides Lindy, so of course I thought of what you’d think,” I explain, and Kellin’s hand pulls away from mine to go to the steering wheel.
 He stares ahead, and I’m struck by the urge to take his hand back into mine again because now it feels wrong for his hand not to be there. We sit in silence until I finally speak.
 “Are you mad at me?”
 “Why would I be mad at you?” Kellin asks as he shifts the truck into park.
 “I don’t know…you just seem angry,” I reply as I watch him squeezing the steering wheel with white knuckles.
 “Not at all.”
 “You sure?” I ask as he jumps out and moves the seat forward so he can grab his guitar and amplifier.
 “Of course.” He slides the guitar over his back, taking the amp in one arm, so his biceps bulge as he holds the other out for me. “Ready to make an entrance?”
 “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask as I look at the already crowded venue.
 “Absolutely positive.”
 Being Kellin’s arm candy is strangely satisfying. Girls eyes follow us as we enter the room, and narrow on me when I kiss his cheek before he goes on stage. At the end of the show, I can feel their stares as he pulls me into a hug, and then slings his arm around my waist, tucking his hand into my front pocket.
 “Guys, you remember my girlfriend Reese from when we went to the beach, ” Kellin says, and Schmidt narrows his eyes at us.
 “How long have you been dating?” Schmidt asks.
 Kellin shrugs. “We’ve known each other for four years…so she’s used to hearing about you toolboxes.”
 “Isn’t this your sister’s best friend?” Fague asks, crossing his arms.
 Kellin nods, and I bite my lip as I study each of their passive expressions. They don’t seem surprised at all. I feel like I’m missing something, but just then the girl I saved a few shows back comes up to us.
 “Hey, Kellin,” she says, studying me carefully. “You look familiar.”
 I hold my hand out. “Reese–Kellin’s girlfriend.”
 I smile in satisfaction as her mouth drops, and her face reddens.  She takes my hand and shakes it, before looking over at Kellin. “I didn’t realize you were seeing anyone?”
 Kellin leans over and kisses my neck, sending my pulse skittering out of control as I fight the lightheaded feeling it causes. “Yup.”
 She nods before turning to the rest of the band. “Great show, guys!”
 I look up at Kellin, and he winks at me, before pulling me closer to whisper in my ear. “See, it’s not that bad. I think we can pull this off.”





Chapter 15

Saturday morning I wake up to the sound of the vacuum machine and roll out of bed. I shove my glasses on my face and then look at my alarm clock. Lindy is out of her mind. It’s hardly seven o’clock. We’re lucky if she wakes up that early during the week.
 “Woah, now!” I say as Lindy bumps into me carrying the mop. “What’s the big deal?”
 She turns to me and blinks, her yellow gloves squeaking as she squeezes the cleaning tools tighter. “I want the house to look as good as it did the first time our parents saw it! This is my uncle’s house. I don’t want my parents to tell him we made a mess of it already, and your parents are neat freaks.”
 I blink at her as the words sink in — Family Day. I plop down on the couch as I stare up at her, the blood draining from my face. Kellin warned me at the beginning of the week, but somehow I completely forgot because of how good I felt. Now I feel sick.
 “What is it now, Ree? Are you that scared of a few cleaning utensils–you should be helping me!” she says, and I look around the clean house.
 “We aren’t pigs, Lindy. The house is fine the way it is,” I reply, gritting my teeth.
 “This,” Lindy says, swiping her finger across the top of the TV and turning a barely dusty finger to me. “Is not clean!”
 I suck in a breath through my nose before responding through my teeth, “I have bigger things to worry about.”
 Lindy looks at the ceiling before letting her eyes fall slowly to me. I want to throttle her as she asks, “Like what?”
 I stand, throwing my hands up and signaling to my body and lastly my hair. “Oh, I don’t know! The fact that I look like an entirely different person!”
 “You look great, what’s the problem?” she asks, fluttering her eyelashes at me with her lips in a stern line of discontent. She really only cares about cleaning right now, and she has to deal with me.
 “The big deal?” I fire at her as I cross my arms over my chest, which reminds me I’m actually showing I have boobs now. I put my arms at my side and my nails bite into my fists. “I don’t know, Lind? Maybe the fact I look like a rebel? The fact I have purple hair? I don’t know, any number of things about my appearance that might set my parents and yours off!”
 “Come on, Ree, it’s not that bad,” she replies as she pulls a rag from her cleaning supplies and begins scrubbing the top of the TV.
 I stare at her in disbelief. “I forgot, you wouldn’t understand. You’ve always been what everyone wants you to be–and you’ve always wanted to be those things.”
 Lindy looks over her shoulder at me before shaking her head and moving to the bookshelf. “So what are you going to do? Hide like Kellin does? You can change back into your old clothes, but unless you’re going to wear a turban, good luck covering up your hair.”
 My chest heaves as I stand. She doesn’t have the faintest clue what this feels like. The panic sinks in again, making me hot and cold as sweat begins to drip down the back of my neck. What if my parents don’t approve? What if Kellin’s parents don’t?
 The room spins. Most likely, they won’t like anything about who I am now. There has to be a reason Kellin has never shown them his tattoos and lip ring. I swallow. Finally, I understand exactly why Kellin hides his tattoos and badass ways. This feeling is awful. I like who I am, but will they? If they hate it, will I change back?
 I stand up and nearly take Kellin out as I rush towards the stairs. He grabs me by the shoulders, and I know the panic is still written all over my face.
 “Hey.” His voice cracks as he looks me over. “What’s wrong?”
 I look over at Lindy in all her perfection cleaning the house. I will never be that. I have tried for years to get perfect grades like her, but she always does it without trying, and everyone naturally seems to love her. I’m just not her, and I’m confident I don’t want to be.
 “Family Day,” I finally answer as my eyes fall back to him.
 “Let’s go for a walk?” Kellin suggests, nodding over his shoulder. I follow him out the door, and he plops down on the front lawn, laying back. He closes his eyes and gently tugs on my ankle for me to join him. He opens his eyes a slit and then turns to face me. “Can you imagine how my parents would freak out if they knew I look like this?”
 My eyes move from his raised brows down to his pierced lip to his chest and arms that show because he’s wearing a tight v-neck t-shirt. I swallow hard. I don’t want to admit that it’s one of the reasons I’m freaking out so much.
 Kellin’s chest rises as he sighs. “Listen, Ree…I don’t want you to feel like I do. I don’t want you to feel like you need to hide. It’s not a good feeling.”
 I look down at the ground beneath me, chewing on my lip before I lock my gaze on him. “Why do you keep hiding then?”
 Kellin turns onto his back before letting his head roll to his shoulder. “It was easier to hide, wasn’t it?”
 “I didn’t realize I was hiding, but you know who you are, Kell. I don’t know why you’d want to hide it. Especially when it feels so nasty to.”
 His jaw tightens. “You’ve heard my music. What do you think my parents would think of that?”
 I put my hand on his cheek, and the muscles relax beneath my touch. “I think your music is amazing.”
 Kellin sighs. “You’re special, though…I doubt think my parents would understand. They think I’m some sort of angel.”
 I reach forward, tracing the bluebird tattoo that dances in the wind of his sleeve and I watch as his skin rises where my finger trails. “Do you think me looking like this makes me a bad person now? That your parents and mine will think that?”
 His eyes dart up to my face. “Of course not, Ree.”
 I give him a weak smile. “Why is it so different with me than it is you?”
 Kellin sits up and leans his arms on his knees. “Everyone has a mold they want me to fit into. Even you, Ree.”
 My head jerks back as my stomach forms into a hard knot.
 “At school, I’m the rebel player. To you, I’m the boy next door who just happened to get some tattoos — the guy who would do anything for you, and to my parents, I’m the kid with the angel’s voice and a 4.0. Did you know I have a 4.0?”
 I swallow as I look away. I don’t want to admit I’ve always thought Kellin probably didn’t do well in school.
 Before I can respond, he speaks, “Exactly, and you’ve known me forever.”
 I run my fingers over my lips before letting my eyes fall back to his. “I’m sorry.”
 He twirls one of my curled plum locks around his finger. “Don’t be. How are you handling not being the invisible nerd anymore?”
 “I’m fine,” I reply, trying to ignore the way my heart seems to have stopped functioning properly. “Besides, I’m still a partial nerd, even though I don’t look like it. I still work in the library, after all.”
 “Yeah,” Kellin says, laughing.  “You can’t completely banish your nerd image even though you’re not covering up you actually have a personality now.”
 “I guess I can’t pretend I’m invisible anymore — not at school and not with our families,” I reply as I take a deep breath.
 “You were never invisible to me.”
 I gaze down at my hands. “Thanks… I have a feeling I’ll want to be invisible once my parents see my grades for this semester.”
 “What are you talking about?” Kellin asks, and I bite my lip, looking up at the sky as the corners of my eyes begin to water.
 “Let’s just say I look a little bit more like the person I actually am,” I say, swallowing. “I was just pretending to be a nerd before. I’m doing so bad in accounting, and I have another three whole classes in math that I need to complete for my degree.”
 “You’re doing that bad?”
 I yank at the grass beneath my hands. “I’m failing, Kell. I’ve been in college one semester, and I’m already flunking. I’ve always struggled in math–but accounting…”
 “Is the exact opposite of math,” Kellin finishes my sentence.
 I nod, putting my forehead on my knees. “I have no chance at passing.”
 Kellin sits up beside me, but I keep my head down. I’m still too mortified to look at him. I’m definitely not as smart as he thinks I am.
 “Yes, you do. I can help.”
 “You’d do that?” I ask.
 “Sure, what are fake boyfriends with 4.0’s for? I’m not just arm candy,” he says with a wink as he stands and holds his hand out for me.
 I let him pull me up into him, and instead of pulling away I look up into his face, only inches from mine. “In return, I’ll take the hit on the rebel looks first and then when no one in our families freaks out; it’s your turn.”
 Kellin chuckles, tucking my bangs behind my ear. “Deal, but on my own time. No pushy girlfriend maneuvers, okay?”
 “For now,” I reply, and he rolls his eyes.
 “We should probably go help Lindy,” he says.
 “I have a better idea,” I say, wiggling my brows like Dad would. “We get Starbucks.”
 “I like the way you think,” he replies.
 





Chapter 16

I go to Kellin’s bedroom door and take a deep breath before knocking. He opens the door, and a broad smile comes to his face as he looks at my outfit.
 “Is it okay?” I ask as I glance down at the red graphic tee with headphones on it and black skinny jeans. I’ve thrown a loose black cardigan over it, and I’m wearing my red and pink flower Keds.
 “Amazing as always,” Kellin says as he slips his thumbs through the holes he’s made in his Henley’s sleeves. He’s taken out his lip ring and not an inch of his artistic skin shows.
 “And you don’t look like yourself at all,” I reply just as the doorbell rings.
 He leans forward and kisses my forehead. “You rebel out first.”
 “More like I take the bullet.”
 My hands shake, and Kellin squeezes them before heading downstairs. When he reaches the bottom, I’m still standing at the top as I contemplate locking myself in my bedroom and saying I have the flu. He cocks his head at me and signals for me to follow him. I shake my head, and he comes up to the steps.
 “Don’t make me come up there and throw you over my shoulder,” he says with narrowed eyes.
 The idea makes my face flush, and I cross my arms. “Maybe that’s what I want.”
 His brows come up. “We should save that for later when the parents aren’t around.”
 I run my tongue over my teeth, and his cheeks flush as he laughs.
 “Please?” he says. “You look beautiful, and if you don’t come down here, I’m sure Lindy will drag your rear down the stairs anyways.”
 I take a deep breath and step forward just as Lindy yells, “Kellin! Reese! Where are you?”
 “Coming,” Kellin calls back just as I reach the last step and freeze. “You’ll be fine.”
 I stop when we turn into the living room where Kellin’s parents sit on the couch and mine sit in the loveseat. Dad’s eyes come up and widen while Mom’s jaw drops.
 “Wow,” Dad says as he stands. “This is a change.”
 My shoulders come up to my ears as I try to smile. I’m pretty sure it’s a cringe.
 “Doesn’t she look fabulous?” Lindy asks. “I helped!”
 Lindy’s mom’s mouth opens and closes before she ends up just nodding.
 “Bold, very nice,” Dad says as he pulls me into a hug. “You look amazing, Bugs.”
 I glance over his shoulder at Mom, and she still looks confused. Finally, when Dad signals with his head towards me, she stands.
 “Purple, interesting choice,” she says as she gives me a weak hug.
 “Follows after her mother,” Dad comments and Mom goes pale before stepping back and elbowing him.
 “Huh?” I ask.
 “Your mother had cherry red hair when she was your age. She was quite the rebel with her cut off shirts and leather jacket,” he replies, and Mom looks up at him like she wants to kill him.
 My body tingles as I look between the two of them. Mom puts her hands up as she shrugs.
 “What can I say, I was a little bit of a rebel,” she says.
 “Probably why she fell for the musician,” Dad replies, and his eyes twinkle as he looks down at her.
 Dad stopped playing guitar once my brother and I were born, but he’s still passionate about it. He tried to teach me but didn’t have the patience which is why Kellin ended up showing me how, much to Dad’s relief.
 “We should go eat before dinner gets cold,” Lindy says, nodding over her shoulder as awkward silence sets in. “I made lasagna.”
 We follow her into the dining room and sit down. At first, we eat quietly and then Kellin’s mom, Clary, clears her throat, looking up at me.
 “Now that you’re…newly beautified…remember what I’ve always told you–it’s the jocks you have to worry about,” she reminds me, pointing her fork as I look across the table at her son.
 “Not the quiet musician types,” I complete her sentence.
 “Exactly,” she replies, squeezing Kellin’s arm right where his long sleeve Henley covers the beginning of his sleeve.
 Kellin raises his eyebrows at me, and I wrinkle my nose back at him as I bite my lip exactly where his lip piercing would be if he hadn’t taken it out.
 Lindy chokes on her food, and Kellin and I both shoot her a look as she holds in her laughter.
 “Yeah, Kell’s just a perfect angel with that miracle voice of his,” she says.
 Clary gives him a soft smile, before looking at me. “Now don’t go getting all tattooed up.”
 I watch as Kellin’s face pales, and he moves his lasagna around his plate without looking up. I swallow hard, knowing that if this conversation goes where I think it’s headed, he’ll never tell them.
 “One or two is fine,” Kellin’s dad, Jim, says, his lips in a thoughtful pout as he takes a drink of his soda.
 “Sure, sure,” Kellin’s mom adds, “Just not going overboard…and there are certain places.”
 Kellin chokes on his drink. “Mom, I don’t think Reese would do that.”
 Clary looks mortified for a second. “No, I mean like the chest area.”
 I watch as Kellin winces. I want the conversation to end, but Lindy doesn’t seem to get the apparent tension that now fills the room.
 “Now does that go for just girls or guys too?” Lindy asks, and I kick her again. She narrows her eyes at me before smiling at their mom.
 Clary blinks a few times, before looking at Jim, who shrugs. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t care either way. “Both I would think…plus, it seems painful.”
 Lindy’s chin just out as she looks over at her brother. “I’ve heard they’re not that bad, isn’t that–ri?”
 This time I kick her hard, and she bites her lip to keep from yelping.
 “What do you think, Mr. White, are tattoos acceptable?” Lindy asks Dad.
 He glances over at Mom with a smile, and her eyes could spit venom from the way she’s looking at him. Apparently, Mom’s really a rebel and doesn’t want anyone to know it.
 “I don’t mind them at all,” he replies with a shrug, and I watch him jump slightly. It seems Mom has the same idea about kicking people to make them shut up.
 “Mrs. White?” Lindy continues, and I look over at Kellin. He’s still staring at his food. I want to kill his sister.
 “I hear most people regret them when they’re older,” Mom replies and she’s still staring Dad down.
 “Is that so?” Lindy says, cocking her head and looking at Kellin.
 My lips purse as I stand. “Dessert, Lindy?”
 “Sure,” she replies, giving me a sugar sweet smile that doesn’t reflect in her eyes. I have no idea if this is her idea of sibling rivalry or if she’s mad at Kellin for something else.
 I follow her into the kitchen. “What’s wrong with you?”
 “What’s the matter with you?” she asks, turning on her heel. “You bruised my leg!”
 “You deserved it. What are you trying to play at?” I ask, crossing my arms.
 “I was just joking around,” she replies as she grabs plates from the cabinet. “Kellin shouldn’t take it so seriously.”
 “Lindy, you know how Kellin feels about them knowing about that stuff!”
 She turns around, handing me the plates as she raises her eyebrows and purses her lips. “He should just tell them.”
 I shake my head at her. “Of course you’d think it’s that easy. You’re perfect to them.”
 “What’s that supposed to me?” Lindy asks, her head jerking back as she pauses at the microwave where the pie is.
 I sigh. “It’s just not that easy, and you shouldn’t tease him about it.”
 “Fine, but why isn’t he in here telling me this?” she asks, one hand on her hip.
 My jaw drops. “You should’ve been able to tell by the look on his face.”
 Lindy takes the pie out, grabbing a knife. “I guess I don’t know him like you do.”
 “Are you jealous of Kellin and I’s relationship?” I ask, and she turns to face me.
 Her face is pale. “I found out where you went when you blew me off.”
 I look at the ceiling before shaking my head. “So because I went with him to get his last tattoo you decide you want to out him to your parents? That’s not fair, Lindy. You know how important his tattoos are to him.”
 “Yeah,” she says as she glares at me. “And I now know where on the importance scale I stand with you.”
 I grab her arm as she goes to leave. “That’s not fair, Lindy. It was a stupid blind date. I’ve been with Kellin for every tattoo he’s gotten.”
 She shrugs off my arm. “I suppose everything I want to do is stupid.”
 “Oh, no, Lindy. You’re not going to pull that with me. I mean look how it turned out. Tyler wouldn’t have liked me anyway, and the whole thing would’ve been hella awkward,” I say, shaking my head.
 She arches a perfect blonde brow at me. “And this isn’t? You chose my brother over me. We’re supposed to be best friends.”
 “Come on, Lind. It’s different with Kellin and I. He’s one of my best friends too,” I reply and instantly, I know it was the wrong thing to say. Her face hardens, and she shakes her head before going into the dining room.
 I squeeze my eyes shut and pray she doesn’t out Kellin just because she’s mad at me. Under some act of God, she doesn’t, but she also doesn’t speak to me after our parents leave.
 “What’s her problem?” Kellin asks as she goes into her bedroom and slams the door.
 “She’s mad at me for choosing you over her,” I reply with a shrug. I’m about to say I’ll talk to her when she comes out of her room, grabs her purse and heads towards the door.
 “It’s kind of late, don’t you think, Lind?” Kellin asks, and she turns on her heel.
 “I’m going to see Billy, someone who actually wants to be around me,” she replies and then leaves before either of us can respond.
 “It’s probably a good thing we didn’t tell her about our fake-dating deal,” Kellin says as he plops down on the couch and pats the seat next to him.
 “Right,” I reply as I sit down and he reaches around me to pull a blanket over us. His arm remains there, and I rest my head on his shoulder.
 Especially since it’s starting to feel less and less fake.





Chapter 17

I drop my books on the kitchen table across from Kellin and slump down in my seat, watching as Lindy’s car leaves the driveway.
 “I can’t believe that Lindy’s still not talking to me,” I say, heaving a sigh. “It’s been a week, and I’ve tried to apologize. I left her notes under her door, tried to intercept her after class — but she’s not listening.”
 Kellin frowns, running a hand through his hair. “If there’s one thing I know about my sister, it’s that she can hold a grudge.”
 I nod as I open my textbook, my eyes running over the words but not absorbing the information. “I really wanted to know what she thought about something…”
 “About something?” Kellin’s eyebrows rise. I’m quiet, and Kellin closes his textbook. “Tell me what’s wrong aside from Lindy being a baby.”
 I tap my fingers on my accounting book. It may just be a way to get out of studying, but I’ve been thinking about it for days.
 “Reese…” Kellin says, and I look up, taking a deep breath.
 “I was thinking about getting a tattoo,” I reply.
 His brows go up. “Since when?”
 “I don’t know. I’ve just been thinking about it,” I reply, shifting in my chair as I play with the screen of my cell phone.
 “Alright, I’m game. What were you thinking?” Kellin asks, sitting back and crossing his arms. “No tramp stamps.”
 I roll my eyes, swiping the screen of my cell phone and pulling up the picture before sliding it across the table. Kellin looks down at the screen and nods. I swallow, counting the seconds as I wait for his response.
 “On your wrist just like this one?” he asks.
 “Yeah,” I say, and he slides the cell phone back to me. “So what do you think?”
 “What does it mean?” he asks, his biceps flexing and making the wings of the bluebird in his sleeve move.
 “Freedom,” I reply.
 He nods. “Maybe this is a way to get Lindy to talk to you. She’s pissed you decided to go with me… maybe if you ask her to come with you, then she’ll see how important she is to you too.”
 I bite my lip. “I want you there.”
 “You really think I’m going to let you go by yourself with Lindy? Of course, I’m coming. You should just invite Lindy too.”
 “Good idea,” I say before copying the picture and sending Lindy a text.
 
  I know you’re pissed at me, but I want to get this and I want you with me.

 Kellin nods to my textbook. “While we’re waiting we should get some studying done. Finals are in a week.”
 “Okay, then explain to me what they’re talking about,” I reply, turning the book to face him.
 He chuckles to himself just as my cell phone beeps.
 LINDY – Just tell me when and where.
 Kellin’s lips lift as he smirks. “I’ll call Temp.”
 ~~~
 When we get to the tattoo parlor, Lindy is twirling her hair around her finger as she leans on the counter talking to Temp. She typically doesn’t go for bad boys, but she’s full on drooling over Temp’s muscled arms and high cheek bones. I bite my lip to keep from laughing when she looks up at Kellin and me.
 “So I see you’re catching up with Temp,” Kellin says as he crosses his arms and stares at his sister.
 Temp clears his throat, obviously uncomfortable with getting caught flirting with his friend’s sister. He rubs the back of his neck.
 “I’ll umm…go get my station ready. Kell already sent me the picture, so I have the stencil ready,” he says as he turns away.
 I look up at Kellin, and he rolls his eyes before following Temp.
 “Yummy,” Lindy whispers into my ear as she threads her arm through mine. “He’s even better the second time you see him — even though he has a shirt on this time.”
 “I’m glad you’ve decided to forgive me,” I reply.
 “I overreacted. I know it was important to Kellin that you were there,” she says, and she looks down at her feet. “I’ve just kind of felt like he’s replacing me since we moved in. Like you don’t need me anymore.”
 I squeeze her hand, and she looks up at me. “I’ll always need you, Lindy. We’re just doing different things, but that doesn’t mean at the end of the day I don’t want to be able to call you or hang out with you and vent. There are some things I’ll never be able to talk to Kell about.”
 She gives in, smiling. “So this tattoo, bird feathers?”
 I nod, and she glances over at Kellin and Temp. Her eyes go to her brother’s sleeve.
 “Any idea on colors?” she asks, and I shrug. “What about getting it to look like it came off Kell’s bluebird? I mean all of his tattoos kind of tie into you — so it would be cool if yours tied into his.”
 “See,” I say as we walk towards the guys. “I would never have thought of that. I totally need you.”
 “And I’m kind of a part of it too, since I thought of it,” Lindy replies, and I smile over at her.
 “Absolutely.”
 Temp nods for me to sit, and I hold out my wrist for him to prep it.
 “Do you want it black and white like the picture?” Temp asks as he wipes my skin and gets his razor.
 I shake my head, looking over my shoulder at Kellin. “Can you make it look like it came off of the bird you put in Kellin’s sleeve?”
 Temp’s lips twitch. “I sure can.”
 “Then that’s what I want,” I reply and Lindy sits down next to me.
 Temp chuckles to himself as he begins squeezing ink into small holders. “You two have it bad for each other.”
 I swallow hard as I look up at Lindy. Kellin and I didn’t have a chance to tell Lindy about our ‘dating’ deal, and Temp obviously thinks it’s real.
 Lindy rolls her eyes. “Imagine having to live with them.”
 “I’ve never seen Kellin so happy before,” Temp says, and Lindy nods. “You two are a really good fit. The guys and I were wondering when you two would finally get together.”
 Before I can stop myself,  I ask, “What do you mean?”
 My face flushes red, and I look down at where Temp is applying the stencil instead of looking at Lindy. I have no clue what Temp’s going to say, and I’m mortified of what Lindy might think. We did this to fix her being mad at me, and she might walk away even more pissed if she thinks we’re dating and didn’t tell her.
 Temp shrugs as he grabs his tattoo gun and dips it into the ink. “The way he’s always talked about you.”
 “Ha,” Lindy says, and her eyebrows go up into her forehead. My blood rushes in my ears. I have no idea what I’m going to tell her. “I’m glad it’s not just me that thinks they could be dating.”
 One of Temp’s brows goes up and he looks at me. I widen my eyes and he chuckles to himself before looking down to begin the tattoo.
 “Wait a second!” Kellin calls, stopping his conversation with Brianna. “You’re going to want my hand.”
 “What do you mean?” I ask as Kellin grabs a stool and sits down opposite Lindy, slipping his hand into mine.
 “Just in case you think it hurts,” he replies, giving my hand a squeeze and then nodding at Temp to continue. “So what were you three talking about?”
 Temp shrugs, his eyes twinkling with silent laughter. “Nothing, man. Just about Ree’s new tat.”
 Temp leans down, moving my wrist to just the right position before making the gun buzz to life. I grit my teeth at the noise and only squeeze Kellin’s hand a bit harder when it touches my skin. It feels like a dry razor is being rubbed across my skin repeatedly, and while it doesn’t hurt per-say, it isn’t the most pleasant feeling in the world.
 “You alright?” Kellin asks, looking at my face as Temp turns to change colors and adjust to the shading needles.
 “Yup,” I reply as Temp comes back and begins again, his movements now smaller strokes as he moves the color into my skin.
 After an hour it’s done, and Temp washes it clean with alcohol before nodding for me to take a look at the whole effect. I suck in a deep breath as I look down at the two feathers, almost three-dimensional in their realistic look. It’s as if they simply landed softly on my wrist. Kellin takes my wrist in his hand, and I look up at him.
 “What do you think?” I ask.
 His jaw is as tight as mine was when Temp applied the ink. He swallows, muscles rigid.
 “They…kind of look like my bird’s feathers,” he replies.
 My skin tingles as his eyes met mine. “Is that a bad thing?”
 He squeezes his eyes shut before pulling me into him and kissing my forehead.
 “Not at all,” he whispers.
 Lindy coughs behind us, and we turn to face her. She crosses her arms, her face painted with attitude.
 “It was Lindy’s idea,” I explain and she smiles.
 “Really?” Kellin asks, looking between us as we nod. “Very cool.”
 “When are you going to get one?” Temp asks Lindy.
 “They look great on you three, but I’m good,” she replies.
 Temp raises an eyebrow. “Let me know when you change your mind.”
 He winks, and Lindy looks like she’s about to faint.
 “Let’s get her out of here before she slips in a pile of her drool,” I whisper to Kellin.
 “Or he slips in his,” he replies.





Chapter 18

My English Comp final is the last one of the week, and then I’m free for winter break. I smile to myself as I settle in my seat. Kellin’s finals are done, but he still dropped me off and is going to pick me up once I’m done with this class. I can’t wait for this class to be over, so I never have to be near Tyler again. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. He hasn’t stopped being a jerk about my change in looks. Tyler comes into the room and drops down into his seat behind me.
 “So who’s this dude I keep seeing you with?” Tyler asks, leaning forward, so his breath washes over the back of my neck.
 I grit my teeth. I thought he hadn’t noticed. I keep facing forward as I reply, “I think it’s pretty obvious he’s my boyfriend.”
 “I asked Lindy about him. I was pretty surprised she didn’t know you were dating anyone,” he continues, his voice taunting me.
 I turn in my chair. “Shut it, Ty.”
 “I want to know who he is, how you met, etc.know–we’re friends. I don’t understand why you didn’t mention him before,” he says, cocking his head at me.
 We’re not friends. I’m not sure where he got that impression from.
 The girl next to us leans over. “How do you not know who he is?”
 “Is he some type of God, and I missed it?” Tyler asks, his head tucking back into his tiny neck as he put his hands up.
 “He kind of is. He’s Kellin Lake!” the girl replies, and I watch as Tyler’s face contorts into a sinister smile.
 “As in Lindy Lake’s brother?” he asks.
 The girl nods, and Tyler turns to face me with a raised eyebrow.
 “Good Morning, Class!” the professor walks in and I turn back around, sinking into my chair.
 I can hear Tyler tapping on the screen of his cell phone as he chuckles to himself, and the temperature in the room seems to rise. We should’ve told Lindy after the tattoo, but finals have taken over all of our lives for the past week. Even Lindy’s been studying, which makes me feel a little better about needing Kellin to tutor me, but right now I feel sick. Bile rises up my throat as Tyler leans forward.
 “Lindy thinks I’m crazy,” Tyler whispers to me, and I lean forward, but don’t respond.
 When class ends I rush out before he can harass me more. Luckily, Lindy’s finals are over so I don’t have to worry about running into her on campus. Kellin pulls me into his arms.
 “Done?” he asks and Tyler walks by shaking his head.
 “Who’s that tool?” Kellin asks, nodding at Tyler’s back.
 I shrug. “He’s friends with Lindy’s boyfriend.”
 “Ah,” Kellin says with a nod before kissing my forehead and sliding his hand into mine. When we turn Lindy is standing at the end of the stairs with her mouth open.
 “So it’s true?” Lindy asks. “You’re dating?”
 Her eyes go to our entwined hands, and she shakes her head before heading towards the door.
 “What do I tell her?” I ask Kellin.
 “Just tell her the truth,” he replies, and I drop his hand to follow her.
 “Lindy, come on!” I yell as I rush down the stairs after her, pushing my way through other students as she gets to the door.
 I catch up as she makes her way down the outside stairs. She stops abruptly,  and I have to grab the railing to stop from plowing into her as she pokes her finger into my chest. Her face flushes as she stares up at me.
 “No, Reese! You should’ve told me!” She looks past me to the door, where I have no doubt Kellin stands. “One of you should’ve told me.”
 “I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 “Instead Tyler tells me through text! I mean come on, Reese–Tyler! I thought it was cute you were ‘secretly’ dating someone…I wanted you to tell me, but I was caught up in my own world. I was just happy for you…but for it to be my brother?” she replies, her voice cracking as she continues. “It’s not like I didn’t know. I’ve known for years Kellin is in love with you, and it’s obvious Temp knew too!”
 “What do you mean?” I ask, looking over my shoulder at Kellin. My heart hammers in my chest as our eyes meet and I try to comprehend this being as real as it feels.
 “I knew you guys were close,” Lindy replies, her hand lowering to her side to form a fist. “I don’t know why you couldn’t just tell me you were a couple. What would’ve been so hard about that?”
 I swallow as I stare at her.
 “We’re not,” I whisper.
 Lindy shakes her head at me as I bite the inside of my lip. “We’re faking it.”
 “F…faking it?” she repeats, the color in her face slipping away.
 “Yeah, Kellin suggested it to you know…make Tyler realize what he was missing, and I don’t know…raise my social cred.”
 Lindy sucks in a shaky breath as her eyes move up to Kellin, who I know is now behind me. I have so much to ask her, like how exactly she knows Kellin is in love with me, and for how long…and why hasn’t he told me?
 “I’m sorry; I overreacted,” she finally says.
 I tip my head back as I breathe in through my nose.
 “You sure you’re okay?” Kellin asks, stepping down to her level. He has his hands in his back pockets as he tips on his heels.
 She looks at us and nods. “Yeah, Reese explained the situation.”
 “And what are you doing on campus when you’re done with finals?” Kellin asks as we begin to walk towards the green. I can barely comprehend the fact we’re moving. My mind is spinning and I feel like a zombie.
 “I thought Ree and I could go out to lunch to celebrate,” Lindy explains with a shrug.
 Kellin looks over at me, and his brows furrow. “You okay?”
 “What? Huh? Yeah, sure. My brain is just toast from finals,” I reply.
 “Maybe lunch would be a good idea,” Kellin says, squeezing my shoulder. “Just the two of you…girl talk and all that garbage.”
 My legs wobble as I nod.
 “I’ll see you two tonight. I’ll make dinner. How does chili sound?” Kellin asks, pointing between us.
 “Perfect,” Lindy responds for both of us since I can’t figure out how to speak at the moment. He gives us a smile before walking away. When he’s out of earshot she turns to face me, her eyes racing over my face. “I didn’t realize you guys were faking it. I wouldn’t have acted like that if I’d known.”
 My body trembles as silence fills the space between us. My voice is barely audible when I finally find the words.
 “I’m not faking it, Lindy.”
 “What?”
 I squeeze my eyes shut. “I’m pretty much head over heels for him.”
 I open my eyes when I feel Lindy’s hands on my shoulders. “Yeah, I know. You kind of always have been.”
 I shake my head as I reply, “I didn’t realize it, but now that you said you think he is too…I don’t know when or how it happened, but I do love him.”
 “So why do you look like you’re sinking?” she asks.
 “He hasn’t said a word, Lind. How do you know he loves me?”
 A small smile creeps onto her face. “I think the fact all of his tattoos are tied to you was the first sign…besides the way he looks at you. I’ve never seen him look at anyone like that…like the whole world disappeared the second you walked into it.”
 I bite my lip as my body trembles. “It doesn’t make sense, though–we tell each other everything. At some point wouldn’t you think he’d tell me?”
 Lindy takes my hands and we sit on the stone wall next to us. “Maybe he doesn’t realize it either– I mean you said you didn’t realize it.”
 I rub my hands over my face. “What if…he doesn’t? I’m in so deep…I don’t think I can reverse this feeling.”
 “I think you should tell him,” Lindy replies, cocking her head. “I wish you’d come to me with this sooner. I’m always there for you…even if you’re with my brother. Just don’t be too loud.”
 My mouth drops and she reaches up with one finger to shut it. “Now, let’s go get some burgers and take full advantage of our girl talk time.”
 





Chapter 19

The three weeks of winter break drag by in torturous slow motion. Apparently, despite Kellin’s promises we didn’t have to go ‘home’ unless we wanted to, our parents have different plans. Both Lindy and I end up spending the break away from campus and Kellin. The bank he works for asked if he wanted to work full-time hours during break and of course, he agreed, but that means we’re split up because it doesn’t make sense for him to come home only to drive two hours to work.
 Now, there’s just return to campus traffic separating Kellin and me. I tap my hand against my thigh as cold winter rain hammers down on my windshield, and my stomach twists. I haven’t had a chance to talk to him about what Lindy told me or about how I feel, and I wonder if the weeks apart will have changed anything.
 They haven’t in the past, but I didn’t realize I felt like this before. My throat is thick as I finally find parking on campus. Lindy and I got in late last night, and Kellin has an early class, so he let me sleep in.
 Maybe he didn’t miss me.
 I shake the thought from my head as I grab my backpack and the piece of paper on top of it. It’s the one that says I more than just passed accounting. I can’t wait to tell Kellin, and when I see him in the cafeteria waiting for me with Starbucks, all the nerves seem to disappear. He looks up, and a smile comes to his face as I run into his arms.
 He spins me around, tucking his face into my hair, so his breath tickles my neck and sends my heart racing.
 “Hello to you too,” he says as he sets me on the ground.
 I smile up at him, biting my lip as I try to contain myself. I place the paper on his chest.
 “A 87 — all thanks to you!” I say, and he puts his hand over mine.
 “No, that is all you, Ree,” he replies.
 “Oh, puke!” Tyler says as he walks by.
 Kellin turns on his heel. “You got a problem, man?”
 Tyler turns to face Kellin, and the comparison is staggering. Kellin makes him look like a hobbit in every way, including looks. Kellin’s hand slips into mine, and he squeezes as if he knows exactly who this is.
 “Yeah, I kind of do,” Tyler responds, crossing his arms and puffing his chest.
 “And what would that be?” Kellin asks, dropping my hand and stepping forward.
 Tyler looks around Kellin to me. “You realize this guy is probably cheating on you every night. He’d never of been interested in you before.” He signals to my new look with his hand. “He’s only interested because you did all that, which is just pathetic, by the way.”
 I watch as Kellin’s back muscles visibly tightened.
 I reach forward, grabbing Kellin’s elbow. “Just ignore him, Kellin. He’s not worth it.”
 My stomach turns as Tyler’s eyebrows twitch in amusement.
 “Then again, this is your best friend’s brother,” he says, and he squints his eyes as a hard smile comes to his face. “I bet you paid him to be your boyfriend.”
 I look between the two of them. Kellin is turning red and twitching with anger, and Tyler is smiling stupidly like he has the whole thing figured out.
 “Kell, please,” I beg, pulling at his arm.
 Kellin narrows his eyes at Tyler before turning and wrapping his arm around my shoulder.
 “Is that the toolbox?” he whispers into my ear.
 I nod, freezing as I hear Tyler yelling at our backs, “Heck, I would’ve played pretend if you looked like that too!”
 By now everyone within ear shot on campus is staring. This puny rear kid is challenging Kellin, and not only that, saying our whole relationship is fake. My stomach reels as I think of the consequences of the truth coming out. It’s absolutely mortifying.
 I swallow as Kellin stops and looks at me with raised eyebrows.
 “Let’s show them,” he whispers, pulling me into his arms and flipping Tyler off before kissing me.
 All the fear that ices my veins melts in that instant. This kiss isn’t what I’m expecting. It’s slow and passionate as Kellin’s lips trace over mine while his hand cups my face so soft that the touch is almost as gratifying as his mouth. His arm pulls my waist tighter to him as he deepens the kiss in response to my hands in his hair.
 This isn’t pretending.
 God, this can’t be pretending.
 He pulls away and presses his forehead to mine, lips hovering just inches from me as I struggle to breathe and process a logical response to that.
 “Kellin, that wasn’t a fake kiss,” I finally manage to say.
 “No,” he whispers, his eyes racing back and forth over mine. “It wasn’t.”
 His thumb caresses my cheek, and my eyes flutter in response. “What does this mean?”
 “It means I’m done pretending. I liked you when no one saw you. I was just waiting for you to see yourself. Now you do. And I don’t want you to think this is fake. It’s never been fake, Ree. I’ve always wanted to kiss you,” he replies, and all I can feel is the heat of his hand on my face, and the moisture his lips left on mine.
 “You said you wouldn’t fall in love with me,” I whisper back.
 His lips come back to me again, and this time his tongue parts my mouth, dancing against mine as I struggle to comprehend this feeling. The one I’ve felt for months…maybe years without realizing it.
 He kisses me lightly once more and swallows, eyes serious. “That’s because I was already in love with you.”
 Incredible is the only thought I comprehend.
 Kellin walks me to class in silence as I try to figure out all of the things swirling in my head. One thing is for sure; I’m absolutely, incomprehensibly in love with my best friend’s brother. I don’t know when or how it had happened, but I’ve fallen deep.
 “I think we need to talk later?” Kellin says as he drops my hand at the front of the building.
 I nod, biting my lip. Kellin pales as his eyes race over mine, and I realize he must be thinking that I don’t feel the same.
 “Do me a favor?” I ask, and he nods, his throat rising and falling as he swallows. “Kiss me again?”
 Relief washes over his face, softening the lines of worry that deepened his dimples as he pulls my waist to his own, tilting my head back with his hand.
 “I’d never say no to that,” he replies before pressing his lips into mine. I close my eyes as his mouth drifts down my chin to my neck and then my ear. “I’ll take that as the feeling is mutual?”
 He pulls away, and I lean up on my toes to whisper into his ear, “You have no idea.”
 I watch as his skin prickles where my breath washes over it, and I take a deep breath of him before pulling away. “Will you be available around four?”
 Kellin pulls his lip piercing into his mouth as he tilts on his toes. “Yeah.”
 “Good, because you have a lot of explaining to do.” I shoot him a smile before heading to the door.
 Kellin is waiting for me in the exact spot I left him when I get out of class, but this time he has a brown paper bag and looks anxious. He looks off into the distance, tapping his hand against his thigh.
 “Hey,” I say putting my hand on his shoulder and leaning up to kiss his cheek.
 He lets out a sigh. “I was afraid maybe you changed your mind.”
 “You’re not getting out of this relationship that easily,” I tease as he wraps his arm around my waist, and chills travel over my body where his arm raises my shirt, so our skin touches.
 “I got us sushi, so we can either eat and then talk, or talk and eat, or whatever.”
 I laugh at his rushing the words.
 “Since when do I make you nervous, Kell?”
 He swallows as we walk to the green. “I’m just worried what you might ask me.”
 “I just have one question,” I reply, suddenly as nervous as he is. I keep my eyes straight ahead as we settle on a bench.
 “And what’s that?”
 I turn so we’re facing each other.
 “Why now? Is it just because I’m pretty?” I ask, and my gaze drops down to my hands.
 Kellin’s thumb tucks under my chin, lifting it until our eyes met.
 “Ree,” he replies, tucking a curl behind my ear. “I’ve always thought you were beautiful. You were the one who thought you weren’t.”
 “Then why now?” I ask, my chin trembling against his hand. I clench my jaw to stop it, but he feels it and moves to hold my face with both hands, lowering his forehead to mine.
 “If I’d told you before–if I’d just asked you on a date– would you have done it? Or would you’ve worried about what Lindy would think?” I don’t reply, and he continues, “This way I could be sure the way you felt and maybe ease Lindy into the idea of us.”
 “How long?” I ask.
 I watch Kellin’s lips as they lift into that perfect, soft smile. “Does forever work?”
 I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “So this whole time–you were really dating me?”
 He raises his eyebrows. “You want to know if there was anyone else?”
 I can’t help but avert my eyes as my heart hammers.
 “Reese, since the day we made our arrangement, I haven’t even thought about another person. This whole thing has been real to me.”
 I trace the outline of his fingers on my thigh, running my own up his tattooed forearm.
 “Can I ask you something, Ree?” His voice cracks and my eyes meet him again. “How do you feel about me?”
 “My soul is yours, and there is no edge of the earth,” I reply, and his eyes flutter before he presses his lips against mine with a new yearning. He pulls me into his lap, and I push away the paper bag, wrapping my legs around his waist as my hands bury in his hair. His hands slip up the back of my shirt, grabbing my hips and pulling me into him. I pull away as someone whistles, suddenly aware we are in a very public place. Kellin looks up at me, biting his lip before turning his head and kissing the tattoo on my wrist. A jolt rushes through my body, and I know if we weren’t here I wouldn’t stop until I had all of him.
 “What’s going to happen when we’re alone?” I ask as I move to the side of him.
 He tucks his head in my hair, and I know he’s smirking from the tone of his voice, “I can’t wait to find out.”





Chapter 20

Kellin drops down on the couch and pats the empty area in front of him. I smile as I lay down and he wraps his arms around me, tucking his chin into my shoulder. He pulls the blanket off the top of the couch to cover us, and I turn to face him. I bite my lip as I look up at him, and his hand comes up to my face.
 “So,” Kellin says.
 “So,” I repeat, raising an eyebrow at him.
 “I think we need to go on an official date on Saturday. Where would you like to go?”
 I laugh. “You’ve already won me over.”
 “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to woo you — treat you the way you deserve,” Kellin replies, and his thumb skims over my lip.
 My body tingles as I reply, “You always have.”
 Kellin’s eyes race over my face as he runs his fingers through the purple waves of my hair.
 “So what do you want to do?” he asks, and I roll my eyes. “Don’t give me attitude, Missy.”
 I narrow my eyes at him, and his hands slip beneath the blanket to my waist.
 “Don’t make me do it!” he says with his voice low. I bite my lip and stare back at him without answering. His fingers slip up my shirt. “I’ll do it, Reese. Don’t test me.”
 I stay quiet, and he starts tickling me. I squirm against him, trying not to laugh or give into him.
 “Seriously?” Kellin asks as I keep my eyes locked on him and my mouth shut. He stops tickling me, but his hands stay under my shirt. “I guess I’ll have to try something else.”
 My brows raise, and his hands slip down to pull our hips together before he presses his lips against mine. I gasp as his mouth moves down to my neck and then my ear.
 “Now, tell me what you want to do on our date?” he says, and I close my eyes.
 “What are you going to do if I don’t?” I ask, my voice a hoarse whisper as I try to catch my breath.
 He pulls away and sits up, crossing his arms and scooting to the other end of the couch. He smirks at me and then lets his lips fall into a stoic line.
 “Seriously?” I ask, and he nods. I narrow my eyes at him and stand before going in front of him and putting my knees on either side of him. His mouth twitches, but he keeps his arms crossed. I lean down and kiss his neck, making goosebumps erupt across his skin. His chest rises against his arms as I move my mouth up to his lips, but he doesn’t kiss me back. I smile before pulling his lip piercing into my mouth. His body goes stiff, but he still doesn’t give in.
 “Fine!” I say. “Ice skating!”
 “Perfect,” he growls before pushing me back into the couch and kissing me. His hands tangle in my hair, and my body arches up into him as he explores my mouth with his tongue.
 “You know you both have rooms here!” Lindy says, and Kellin pulls away.
 I wipe my mouth as I sit up with my face burning. “Sorry, we got a bit carried away.”
 Lindy blinks at me. “A bit? I’m surprised there’s still clothes separating you two!”
 Kellin looks over at me, raising one eyebrow and stands, holding out his hand for me. My throat constricts as I think about Lindy’s last statement. What will happen when we’re alone? Kellin seems to sense my nerves and cocks his head, giving me a soft smile.
 “We’ll stay clothed,” he says.
 I give in, and we go upstairs to his room. I plop down on the beanbag chair as he goes to get his blue acoustic off the wall. He settles across from me on the bed and begins to play. I try to lose myself in the music, but my mind won’t stop racing. Kellin stops mid-song and stares at me.
 “What’s wrong? The whole make-out thing and what Lindy said?”
 I swallow, and my eyes fall to my hands. Guilt ripples over me in waves. I shouldn’t be thinking about what I am, but I can’t help it.
 “Reese?” Kellin pushes, and I look up.
 “Can I ask you something?”
 Kellin’s brows lift as he nods.
 “Is your reputation…with girls true or just another act?”
 His tongue runs over his lips as his gaze goes down to his guitar strings. My chest tightens as I watch him breathe in, and then his eyes come to mine.
 “You mean how many girls have I slept with?”
 I pull my arms against my stomach, fighting the urge to vomit. Kellin leans forward, resting his arms on his knees.
 “I don’t know how to answer that question,” he says, and his hands slip to the back of his neck. “I didn’t keep a tally…I get if it makes you nervous about us.”
 He looks up, and he’s pale. “I’m clean, though.”
 I nod, but can’t figure out what to say. I’m glad to hear it. It’s just the imaginary number bouncing around compared to mine, and the what if I suck compared to the other girls thought.
 “Five,” I say, and Kellin’s forehead wrinkles. The rest tumbles out so fast I’m not sure if he catches it all. “That’s how many people I’ve been with. Last time was like nine months ago. I’m clean, too.”
 Kellin stands, and I move over on the bean bag. “Six months for me.”
 My head jerks back and he narrows his eyes at me. “I’m sorry, it’s just you’re…”
 “Kellin Lake,” he cuts me off using his hands to make quotation marks. “Making out with random girls is a lot different than screwing them. Lots of girls say they’ve slept with me. I just don’t bother to correct them.”
 I put my head on his shoulder, and he puts his arm around me, resting his hand on my hip.
 “Why so long?” I ask.
 “I figured it wasn’t fair that I’d be thinking about you the whole time. Ever since that bathing suit,” Kellin replies, shaking his head. “That image has held me over.”
 I smile up at him, and he winks.
 “You’re really good; you know that?” I say.
 He pulls his lip piercing taut against his skin. “I hope so.”
 The way his skin flushes from his neck up to his cheeks lets me know he means it in more than one way. His nerves are cute and settle mine.
 “I’ll let you know,” I tease and he nips my neck. “Your kissing is superb, though. Definitely an A plus.”
 “I think I need to keep practicing, though,” Kellin says, and his hand comes up to tilt my chin, so I’m facing him.
 “You can never practice enough,” I reply.





Chapter 21

It’s Saturday morning and Kellin’s rehearsing new music with the band, which leaves me available for some girl time with Lindy. I’m afraid she’ll have other plans, but when I go downstairs, she’s sitting on the couch eating cereal looking bored.
 “Hey,” I say, grabbing a bowl and sitting across from her. She pushes me the box of cereal and milk.
 She’s still half asleep, and answers, “Mhmm.”
 She’s not a morning person, and it makes me laugh.
 “I thought maybe we could go to the outlets?” I say, and her head shoots up.
 She’s suddenly perky. Shopping does that to her.
 “Seriously, you don’t have plans with Kell?” she asks, and I shake my head slowly. She squeaks a bit before nodding. “Definitely. It’s a lot more fun now that you actually have some style.”
 My eyelids droop as I look at her. She gives me a toothless smile, and I roll my eyes.
 “Isn’t it more fun than it used to be?” she pushes.
 I give in, nodding. “A bit.”
 She looks down at her cell phone. “Alright, I’m going to go take a shower and then we can hit Starbucks. We’ll get there just as the stores open.”
 I look at the clock on the microwave. “You’re going to get ready in what, ten minutes total?”
 “Yes,” she says, standing and placing her bowl in the sink. “They’re having a sale at Francesca’s, and you know how crazy people get over that.”
 I laugh as she heads down the hall. I know how crazy she gets over that, but I’ve never seen anyone else because she always makes sure we’re there before anyone else. My cell phone buzzes across the table as I stand to put my bowl away.
 
  Kellin – Miss you. Have a fun day with Lindy.

 I take the steps two at a time and shower quickly. When I get downstairs, Lindy is already standing and waiting for me at the door. She jingles her keys, and I follow her out to her car.
 “So I guess from the epic makeout session I walked in on that everything worked out fine?” Lindy asks, looking over at me.
 “Yeah, but not because I actually said something,” I reply and Lindy raises her eyebrows before looking back at the road. “Tyler was being a jerk — saying it was fake and it was sad I would sink that low to make him jealous. Kellin grabbed me and pulled me into this amazing kiss.”
 Lindy cringes. “Sorry, I’m going to have to get used to you dating my brother. We can have guy talk… but please, keep the juicy details to yourself. I know I share them, but he is my brother. And please keep me in the loop. I know you’re dating him, and he’s your best friend too — but I don’t want to be replaced. I need you.”
 “I need you too,” I say, reaching over and squeezing her arm. “I can’t vent to Kellin about himself, can I?”
 “So you don’t think he’s perfect?” Lindy says, smirking at me, and I shake my head.
 “Ha ha! But I expect if he vents to you about me that you’ll tell me.”
 “Deal,” she says as she parks the car.
 “So what about you?” I ask, and we head down the walkway towards the coffee shop without talking about it.
 Lindy shrugs. “Billy and I broke up. He just wanted one thing, and we never talked. It was…I don’t know, kind of flat. I want something more than that, you know?”
 “Totally,” I reply. “It’s nice that Kellin and I were friends first.”
 “It doesn’t make things weird?” Lindy asks as we reach the shop and go to stand in line.
 “Not really, it doesn’t feel all that different — except now I don’t have to keep telling myself to stop thinking about him physically. I can act on it…to some degree,” I reply, and my mouth goes dry.
 Lindy cocks her head at me. “To some degree?”
 I shrug, and she narrows her eyes at me.
 “Are you worried about when you guys decide to…” Her voice drifts, and she swallows before shaking her head and saying, “Take it to the next level?”
 I look straight ahead, rolling my head from shoulder to shoulder.
 “Ah,” Lindy says. “What part of it?”
 I glance over at her. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about the ‘juicy’ parts?”
 She puts her hands up. “I’m fine giving advice. Just don’t tell me how good he is…now what part of it?”
 “What if I suck?”
 Lindy bursts out laughing, and my eyes widen at her. “Sorry, it’s just you two love each other. I don’t know much about that kind of sex, but I’m pretty sure that makes it way better than anything he’s ever had with someone else. Plus, you guys have had the hots for each other for years. I’m sure that will make for a…” She pauses and gags a bit. “Steamy release.”
 My jaw drops, and she shrugs.
 “Listen I saw your makeout session, it doesn’t take a stretch of the imagination to figure out that’s going to lead to something good,” Lindy replies as we reach the counter to place our orders.
 Once we have them, we go and sit down on a bench. I look down at my cup and Lindy knocks her shoulders with me.
 “What else about it?” she asks, and I look up at her with my brow furrowed. “I do know you pretty well.”
 I tap my foot against the ground, inhaling before I finally answer, “How soon is too soon?”
 “Technically, you’ve been dating what two months?” she asks, and I nod. “I would say three weeks ago. Things are different for you guys. You already know each other.”
 “That’s not slutty?”
 Lindy looks over at me, and her brows go up. “You’re not slutty, Ree. That’s me.”
 “Not true,” I say, and she blinks at me. “Not really.”
 Lindy rolls her eyes before taking a sip of her coffee. We sit in silence for a moment.
 “So any prospects now that Billy is out of the picture?” I ask as we stand and head toward Lindy’s favorite clothing store.
 She shrugs. “College guys had such an appeal when we were in high school. Now, not so much.”
 “So you’re crushing on someone who’s not a college guy?” I ask, and she bites her lip. “Where would you have…No, not Temp.”
 “Why not?”
 My jaw goes slack. “He’s your brother’s best friend.”
 Lindy stops, crossing her arms and stares me down. I put my hands up.
 “Okay, I see it now,” I reply, and we start walking again. “But Temp’s not really your typical type.”
 “Maybe it’s time for a change,” Lindy says, looking over at me. Her lips quirk at the edges. “It seems to have worked well for you.”
 “But Temp? That’s like jumping into the deep end of the pool,” I say, and she bites her lip.
 “You think he’s out of my league?”
 I stop and grab her arm to turn her to face me. “That’s definitely not what I was saying. He’s just the exact opposite of the jocks you usually date.”
 She smirks. “He seemed pretty buff to me.”
 “The guys work out before rehearsal. Apparently, the endorphins help them write,” I reply with a shrug. “Aside from that, he’s artsy.”
 “Artsy?”
 “He just looks like a badass,” I explain, and Lindy laughs.
 “Kind of like you and my brother.”
 I bite my lip with a nod. “You have a point.”
 “The thing is, I don’t know how to get a hold of him, and I really don’t want to get a tattoo,” Lindy replies, and her shoulders go up.
 “You could come to one of your brother’s gigs. We always hang out a little bit afterward,” I say, and Lindy’s eyes light up.
 “Really?” she asks, and I nod over her shoulder towards the store.
 “Let’s go get you an outfit that will make him trip over his tongue. I’m thinking softcore rebel without a cause,” I reply with a wink.
 Lindy links her arm in mine. “Perfect.”
 





Chapter 22


  
    
      
        I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling as the music thrums through my skull. It isn’t helping me contain the urge to walk across the hall and climb into bed with Kellin. I sit up and pull my legs to my chest as I yank the ear buds out and toss them aside. The music isn’t distracting me from my thoughts like I’m hoping it will. Lindy helped me deal with most of my concerns, but Tyler’s words echo through my head; he’s only with you because you’re hot now. I fight down the burn of doubt that courses up my throat and makes me nauseous. Kellin said he wasn’t with me now because I’m pretty, but I can’t help but wonder exactly when Kellin figured out he was in love with me. I stand, putting my hands into my hair as I pace the room. I stop and stare at the door. Tyler only knows the Kellin that Kellin hides behind in school.

        I know Kellin, don’t I? I tilt my head back, closing my eyes before walking forward and slowly opening the door. My heart beat quickens as I step out and cross the threshold, opening his door and slipping inside.

        “Hey,” Kellin says, looking up at me from the guitar he’s restringing in his lap. “What are you doing up so late?”

        I glance at the clock beside his bed: 3:00 AM.

        “I could ask you the same thing?” I reply, coming forward as he moves so I can sit next to him on the bed.

        “Can’t sleep,” he answers with a shrug, smirking at me as he finishes stringing the last one and begins to tune it.

        I put my head on his shoulder as the doubts drifts away. “And why is that?”

        He looks down at me, green eyes mocking as his brows arched over them. “Couldn’t be that my super hot girlfriend is just across the hall from me in…” he slips his hand up my thigh, causing my skin to prickle with electricity; “skimpy boy shorts and a tiny tank top…with no bra on.”

        Heat rushes up my chest to my face, and I can’t hold his stare any longer.

        “And why were you up?” he asks, letting his hand slide back down to a more appropriate area, or at least one that doesn’t have my mind wandering too much.

        I swallow as a new wave of sickness washes over me, this time a mixture of guilt and nerves. I shake my head, looking ahead at his row of guitars hanging on the wall.

        “No reason really,” I reply.

        Kellin stiffens beside me, and I know he doesn’t believe me. “I kind of doubt that one. What’s bugging you, Ree?”

        I tilt my head back against the wall as I breathe in through my nose before turning my head to look at him.

        “I love you, Kellin…” I struggle to find the words and my voice drifts as I press my eyes shut.

        Kellin tilts my chin, his voice prompting me to open my eyes.

        
          “I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you standing in the crowd at one of my shows…You’d seen me playing in the garage, and somehow you found out about the show. I was horrified,” his voice drifts as his thumb grazes over my lips. “I desperately wanted to jump off that stage and tell you it wasn’t what you thought it was…that I wasn’t a new version of Justin Timberlake…but then the guys started to play, and I had to follow through. I kept singing, song after song, dying to look at you–but too afraid to see your reaction. But then I did, and I saw your face was filled with wonder — amazement, and you were screaming with the rest of the crowd, except none of them mattered…Only you did, and I thanked heaven for you then. That no matter what you always saw me for me. And I thank him every time you go to a show, even when you used to hide in the background because you’ve been at every show since then…and in my mind, I’m just playing for you.”
        

        
          
            My breath catches in my throat as I stare up at him. “You knew I was there?”
          
        

        
          
            He nods, pressing his forehead to mine as his eyes wash over my face. “Always…the second you walk in, I know you’re there. I always wished you’d come up and say hi…why didn’t you?”
          
        

        
          
            I run my teeth over my lips as I take a ragged breath, closing my eyes as I figure out why. When I open them to look into Kellin’s face, I know what I’ve been denying all along. I hadn’t fallen for the man in front of me a few months ago. 
          
        

        
          
            “It was easier to love you in the background, where I thought you’d never see me.”
          
        

        
          
            “I always saw you, Ree. Always,” he whispers.
          
        

        Tears form in my eyes, and his eyes race over mine.

        “What’s wrong?” he asks, his voice cracking.

        “Nothing,” I reply as I lean forward and press my lips to his. I pull away, so his breath washes over me. “Nothing is ever wrong when I’m with you.”

        His eyes meet mine, and I can’t help but lean in to kiss him again. I don’t need to breathe anymore. I just need his lips against mine. They leave me, drifting down my neck as he moves to place the guitar on the side of the bed. He slides his body over mine, pressing our entwined hands into the pillows as his tongue parts my lips and plays against mine. I gasp, squeezing my eyes shut tighter as his mouth moves down my neck and collarbone to my chest. I slip my hands under his shirt, pulling it over his head so I can see his tattoos in their glory against his softly accentuated muscles. He watches me carefully as I sit up and ran my fingers over the words on his collarbone, down the flowers of his sleeve and finally over the script traveling over his rib cage and down to his hip. My hand settles on the waistband of his boxers as I push him back into the bed. His chest rises sharply as I lean forward and let my lips trace the same lines, down to his hip.

        “Are you trying to kill me?” he whispers as he uses to his hand to tilt my face back up.

        “Do you feel like you’re dying?” I reply as I let my eyes meet his.

        He shakes his head, his hands finding my waist and pulling me up, so he can kiss me again. His hands slip under my shirt to the small of my back, causing goose bumps to trail over my skin and me to take a sharp breath to steady myself. Kellin’s hands move up my body, pulling my shirt over my head. His eyes drift over my chest and my body trembles with nerves.

        Kellin leans forward, taking my face in his hands as he whispers, “You’re beautiful, Reese. Every single inch of you.”

        His nose grazes my neck, over my earlobe and his lips hover there. “And whether or not you believe it, I can’t believe you’re mine.”

        I turn my face to him, opening my eyes and taking his hand and placing it over my heart so he can feel it pounding. “As long as you want me.”

        He copies my movements, so my hand is over his heart. “Forever, Ree. That’s what I want.”

        I let my hands glide up and over his shoulders to the back of his head, tangling in his short brown hair as I kiss him slowly, pressing our bare skin together. Kellin’s hands drift down my sides until they reach my hips, where he hesitates, thumbs beneath the material of my pajamas.  His breath hitches as he squeezes his eyes shut, licking his lips. I lean down, kissing him again and moving his hands with my own until the shorts drop from my body. Kellin shifts his body over mine, his lips caressing the curve of my neck, down my shoulder and arm to the tattoo on my wrist. My back arches as I suck in a deep breath. I can feel the smile on his lips against my skin as he kisses the tattoo, my whole body trembling with the feeling until I can’t stand it anymore. I lean up, pulling his body closer to mine as I drag my lips across where the words meet his sleeve. Kellin’s body shudders as I continue to kiss his tattoos, my hands drifting down to his boxers and pulling them off. He hovers over me, the muscles in his arms quivering against his body weight as he leans his forehead against mine, breath teasing my lips.  I lean up, and his arm slides beneath my waist as I arch against him, pulling his lip piercing into my mouth.

        And he’s mine.

        Every inch of him.

      

    

  







Chapter 23

I roll over in Kellin’s bed, stretching to put my arms around him, but there’s no one there. I open my eyes as I sit up and swallow hard. My eyes find where I know his messenger bag hangs when he’s not at class.
 It’s gone.
 I pull on my clothes and head out into the hallway, and then down the stairs. Lindy sits at the table eating a toaster pastry and looks up at me with a smile.
 “I figured you would’ve left with Kellin,” she says as she stands and goes to the fridge to grab a bottle of water. “If I knew you were still home I would’ve suggested we go get breakfast.”
 I sit down as my stomach clenches.
 “Want me to heat you up some toaster pastries?” Lindy asks.
 “Huh?” I look up, and she waves the box at me. “No, I’m not hungry. Do you think he’s mad at me?”
 Lindy’s pale eyebrows hunch over her eyes. “Why? He didn’t tell you he was leaving early?”
 I shake my head.
 “Well, he better not be mad because we had a girls’ day yesterday. I’ll kick his rear — you’re mine too,” she replies, and I can’t help but smile. “Hey, at least we can’t go to school together for once! It’ll be like old times.”
 I laugh as I stand to get ready. “True, that is a benefit.”
 I text Kellin when I get upstairs and then head into the shower. I figure he’ll text me back by the time I’m finished getting ready, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t meet me after classes or text me all day. My head is ready to explode by the time I make it to Lindy’s car. Her classes got out earlier than mine, but I asked her to get me since my boyfriend has suddenly gone M.I.A.
 “You okay?” Lindy asks when I get in the car and tip my head back with my eyes closed.
 Waves of nausea wash over me, making me hot and cold as I swallow.
 “I don’t know,” I answer, and Lindy twists in her seat as I open my eyes. “Kellin hasn’t replied to me all day.”
 Lindy tilts her head. “He’s a big boy. I’m sure he’s okay.”
 I chew on my lip. “I know, but I think he’s avoiding me.”
 “Why would he–” her voice drifts and her eyes widen. “Oh… you guys…”
 I wince, squeezing my eyes shut again as my skull threatens to crack.
 Lindy takes my hands in hers. “He’s not like that, Ree. You should know he loves you. Something else must be going on.”
 “When was the last time Kellin didn’t tell me something?” I ask, and it’s Lindy’s turn to wince. She knows just as well as I do that he tells me everything. The only things he’s ever kept from me are things he thinks will hurt me. “Maybe I did suck.”
 Lindy swallows hard. “I can’t believe I’m going to ask this, but did he seem to enjoy himself?”
 As awkward as this conversation must be for Lindy, she’s still here for me 150%, and I’m glad for it. I run my fingers through my hair; the hair Kellin’s face was buried in as he moaned my name.
 “I think so unless he’s a really good actor,” I reply with a shrug. “I’ve never had sex like that… I mean it felt different in a good way– really intimate. Like beyond what it is normally… like we were sharing a part of ourselves with one another.”
 Lindy’s mouth drops. “I need to fall in love.”
 I laugh. “I mean I… you know… like multiple times.”
 She blinks at me. “Usually the girl is the one faking, so lets go with that is not what the issue is here. Maybe he’s just scared by how intimate it was.”
 I inhale through my nose nodding.
 Lindy reaches over and squeezes my hand. “No matter what, I think you should talk to him about it.”
 “At what point do I just look like a stupid, desperate girl?” I ask as I swipe my finger across my cell phone screen. “I’ve already text him five times today.”
 “Good news is, he can’t avoid you forever. He lives with us, and he’ll need a change of clothes eventually,” Lindy replies, and her voice is light, not burdened with the worry that races through me. “Relax, Ree. I’m positive that everything is fine. Kell will tell you what’s up when he gets home.”
 ~~~
 My eyes flutter open as I hear the sound of someone stumbling up the stairs. There it is again, and it definitely isn’t Lindy. I sit up and slip out of bed not bothering to put anything over my skimpy tank top and short shorts. Kellin ignored me all day, and now he’s stumbling up the stairs drunk off his rear.
 “Mother idiot,” I hear Kellin swear as I open the door and he trips, almost falling backward down the stairs.
 “Kellin!” I hiss, stepping forward and slinging his arm around my neck.
 “Ree,” he mumbles, his eyes glassy as he looks up at me. He isn’t that drunk, but it’s enough that trying to get up a set of stairs in the dark isn’t going to work. “Please don’t be pissed.”
 I swallow hard as we walk into his room. He sinks to the floor in front of the bed and puts his head on his knees as I turn on the light and shut the door.
 “Why are you drunk?” I ask as I slide down to sit next to him and my body is cold with fear that he’s going to admit I’m a mistake.
 “The guys wanted to celebrate, and I…I just kind of wanted to forget,” he mumbles into his arms.
 “So that’s why you didn’t text me at all today?” I ask, and my muscles finally relax after a day of being wound taut.
 Kellin sighs. “Do you know who Jace Smith is?”
 I nod. “Yeah, he was the lead singer of Undertow until they kicked him out.”
 “Well, he’s starting his own label, and he’s been searching for talent.” He swallows. “He wants Beneath to sign on with him, Ree. I don’t know what to do. I was just doing this for fun, but I think the guys always wanted more than that.”
 “Think?” I ask, and I chew on the inside of my cheek as I wait for his answer.
 He shrugs. “They were all so excited.”
 “And what about you? Do you want to be signed?” I ask as the thought of him touring across the country comes to mind. The idea makes a hard knot in my stomach. I trust him, but that lifestyle isn’t something I’m sure I want to be around.
 “We’re all so different…the guys and me. Life’s a party to them, and the only part of my life where I let loose is in my music. I can barely handle a few shots of whiskey and tequila. They hammered down three times what I did and were still walking straight.” He swallows, his eyes squeezing together as if the taste is making him sick. “They do it every night. I can’t live like that. Plus…I mean…you and me–do you want a life like that? Your boyfriend living on the road?”
 The blood rushes through my ears, and the sickening knot becomes a hoard of dancing butterflies. “You think about a life with me?”
 Kellin turns to face me, his eyes bloodshot but deadly serious as they focus on me. “I kind of always have. Don’t you?”
 “I couldn’t imagine a life without you,” I whisper as my eyes race across his and the butterflies riot inside me.
 “I wish I weren’t half wasted,” Kellin replies as he reaches up and cups my chin.
 I can’t help but smile. “Why is that?”
 Kellin smirks, and the butterflies explode into something completely different, sending warmth from my cheeks down my body. I know exactly what he’s thinking about.
 “I’d rather be completely sober for that,” he finally replies.
 “What makes you think you’d be getting lucky if you were?” I try to steady my voice, but it still comes out shaky, and it’s obvious I’m thinking about it.
 “No reason,” he replies as he stands and pulls his jeans off before sliding into bed. He scoots over and smiles up at me. I narrow my eyes at him before giving in and climbing into the warmth of his arms.
 





Chapter 24

I roll over into Kellin’s arms, and he kisses my head. My body tingles with warmth as I look up at him. I’m glad that this time I’m waking up in his arms and not alone. It’s an amazing feeling.
 “Good Morning,” he whispers into my hair.
 “How are you doing?”
 He inhales deeply, his chest rising and then falling. “Much better.”
 “So what are you going to do?” I ask as I let my eyes fall to my fingers. I trace the words of his tattoo across his chest that’s hidden beneath the soft cotton of his shirt.
 Kellin doesn’t reply, but I feel his eyes on me. I don’t let mine drift up to his until I finish tracing each letter. He opens his mouth but then closes it, shaking his head. “You know exactly where each letter is without seeing them.”
 “Yeah.”
 He moves up in the bed, tilting my chin with his hand and bringing my lips to his. His mouth dances against mine as his hands tangle in my already-a-mess hair, and I pull my body over his.
 Kellin pulls away and presses his forehead to mine as his thumbs trace circles on my cheeks. “Why would I ever want to be signed to a label when I’d have to be away from you?”
 “You’ll get bored of me at some point…and you’ll regret not taking the offer and having a different girl every night,” I tease,  but my eyes are locked on his, waiting for his answer.
 He shakes his head, his Adam’s apple rising and falling before he replies, “I’ll never get bored of you, Ree. Every day you amaze me. I love you. No one else can ever amount to you.”
 I close my eyes before leaning down and whispering in his ear, “Are you sober now?”
 Kellin’s chest moves against mine as he chuckles. “Very much so.”
 “Good,” I reply, kissing his neck and up to his ear. I nip at his earlobe before letting my lips trail down again and his body shudders beneath me.
 “Kellin!” Lindy’s voice comes through the door, and I freeze above Kellin.
 “Yeah,” Kellin says, and I move to the side of him as she opens the door.
 “Oh, there you are,” Lindy says, eyebrows rising into her forehead. “So I see you guys kissed and made up.”
 “Huh?” Kellin asks, looking from Lindy to me. “We weren’t fighting.”
 Lindy purses her lips, pointing at him. “Right, sorry about that. I heard you stumbling up the stairs last night. You don’t usually get drunk, is everything alright?”
 “The boys got a bit rowdy is all…and I can’t hold my liquor.”
 “Real manly!” she shoots at him and then looks at me. “Do you still want to go to that sale at the outlets today?”
 “Yeah, of course,” I reply.
 “I’ll go get us some Starbucks, so you guys can…finish whatever you were doing.” The smile on her face turns into a cringe, and she shakes her head before asking, “What can I get you?”
 “Hazelnut latte,” Kellin replies, looking over at me and then back to her. “And Reese likes the same except non-fat and decaf.”
 Lindy rolls her eyes. “I know what Reese drinks. I’m her best friend too.”
 Kellin laughs. “Right.”
 She narrows her eyes at him and then looks over at me. “I’ll be back in twenty-five minutes, will that give you enough time?”
 “Sure,” I glance over at Kellin. “I just need to take a shower.”
 Kellin’s eyebrows rise, and a smirk comes to his lips.
 Lindy makes a gagging noise before closing the door.
 “Shower?” Kellin asks, leaning forward and kissing my neck. “Can I join you?”
 “How else will I get clean?” I ask, slipping out of bed and running to the bathroom and stripping off my clothes. I turn on the water before Kellin even gets to the door.
 “That’s not fair,” Kellin says as he comes in, and his mouth drops.
 “Does this make-up for it?” I bite my lip as his eyes trail over my naked body.
 He inhales through his nose before stepping forward and pulling me into his arms. His lips move down my body, and a tremble races through me before we step back and into the shower.
 ~~~
 “I don’t know how I’m going to tell them,” Kellin says as he dries his hair. “I mean…they expect me to do this. It’s what every band wants.”
 “Do you think sometimes we spend so much time trying to do what others expect of us, that sometimes we just end up failing ourselves?” I ask as I slip on my shirt and pull my hair into a ponytail.
 Kellin steps forward and slides the ponytail back out, so my damp hair falls around my shoulders. He smirks down at me.
 “Yes,” he replies as he runs his fingers through my curls.
 I close my eyes, and his lips meet my own, slowly moving over them and down my neck to my ear. “The only person I’m worried about failing is you.”
 “The only way you can fail me as by not being yourself,” I reply as his lips trail back up to meet mine, and I place my hands on his bare shoulders.
 “I’m always myself with you,” he says.
 “And I love that,” I reply, and my chest tightens as I look at his beautiful tattoos and then his lip ring. “You should be yourself with everyone.”
 Kellin swallows, and his eyes fall from mine. “You’re talking about our families?”
 “They’ll accept you,” I say, tilting his chin up, so he’s looking at me. “They accepted a purple-haired me.”
 “Did you tell your parents about that?” he asks, nodding to my wrist and my body tenses. “You’re afraid to show them that. Imagine showing them this?”
 He signals to the art that dances over his skin in beautiful patterns.
 “Your parents and mine will love you exactly the way you really are. Lindy and I do. A few tattoos won’t change that.”
 Kellin’s eyes are sad as if he’s afraid he’s disappointing me. “I’m sorry, Ree. Not yet. I can’t.”
 “Okay,” I say, and I lean up on my toes to kiss him. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be by your side.”
 “Reese?” Lindy calls up the stairs, and Kellin nods for me to go.
 “I love you,” I say, and he gives me a weak smile before stepping aside so I can go finish getting dressed.
 “Just a minute,” I reply, and when I open the door, Lindy is standing at the bottom of the stairs with her arms crossed.
 She rolls her eyes as she takes the steps two at a time. “I knew it wouldn’t be enough time.”
 “We were talking,” I reply as I head into my room.
 “About?” she asks as she plops on my bed.
 I go into my walk-in closet and pick out an outfit before changing and coming back out.
 “Him outing his rebellious self to your parents and mine.”
 Lindy stands and blinks at me. “It’s been how many years? I think he’ll be taking that one to the grave.”
 “It’s not right,” I reply, and Lindy shrugs. “He should be himself around everyone.”
 “It’s not a battle you’re going to win, Reese,” she says and my eyes land on Kellin’s door.
 My mind starts to tick, and I stop at the bottom of the stairs. Lindy turns to look at me with one eyebrow raised.
 “Maybe the other side should deploy a sneak attack.”
 Lindy slowly shakes her head. “That’s a bad idea. Kellin would never forgive us.”
 I sigh as I look up the stairs.
 She’s right.
 “Yeah,” I say.
 





Chapter 25

Lindy tips back and forth, chewing on her lip as we wait to get into the venue where Kellin’s band is playing. I grab her elbow, raising my eyebrows and she takes a deep breath. I’ve never seen Lindy this nervous before, and it makes me smile. It’s cute to see her be so interested in someone that she cares so much. She frets with the hem of her shirt as her eyes go back to the front of the venue and the line moves. She’s dressed about as rebellious as she gets in black skinny jeans, ripped to an inch of their lives and a pink dolman sweater with chunky black jewelry. She tops it off with a pair of wicked wedges, which I warned her probably weren’t the best idea, but Lindy isn’t willing to wear my Chucks, Keds or a pair of my leopard print flats. It’s heels or nothing.
 “Your feet are going to be killing you,” I say, and her shoulders rise.
 “Temp is like a foot and a half taller than me. I don’t want him to have to bend over to talk to me,” she says, and now she’s wringing her hands.
 “Lindy,” I say, grabbing them as I step in front of her. “Calm down; it’s just Temp.”
 “I really want Johnny to like me,” she says, closing her eyes.
 “Johnny?”
 The lines moves, and she takes the opportunity to skirt around the subject, stepping forward and handing the guy at the door our money. Once inside she stops mid-step, and I ram into her.
 “Lindy?” I ask, and her chin juts out as she takes in the place. It’s swimming with girls, some preppy and completely out of place as they chat with their friends, looking as nervous as she does and others like me, who seem like they know the scene like the back of their hand. Luckily, Lindy’s with me. I weave my fingers into hers and nod towards a free space off to the side.
 “We’re not going to go right up front?” she asks as we weave through the throng.
 I shake my head. “Not unless you want to get killed.”
 Lindy scoots in beside me, and the guys head onto the stage. Kellin finds me immediately and shoots me one of those killer smiles that earns me daggers from more than one girl in the room. I’m used to it by now, but Lindy isn’t.
 “Wow,” she breathes out. “Every girl wants to be you in this room.”
 I laugh, nodding to the stage where Temp is smirking over at us. He winks at Lindy.
 “Correction,” I say. “They want to be us.“
 I glance over, and Lindy pulls her lower lip into her mouth with her teeth as she eyes Temp.
 “So explain why you called him Johnny,” I ask, nudging her in the ribs as she drools over him tuning his guitar.
 She shrugs. “We may have been talking a lot over text.”
 I raise my eyebrows at her. “Really? I thought you didn’t want to get a tattoo.”
 She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “I said I was interested in tattoos — I just haven’t committed to getting one, and the conversation has since moved on.”
 “Interested in a tattoo?” I say.
 “I am interested in tattoos — his,” she says, and I roll my eyes. “So did Kellin tell you about Fallout?”
 “Fallout?” I repeat as the crowd quiets and Kellin steps up to the microphone.
 “Yeah, the record label,” Lindy says, moving closer to me as guys from the crowd and a few stupid girls push to the front.
 My mouth drops. “Fallout Records offered them a deal?”
 Lindy nods. “Same label Kill Me Softly is on.”
 “Kellin told me about Jace Smith, but he’s not with Fallout anymore,” I reply, and Lindy shrugs. She hasn’t the foggiest idea who Jace Smith is.
 I swallow hard.
 “It’s an incredible opportunity for them,” Lindy says as Kellin clears his throat.
 My body feels numb as I look up at the stage and the way the crowd seems to writhe with excitement as the music begins. My eyes are blurry as I stare at the stage.
 “Do you really want to date a traveling musician?” I manage to say.
 “What?” Lindy yells over Schmidt’s screaming.
 “Do you really want to date a musician?”
 Lindy shrugs. “You are, besides, it’s the chance of a lifetime — and it probably won’t last forever, maybe it’s a good thing for them.”
 Redemption Records is one thing. Jace doesn’t have much to offer Kellin and the guys. Fallout Records is a major label with pop-punk bands like Kill Me Softly and bands more like Kellin’s that mix alternative rock with heavy riffs and screaming. They’re large enough to have that variety. Large enough to offer Kellin and the guys a deal that’s too good to be true. I watch the show in a fog, and when the lights go up Lindy is the one who’s yanking me towards the stage.
 “I didn’t mind that,” she says to me as she looks over her shoulder. “You okay?”
 I nod, but I’m not sure. If the guys were pushing for Jace’s offer, I can only imagine what they’re doing about Fallout’s. When we reach the stage, Kellin pulls me into his arms, giving me a quick kiss before looking down at me.
 “You’re pale,” he says, and I plaster on a fake smile.
 “Oh, thanks,” I reply with a hint of sarcasm. My stomach turns as Kellin and me move towards the guys.
 Lindy is already standing closely to Temp, and his eyes twinkle as he looks down at her. He moves a little bit closer, and I watch as his hand slips into her back pocket. She laughs at what he’s saying.
 “What’s so funny?” Kellin asks.
 “We were just talking about how Lindy tried to convince me she needed my number because she wanted a tattoo,” Temp replies, and Kellin’s head jerks back.
 His eyes drop to where Temp’s hand is and his muscles tense as he shakes his head.
 “What’s she up to?” Kellin whispers to me.
 “She likes him,” I reply, and he inhales through his nose.
 “I don’t want to have to kick his rear,” Kellin says, and I roll my eyes. “If he hurts her…”
 “Lindy can handle herself,” I remind him, and he closes his eyes before nodding.
 “So have you made a decision about Fallout?” Lindy asks, and I glance over at Kellin as my breath catches in my throat.
 The color has drained from his face, and his eyes are on his feet.
 Schmidt chuckles, and it’s reminiscent of his deep growl while he’s screaming on stage. “We can’t seem to reach a mutual decision.”
 “What’s the offer?” I ask, and Kellin shifts next to me.
 “We’ll get an excellent signing bonus, and our first tour would start after Kell graduates this fall. It’s with Makeshift Chemistry,” Temp replies. “Plus, pretty decent royalties and they help us find a band manager, although, I think with Kell’s business background he could do it.”
 I bite my lip, giving Temp a weak smile before looking at Kellin.
 “Sounds like the chance of a lifetime,” I say, and I see Lindy nod from the corner of my vision.
 “It’s not going to be easy to be away,” Temp replies, smirking down at Lindy and she returns the look.
 “You want to get going?” Kellin asks, leaning over to whisper in my ear.
 “Lind, can Temp give you a ride home?” I ask, and Kellin’s hand goes tight against my waist. I glance over at him with an eyebrow up, and he looks away, over at the thinning crowd.
 “It’d be my pleasure,” Temp replies and Lindy blushes.
 Kellin pulls away from me and nods towards the back at Temp.
 “I’ll be right back,” Temp says to Lindy, and she comes over to me.
 “Kellin doesn’t seem too happy,” she says, and her shoulders slouch. “Do you think he’s going to tell Johnny to stay away from me?”
 I laugh. “I’m pretty sure he’s already fallen head over heels for you, so good luck if he tries that.”
 “You think he likes me?” she asks, and her eyes race back and forth over mine.
 “Positive,” I reply, and a nervous smile comes to her lips.
 “I really like him,” she says.
 “I can tell.” I bump shoulders with her, and she relaxes a little bit.
 “I don’t think Kellin appreciated me bringing up the whole Fallout thing,” she says as she looks to where the guys all disappeared.
 “Probably because he hadn’t said anything to me about it yet,” I reply. “He told me about being approached by a smaller label, but he didn’t seem to want to go.”
 “And now?” Lindy asks.
 “I think he’s afraid to tell me he does.”





Chapter 26

Kellin and I drive home in silence. His knuckles shine white against the night surrounding us in the car, and my chest aches from how tight it is. I know I should say something about the record deal, but the thought of it makes my head hammer. I realize it’s completely selfish to want to keep him close to me, but that doesn’t stop the fear working its way through my body that he’s going to leave. My jaw tightens as I think about what a record deal would mean for Kellin. I’ll be the girl in the background again while tons of girls are throwing themselves at him, but instead of me being around, I’ll be here in Mass while he’s traveling the country.
 I won’t be around to remind him that he’s taken.
 Bile rises my throat. I trust Kellin — the real Kellin. It’s the rock star facade he puts on that makes me worry. What if that’s what Fallout wants? A sex icon with no strings attached. I crush my eyes shut. There are bands on the Fallout with members that are married. Half of Kill Me Softly is attached, and everyone in Makeshift Chemistry and Fade Burn are.
 
  How do their girlfriends do it?

 My stomach clenches with guilt.
 
  They trust the person they love.

 Kellin pulls the truck into the driveway, but we both sit frozen in our seats. He leans forward, putting his forehead against the steering wheel.
 “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. When I found out I was shocked. Redemption Records is one thing…” his voice trails off and I fill in the blank.
 “Fallout is an entirely different beast, though.”
 Kellin lifts his head and nods.
 “You want to do it, don’t you?” I ask, and my breath catches in my throat as I watch his eyes drop.
 
  He does.

 He looks up at the house, and his body stiffens. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I can’t do it.”
 “Why not? And don’t say me. I don’t want to hold you back,” I reply, scooting over in the seat and putting my head on his shoulder. No matter how much my heart says to tell him to stay, I just can’t. His body relaxes as I run my fingers over the tattoos on his forearm.
 “I can’t hide who I am from my parents if I do it. They’ll want to hear some songs… and they’ll see pictures of me…” Kellin’s voice drifts off, and I use my hand to turn his face to mine, leaning our foreheads together.
 “Then stop hiding,” I say.
 “I don’t know how to, Ree. I feel like somewhere along the way I split into two people, and I don’t know how to mend them back together,” he replies, and my body goes cold.
 A part of me knows what he means, but he helped me to realize who I was and I’m determined to help him do the same thing, no matter the cost. I don’t want him to be ashamed anymore.
 “I know exactly who you are, Kellin. You have a strong heart and would do anything for your family and his friends, including pretend to be someone you’re not,” I say, holding his face in my hands. “The person you are is the person I fell in love with. Tattoos don’t change that — music doesn’t change it either. You’re you.”
 Kellin’s eyes race over my face before he looks away. “I can’t do it, Ree. I can’t face their disappointment.”
 “Disappointment for what? There’s nothing wrong with who you are or the fact you want to live out a dream you’ve kept suppressed even from me,” I say, and he shakes his head.
 “I kept it suppressed from myself,” Kellin says. “I didn’t realize I wanted it until the second we turned down Redepemtion. I immediately regretted it, and then this comes along…and it’s so much better.”
 “Then do it. What do you have to lose?” I ask, and his eyes darken.
 He swallows hard. “My family.”
 “Kellin, you won’t lose them. They didn’t mind my purple hair,” I reply, tossing my hair over my shoulder. It earns me a smile, but it doesn’t last.
 He shakes his head, exhaling through his nose. “I can’t.”
 Before I can reply, Kellin gets out of the truck and leaves me staring at his back. When Lindy comes home, I’m watching a cooking show on the TV with the same blank stare I had as I stared at Kellin’s back. He hasn’t come out of his bedroom, and I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know there’s anything I can say to him.
 But there’s something I can do. My jaw clenches as the thought races through my mind. I have no idea how Kellin will react, or if he’ll ever forgive me.
 “Earth to Zombie Reese,” Lindy says as she sits down next to me.
 I turn to her, and the thought I’ve been fighting tumbles out of my mouth. “We have to get your parents to one of the band’s shows.”
 Lindy shakes her head slowly. “No, no we don’t, Reese. I thought the blank look meant you were tired not that actual zombies robbed you of your brain. He’ll never forgive you.”
 She confirms my fears, and I take a shaky breath.
 “And I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t,” I say.
 “Why?” she asks.
 “He’s going to turn down the record deal because he’s afraid of what your parents will think,” I reply. “He wants to do this, Lind. I can see it in his eyes.”
 “But it’s his choice, Reese. Kellin’s stubborn, and he’s always made his own decisions. He won’t appreciate that you decided to make this one for him,” Lindy says, and she sighs as she looks at the ceiling. “You’re not going to change your mind, are you?”
 “You said it, Lindy. This is an amazing chance for them — all of them.”
 “And you’re willing to sacrifice your relationship with him?”
 “I’ve always felt like I was walking in someone else’s life…just stumbling along, but with Kellin, it’s never been like that. I’ve always felt like me. I know what it’s like to hide, and I know what it feels like to just be yourself. I want Kellin to have that, especially if that means he doesn’t give up on an opportunity he wants.”
 “But you don’t want him to leave, do you?” Lindy asks.
 “No, but I don’t I want to hold him back,” I close my eyes, inhaling through my nose.
 “By not doing this, you’re not keeping him here. He’s a big boy, Reese. You don’t need to do this for him,” she says, and I open my eyes. She heaves a sigh at my look of determination. “Fine. Do it, but I’m not going to be involved.”
 She gets up.
 “Lindy?” I say, and she turns.
 “Will you help put me back together?”
 Lindy nods. “Always.”





Chapter 27

I pace back and forth in the front of the house as I wait for Kellin’s parents to pick me up. My stomach turns as their red Volvo pulls into the driveway. Most of me feels like this is the right thing to do, while another part of me feels like it’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. Somehow I make my feet move and climb into the back of the car.
 “Hi Reese, how are you doing?” Jim asks, looking at me as he turns to back out.
 I inhale through my nose and the air sticks in my throat as I manage to nod. I realize I haven’t answered.  “Good.”
 We sit in silence as we head to the venue, and I tap my fingers against my thighs.
 Finally, Clary looks over at me and smiles. “This is exciting. We haven’t seen Kellin perform in ages.”
 I swallow hard. “It’s probably a bit different than you remember.”
 “I’m guessing he moved away from pop and is doing something like rock now?” Jim asks, and I nod as we pull up to the packed venue.
 “Something like that,” I reply.
 “Wow,” Clary says as she gets out of the car. “This place is packed.”
 For the first time in hours, a smile comes to my face. “The band is really popular.”
 “How long have they been doing this?” Clary asks as we stand in line.
 “Since Kellin’s junior year,” I reply, and I glance at them out of the corner of my eyes to gauge their response. Clary’s shoulders slump and I realize she’s upset they didn’t know. “I found out by accident. He kept it pretty secretive.”
 “Ah,” his mom replies, and it seems to help a little bit.
 “Speaking of which,” I say as we reach the door. “Kellin doesn’t know I invited you. The band was offered a record deal, and they were going to turn it down because he didn’t want to disappoint you.”
 Jim’s eyebrows go up. “Why would we be disappointed?”
 We enter the crowded venue, and I pull my lip into my mouth as my heart hammers in my chest. We’re just in time, and Kellin’s band is already on stage.
 “Reese?” Jim asks.
 “Because it’s rock,” I reply.
 “I like rock,” Clary says, smiling at me and all I can do is nod.
 My heart seems to stop as Kellin’s eyes rise to meet mine and then drift to his parents standing next to me. The soft smile vanishes from his face as he looks from me to them with panic lacing his features as his brow furrows in disbelief. He shakes his head at me, swallowing as he places his hands on the microphone and lowers his forehead to it. When the music begins to play, he sways with it. He lifts his head with eyes still shut as he starts to sing. He drops one of his hands, moving it with the intensity of the song. As he opens his eyes he stares up at the ceiling. He pauses pulling back and turning away from the crowd as he plays the guitar and Schmidt begins to scream the chorus. The crowd breaks out, moving against itself, pushing forward and falling backward as they rise, jumping and battering one another against the sound of Schmidt’s voice.
 Kellin turns back, and his eyes are fierce as he grabs the microphone with both hands and sings. The lyrics quicken and then his eyes close, his voice breaking, cracking into a scream that makes me lose control of my senses. I knew this would hurt, but I’m not prepared for the way he’s looking at me.
 The pain sears through me as the scream dissipates into the soft melody of his voice, but I’m already pushing my way through the crowd. It doesn’t matter that I receive an elbow to my ribs; it doesn’t matter that I’m punching my way through the idiots that don’t care about the music, but just the scene. None of it matters. I can’t see Kellin through the sea of bodies swimming around me anymore, but I can hear him, and that’s more than enough. His voice sinks into every inch of me, catching my nerves on fire and sending them tingling with pain. I keep pushing, my hands over my face as I block the fists and elbows being thrown at me and finally, break to the front. Kellin’s voice goes into a scream again, and I cringe at the sound of it. It’s perfect in its pain–in the betrayal that lays beneath the anger. Kellin drops his head as the song ends, and his hands are still on the microphone. His eyes lift slightly, and his brows furrow as he sees me in the front of the crowd. He shakes his head as the next song begins with Schmidt screaming and the throng of bodies attempts to pull me into it. I receive a knee in the back and shut my eyes against the pain, and my body bends with it. When I look up Kellin’s swinging his guitar behind him as he jumps off the stage.
 “What are you thinking, Ree?” Kellin yells over the music as he pulls me over the blockade.
 “I don’t know. I just had to get to you. You…screamed,” I say as I stare up at his face.
 
  He’ll never forgive you.

 “And what about that made you lose your mind to the point you’d push your way through a mosh pit?”
 I bite my lip as I suck in a breath through my nose. “You never scream.”
 “I was pissed. I am pissed, but that doesn’t mean you should…” Kellin stops mid-sentence, biting his lip as he shakes his head. “Just the cherry on top of a pile of stupidity.”
 “Kellin, come on!” I reply, grabbing his hand as he pulls away.
 “I’m kind of in the middle of a set here. I already missed my first verse,” Kellin says, yanking his hand away from me. “Go all the way around, or stay there. I don’t care. Just stay away from the mosh pit. My parents are probably traumatized enough. They don’t need to see you get your face broken.”
 I stare at his back as he jumps back onto the stage, swings the guitar all the way around his body until it lands back in his hands and leans forward to sing. I swallow back the tears as I stare up at him before making my way around back and to where I left his parents.
 “Are you okay?” Clary asks, rubbing my arms. I gasp as she hits where someone has obviously bruised me. “Reese?”
 “Probably just a bruise…” or broken rib.
 “What did he say?” Jim asks, eyebrows furrowed over eyes that match Kellin’s.
 “He’s not very happy with me…He doesn’t usually scream like that,” I explain. “Normally, it’s just Schmidt.”
 “Not that I know anything about this kind of music, but it sounded practiced to me,” Jim replies as he glances over his shoulder to where Kellin’s walking off the stage.
 “What did you think?” I ask, sucking in a breath and grinding my teeth as it reaches my ribcage.
 “He’s always been an amazing singer. It’s different to see him like this,” Clary replies, but I’m not sure what she means by it.
 “Hey, Reese,” Temp calls from behind. I turn to face him, expecting Kellin to be with him, but he’s nowhere to be seen. “He left already.”
 I drop my head back, swallowing as I look up at the ceiling. “He’s that pissed?”
 “I’m not sure that pissed really covers it,” Temp replies, scratching his chin. “I just wanted to let you know he’d split.”
 “I appreciate it.”
 “You took a good one to your ribs, you okay?” Temp asks, cocking his head at me.
 “I think my broken rib is the least of my worries.”
 “Broken rib?”
 “I don’t know,” I reply, rubbing my temples. “It hurts to breathe, but I’m not sure if that’s because of the way Kellin was looking at me or because someone did actual damage.”
 “You might want to have it checked out either way,” Temp says, resting a hand on my shoulder. “I’d talk to Kell first, though.”
 “He’s not going to be rational.”
 “Were you being rational when you did this?”
 I swallow as I wipe a tear from my nose. “There was no other way to get him to say yes to Fallout.”
 Temp bites the inside of his cheek, and my body goes numb.
 “We already told them no, Ree,” Temp says, and I swallow hard. “I guess Lindy didn’t tell you?”
 I look down at my cell phone.
 
  10 Missed Calls.

 I’m going to lose Kellin, and he already lost his dream. I’m such an idiot.
 Temp gives me a sad smile. “I hope everything is alright…including your ribs.”
 I nod and watch him disappear into the crowd. I turn to face Kellin’s parents, standing awkwardly outside the crowd; a strange anomaly amongst the young kids milling around the place.
 “Can you give me a ride home?” I ask.
 “Of course,” Clary replies. “And I’ll check your ribs when we get there.”





Chapter 28

Silence fills the car as we drive towards the house. I stare out the window and each inhale shakes through my body, causing pain to shoot from my ribcage down to my toes. I deserve it. The pain in Kellin’s eyes flashes through my mind. I can’t even imagine what he’s thinking. A part of me knows it was the right thing to do, but another part of me tells me it wasn’t my choice to make. My heart and my brain can’t get in line with one another. I close my eyes and press my forehead against the glass as another shot of pain shoots through my body.
 “You alright back there?” Clary asks, turning in her seat and staring at me.
 I swallow hard. “I’m not worried about myself.”
 Clary’s eyes drop, and she bites her lower lip. “Why didn’t he just tell us?”
 I look down at the feather on my wrist, and when my gaze comes up, Clary is staring at it as well. She licks her lips and leans her forehead against her palm.
 “Now don’t go getting all tattooed up,” she whispers, and it seems to be more to herself than me. Kellin’s dad reaches over and squeezes his wife’s knee. “We made him feel like a pariah.”
 “He just loves you guys so much. He never wanted to disappoint you, or be…” I pause not sure if I should say it, but I’m afraid it might actually happen because of me. I breath in and then say it, “disowned.”
 Clary makes a choking noise and she turns back around, her back rigid.
 “Are we that bad of parents?” she whispers to Jim, and his eyes come up to mine in the rearview mirror.
 I shake my head.
 “I don’t think that’s it, Sweetie. I just think we never seemed that accepting of that sort of thing,” Jim replies.
 “Doesn’t that make us bad parents?” she replies, and I can barely hear her.
 We drive up to the house and my skin tingles. Jim puts the car in park and takes a shaky breath.
 “I don’t know,” he says.
 “I think he needs to hear it from you guys that you don’t feel any different about him,” I say before turning to get out of the car. I stop halfway out as my body doubles with pain.
 Clary helps me stand up straight. “Let me look at your ribs first?”
 I shake my head, and she smiles. “You know he’ll forgive you. I’m just afraid he won’t forgive us.”
 I laugh and then instantly wince. “I’m afraid it’s the opposite.”
 We walk into the house, and I call Kellin’s name, but he doesn’t answer. I look up the stairs and see his door is closed.
 “Stairs might be painful,” Clary says, wringing her hands. “Are you sure you don’t want me to look at your ribs first?”
 I shake my head. “He’s more important.”
 Jim reaches out and puts a hands on my shoulder. “He’s lucky to have you.”
 I contain the scoff knowing it will only cause pain to course through my body and then head up the stairs slowly. When I get to Kellin’s door, I raise my hand to knock and then think better of it, instead I open the door slowly. I don’t announce that I’m in his room, but I know he hears the door open. Kellin’s hands are entwined behind his head, and his muscles are tense as he faces away from me.
 He turns, and his face is pale as he shakes his head. “Why?”
 “Come on, Kell–” I start, stepping towards him.
 “No, Reese. You don’t get it!” He sits down on his bed, placing his head in his hands.
 My body begins to tremble as I stare down at him. “No, you don’t get it! I love you, Kellin–for who you are! And I’m sick of watching you tear yourself down into a hollow shell for them! You gave up something you wanted for the sake of vanity.”
 “Vanity, Reese? Really?” Kellin says as he looks up at me. My stomach rolls. His green eyes are venomous. I know what he’s hinting at, and it makes tears prick at the corner of my eyes.
 “This is me, Kellin. I hid behind baggy clothes for years. I tried to be invisible. I get it because I did the same thing, and it felt like garbage. Someone had to force me to face that truth. I knew you’d hate me for this, but I still did it. Because you needed it.”
 “Why now, though?” His voice cracks as he looks up at me, and it’s as if I’ve collapsed the world on him, and every part of me feels just as broken as he is.
 “I’ve watched you do this for years, and I never understood it–but I didn’t think it was my right.”
 Kellin stands, cutting me off and the anger on his face makes the tears slip from my eyes. “It still wasn’t your place, Reese!”
 I look down at my hands as his eyes burn into me, replying through the tears streaming down my face, “I guess it wasn’t.”
 “Kellin?” Clary’s voice comes through the door.
 “Yeah, Mom?” Kellin replies, shaking his head at me as I step away from him.
 “Can your dad and I come in?” she asks.
 “Sure, why not?” Kellin says and his voice is icy as he continues to stare me down.
 I stand back against the wall as they come in and wipe my face, ignoring the smears of mascara that come off on the sleeve of my shirt.
 “So…” his mom begins.
 “Listen, Mom.”
 “Kellin, stop,” she cuts him off. Kellin swallows. His hands form fists at his sides, and it causes his tattoos to stretch over his skin. Clary’s eyes race up his arm. “Where else are they?”
 Kellin rubs his neck before pulling his shirt off and bowing his head. Every muscle strains as he looks at the ground and his mom and dad’s eyes race over his chest, to his rib cage and up and down his arm. My lip trembles as I look at each one, some part of me on him.
 “So this is who you are?” she asks.
 Kellin’s eyes rise to meet hers, and he runs his teeth over his bottom lip before nodding.
 “Did Reese’s tattoo change who she was to you?” Jim finally asks. “Or the purple hair for that matter?”
 Kellin’s brow furrows, causing the lines across his forehead to deepen as he shakes his head.
 “Then why do you think your tattoos change you?” he asks.
 Kellin blinks at them, and my breath catches in my throat.
 “Your tattoos don’t make you a bad person, Kellin. If this is who you want to be on the outside, we don’t care. It’s ink,” Clary says.
 Kellin looks between them, shaking his head. “And what about the music?”
 “It’s your voice–just like it’s your body.  It’s still beautiful whether or not you’re singing in a band like that or some other band. And the piercing in your lip–well, that doesn’t matter either,” Clary replies, and Kellin’s shoulders cave as he exhales roughly.
 “All this time I thought you would hate me for it.”
 “Each day I–we– wake up proud that you’re our son. Ink, some metal, and screaming music aren’t going to change that,” Jim says, stepping forward and placing his hand on his shoulder.
 Kellin shakes his head, tears coming to his eyes and he pulls his dad into a hug, followed by his mom before mouthing the words, thank you to me.
 I nod before looking down at my hands.
 “We’ll leave you two alone,” Jim says as they pull away.
 I give them a weak smile as they head out the door.
 Kellin pulls his shirt back over his head, and I stay where I am, waiting for him to rip into me. He sits down on the edge of his bed, running his tongue over his lips.
 “I get it if you want me to move out–” I begin, and when Kellin looks up the words spill out. I don’t want to lose him. “I just wanted you to be able to make a decision about the record without something as stupid as a few tattoos holding you back. I wanted you to be free. I wanted you to have what you gave me, and if that means you don’t want to be with me, I get it. But it’s worth it to know that you can be who you are now.”
 Kellin’s eyes search my face, and the tears tumble down.
 He’s not going to forgive me.
 I turn to head out the door, and Kellin’s arm somehow snakes around my waist, turning me and pulling me into a kiss. His hands slip up to my face as he moves away.
 “I didn’t know what to think…I was so afraid, but you must not realize how much I love and trust you if you think I’d give you up,” he says, and the only response I can muster is a choking noise. “I — the band — thought about taking the offer from Fallout, but in the end none of us wanted it. We’re all too old now — settled in our ways. Heck, we can hardly spend one drunken night together, let alone months on end. Although, I’m thinking I’m going to have to get used to Temp being around 24-7.”
 I laugh, and his fingers wipe way the mascara lines before dropping to my waist. My body jumps in pained shock as I yelp. Kellin’s shakes his head as he weaves his fingers between mine.
 “Turning down a record deal is one thing, but turning away a girl that would push her way through a mosh pit for me is pure stupidity,” he says with a laugh. “Let’s have my mom check you out, huh?”





Chapter 29

“Seriously?” Lindy says when she walks in the door and sees me with my shirt lifted so Clary can see my bruised ribs. “What happened?”
 “Mosh pit,” Kellin says with a shake of his head. “Pushed her way straight through it.”
 Lindy drops down on the couch next to him. “She warned me about those things, so why did she go in one?”
 I bite my lip as Clary hits a particularly sore spot. “The things we do for love.”
 Lindy furrows her brow and then looks over at Kellin who shrugs. Her eyes fall to his lip ring and then his exposed arms.
 “Ah,” she says. “Now I get it. I’m assuming they didn’t disown you?”
 Jim lifts his hand from his eyes, which he’s been shielding even though there isn’t much more than my stomach showing. “You really thought we’d disown you?”
 Kellin looks down at his hands, chewing on the inside of his lip. “I didn’t know what to think. You always said you’d throw us out if we got tattoos.”
 “You’re an adult now, and you don’t live with us.” Clary points out as she lowers my shirt. “Just some really good bruises. You’re going to be sore for a few days, take some ibuprofen as needed for pain, and we’ll get some ice on them.”
 “Thanks,” I say as I sit down next to Kellin and grit my teeth as I do.
 “I’ll go get an ice pack,” Lindy says, going into the kitchen. We all sit in silence until she gets back and hands it to me. I wince as I press it against my ribs, but it does make them feel better. Kellin puts his arm around me and kisses the top of my head, causing my face to flush.
 Another epiphany for his parents.
 Clary’s posture stiffens as she looks at us. “Are you two?”
 Lindy plops down next to her mom, and Clary looks over at her. “How did you not know?”
 “Well,” Clary begins, and her brow furrows. “I figured when she said love, she meant like brother-sister.”
 Lindy blinks at her mom. “Really? Their sexual tension every time they’ve seen each other since freshmen year has been palatable.”
 I cough, and Lindy looks over at me as I shake my head, signaling her to stop. My face is on fire.
 “It doesn’t bother you?” Jim asks, leaning forward, so he’s looking at his daughter.
 She shrugs. “It did at first, but they’ve always been close, so I got over it. Plus, since they’ve been dating I actually see Ree more. Kellin makes sure she has time for me now since he’s not hogging her to try to make her fall in love with him.”
 Kellin chuckles to himself, winking at me when I look over at him.
 “I guess we’ve been quite blind,” Clary says, taking a deep breath and her lips purse down as she looks at Kellin.
 Jim smiles. “Now the long-sleeve shirts in the summer finally make sense.”
 “Oh,” Clary says, putting one her pointer finger up. “Does this mean we can reinstate family beach weekends?”
 Lindy shrinks back into the couch, and her mom narrows her eyes at her.
 “What?” Clary asks.
 I look down at my feet, and Kellin bounces on his toes.
 “We’ve kind of still been doing them…without you,” Kellin replies quietly.
 I let my eyes shoot up for a moment and see their mom’s mouth has dropped open.
 “I’m pretty sure your parents will be disappointed,” Clary says to me, and I chew the inside of my cheek.
 “Did they know?” she asks, and now she’s tapping her foot.
 “Not exactly,” I reply, and an eyebrow arches up as she stares at me. This is the stare of derision that I expected when I dyed my hair purple. “They knew we were going. We just told them you weren’t able to go, so then they didn’t want to go and have no one to hang out with.”
 Clary’s lips purse and she glances over at Kellin. “I’m fine with the tattoos, but the manipulation that happened because you were hiding them is unacceptable and the fact you dragged your sister and Reese into it!”
 Lindy is practically twitching next to her mom. She scratches her neck.
 “The beach thing was my idea,” she says, and her mom shoots her daggers. “And it had more to do with just wanting it to be us more than it did Kellin’s tattoos.”
 Jim reaches over and squeezes his wife’s shoulder. “They’re grown-ups now.”
 “I kind of miss beach weekends,” Clary says with a shrug. “I wish you guys still thought we were the cool parents.”
 Kellin laughs. “I’m pretty sure you still are. You accepted me for who I am after all…and looked at my girlfriend’s ribs after she pushed her way through a mosh pit.”
 Clary looks up at Kellin, and he smiles at her until she gives in and smiles back.
 “Fine,” she says. “But I want at least one beach weekend every summer.”
 Kellin looks over at me, and I nod.
 “Sounds like a plan,” he says, and Jim leans forward on his knees.
 “Now what’s this about a record deal?” his dad asks.
 Kellin’s body goes stiff next to me, and he shrugs. Lindy rolls her eyes.
 “His band got two different offers — they turned down both,” she replies.
 Jim’s voice is gruff when he finally breaks the silence. “Because of us?”
 “No,” Kellin says, and his dad purses his lips in disbelief. “Well, at first it was part of the reason, but then the guys and I started thinking about it, and it just didn’t seem like the right fit. Maybe years ago when we were teenagers, but we all kind of have established lives and Temp just got an offer to work with a famous tattoo artist.”
 His voice trails off, and I know there’s something he’s holding back.
 “But?” I ask and my body goes cold. If he wants it still, he could probably go to a different band. Undertow is missing a singer now that Jace Smith is out on his own. I swallow hard as I wait for him to respond.
 He shrugs, looking down at his feet. “I just realized I need to figure out what I want to do with my life. I only have a few months of college left, and I don’t want to work at the bank the rest of my life. And…I don’t want to have to give up music.”
 “What if you did something with music that has to do with business?” Jim says, and Kellin stops tapping his foot. I glance over, and his face is pale beneath his scruff.
 Jim seems to have hit a nerve.
 “Umm…” Kellin’s eyes drift to me, and my stomach clenches. “When we turned down Fallout they offered to let me intern there this summer.”
 “That’s great!” Jim says, and I feel my throat thicken.
 “In California?” I ask with my voice hardly a whisper.
 Kellin nods.
 “Well, I guess we won’t start beach weekends for another year,” Clary replies, and her voice has relaxed. “I think it will be good for you guys.”
 My head shoots up. You guys?
 She thinks we need space and she’s only seen us together for a few hours?
 “Both of us?” I ask before I can stop myself.
 “Yeah,” Clary says. “I imagine you’ll be going with him?”
 Kellin looks over at me, and there’s a smile creeping to his lips. “You’re going to school for Marketing– I’m sure they could use an intern in that department too.”
 “Aren’t internships unpaid?” I ask, and I silently try to do the math in my head about plane tickets, renting a place in Cali and food. I give up with a huff. I’m no good at math anyways.
 “Yeah,” Kellin says, and he inhales through his nose.
 I sink deeper into the couch and then wince at the pain that shoots from my torso down. Jim smiles at us.
 “I’m sure you’ll get enough money from graduation to cover expenses,” Jim says, and I look over at Kellin.
 “What do you say, Reese? Want to spend another summer with me?” he asks, and I nod.
 “I can’t wait,” I say and my stomach flutters as Kellin leans towards me.





Chapter 30

“So this is it?” Schmidt asks, taking a deep breath before leaning down and lining up the cue ball. He hits it and gets two balls into the corner pockets. He stands and leans against his pool stick. “The band is done?”
 “Not done,” Temp replies with a shrug. “We’re just going in separate directions.”
 Fague, the drummer who’s so quiet I usually don’t notice him, nods. “That is the definition of done, Temp.”
 Kellin laughs, grabbing Fague’s shoulder. “Yeah, you’re probably right– but I’m glad it’s not me breaking up the band.”
 Temp pouts from where he is on the couch with Lindy snuggled into his lap. “Honestly, man, I’m getting enough trash from Bree.”
 “You are abandoning her,” Schmidt says as he crosses his arms.
 Temp points at him. “Don’t you say it.”
 Schmidt shrugs and concentrates on watching Fague’s next move on the table. “As long as you know what I’m thinking.”
 “She’s older than you. She’ll eat you alive,” Temp replies, and I look over at Kellin with my brow furrowed.
 “Schmidt has the hots for Temp’s sister,” he explains, and then nods to him. “Serves you right.”
 “Hey! She asked me for my number,” Temp says, throwing his hands up.
 Lindy shrugs. “Yeah, I kind of did.”
 “But you gave it to her,” Fague replies as he shoots the eight ball into the pocket and then smirks at Schmidt.
 “Because she said she wanted a tattoo!” Temp says, and his voice is exasperated.
 Kellin rubs his brow. “Really? And you believed that?”
 Temp sighs as Lindy stands.
 “There’s only one way to resolve this,” she says, nodding to the pool table.
 “Oh, I’ll kick his rear, babe, no worries,” Temp replies as he gets up and takes the pool stick Schmidt hands him.
 Fague hands his to Kellin and comes to sit next to me.
 “So what are you going to do?” I ask him as Temp and Kellin start their game.
 Fague shrugs. “Keep doing what I’ve been doing.”
 “Which is?” I ask.
 “Investment banking. The economy is coming back around, so I might actually get paid something decent soon,” he replies, and my jaw goes slack. He smirks. “Kell never told you I’m the one who helped get him that job as a teller at the bank?”
 “You’re an investment banker?” I ask as I look at his gauged ears, way too big beard and tattooed arms.
 “You’d be surprised how much a suit covers up,” he replies with a wink, and my eyes fall to his beard. “And this is totally acceptable as long as it’s well groomed and clean.”
 I blink a few times, and Temp nods over to us. “He keeps it clean like a prized show cat.”
  Fague strokes it with his hand and winks at me, and I swear I taste bile. I think I get why I didn’t talk to him before.
 “Don’t be a creep,” Kellin says to Fague. “Go get me a beer.”
 “Make that two,” Temp says as the drummer stands.
 “Schmidt?” Fague asks.
 “Seriously?” is his retort.
 Fague glances over at me and Kellin’s head turns slowly. “Sprite for the girls.”
 “Right,” Fague says, turning on his heels and pointing at the guys playing pool. “You guys like em’ young!”
 Schmidt smirks. “I like my women experienced.”
 “I’m going to kick your rear, man,” Temp says, and he goes to wack him with the pool stick, but Schmidt manages to duck.
 “And Schmidt, what are you going to do?” Lindy asks, yanking on his arm, so he sits down next to her and away from her boyfriend’s reach.
 “I’m like Fague; I got my trash figured out.”
 “And what’s that?” Temp asks, turning and leaning against the pool table with his arms crossed. “Mooching off your parents in their basement?”
 Schmidt takes the beer Fague offers him. “You’re a banker, is it smart to save money by living for free?”
 Fague chuckles as he pops his beer open. “Yeah, as long as the reason isn’t you’re a pansy-rear who paid too much for college, and you aren’t willing to get a job that pays less than a 100k because you’re…” He makes quotation marks with his hands. “Worth more than that.”
 Schmidt sinks back into his seat, and from the way he’s running his tongue against the inside of his cheek, I’m pretty sure Fague hit a nerve.
 Lindy nods over at me. “Ree is the only one of us who’s going to make it out without a pile of debt from BC.”
 Fague holds his beer up to my Sprite. “Good for you. When you’re rich, come to me.”
 “So what’s your degree in, anyway?” Lindy asks Schmidt, and this causes him to chug half his beer. She raises an eyebrow and looks over at her brother.
 Kellin chuckles. “Yeah, I’d say that’s another part of the problem.”
 “What does Plato have to say about that?” Temp asks with a smirk.
 Schmidt leans forward. “Your sister thinks I’m hot, man.”
 “My sister owns her house and business,” Temp says, leaning down, so he’s in his face. “Pretty sure her brain will tell her to run far far away from the philosopher.”
 Schmidt sits back, crossing his arms. “Speaking of which, don’t you live with her?”
 Temp tips his head back and laughs. “I pay rent, and now that I’m going to be working in Framingham, I’m moving into my own place.”
 “How does your sister feel about you abandoning her and the family business to go collaborate with the great West Brighton?” Schmidt shoots back, and Temp’s jaw goes tight.
 “She told me to go. It’s the opportunity of a lifetime,” Temp replies before he goes to take his next shot. He misses it completely.
 I lean over to Kellin and whisper, “Drama much?”
 Kellin’s eyebrows raise. “Now do you get why I said there’s no way we could tour together?”
 I laugh. “Yeah.”
 “And how do you feel about Temp moving away?” Schmidt asks, turning to Lindy.
 “He’ll stay at the house when he’s off work and Framingham isn’t that far away,” Lindy replies, standing and going to kiss Temp.
 Kellin tenses next to me, and I’m not sure if it’s because of the heated kiss or the fact Temp’s going to be staying when both Kellin and I will be in Cali in a few months. Kellin coughs, and Lindy pulls away blushing.
 Temp clears his throat. “Sorry, man.”
 Kellin pats him on the back as he makes his way around the table to take his shot.
 “That’s exactly why I’m glad I’m not going to be around during your honeymoon phase,” Kellin says as he drops down, takes his shot and stands with a smirk. “Oh, and I’ll just remind you again. If you break her heart, I’ll break your fingers.”
 “Fingers?” I ask.
 Temp inhales deeply and lets it out slowly. “Kind of hard to be an artist when your hands are messed up.”
 Schmidt chuckles, and Temp turns to him.
 “Nothing you can do to a philosopher,” Schmidt replies with a smirk.
 “Dude, she’ll be doing the breaking. I’m not worried,” Temp replies as he throws the pool stick to Lindy. “Girl’s choice?”
 Lindy looks down at the stick, and Kellin hands me his.
 “Do I have to?” Lindy asks as I toss the blue chalk at her and she dodges it, watching it fall to the floor and shatter.
 “Kellin?” I say, and he sighs.
 “Fine, I’ll let you kick my rear,” he replies, taking the pool stick from Lindy.
 “Let me?” I ask, blinking at him.
 “I have an idea!” Temp says as he pulls Lindy into his lap. “Let’s take bets.”
 I look over at Fague and then Lindy.
 “Reese and I bet she wins — if she does, Fague has to shave his cat,” Lindy says, reading my mind.
 “I’ll join that pool,” Kellin says as he chalks his stick.
 “You’re betting you’re going to lose?” Fague scoffs. “As if that’s not rigged.”
 “Okay,” Kellin says, holding the stick out to him. “Then you play her and if you lose you have to shave.”
 Fague looks me up and down. “I think I can handle her. I do kick all of you guys’ rears.”
 Kellin chuckles as he looks over at me, and then back to the drummer.
 “I can’t wait to see you without a beard, man.”





Chapter 31

I stare down at my backstage pass. I can’t believe we’re here in California, and we’re at a Kill Me Softly concert. I never really listened to them until Lindy went ballistic when she heard  Fallout was giving us passes to their last show before going to Europe. The music is different than Beneath the Tides Taking, and so is their stage presence. The guys are dynamic, funny and charismatic. There are bras all over the stage by the time the show ends and the singer; Joey is carried out in the arms of the drummer, Danny.
 “That was awesome,” Kellin says as we head to the area that will let us backstage.
 “Yeah, the crowd was really into it,” I reply as we follow the signs to where we’re meeting the band. We’re spending the night on the tour bus and then the day with them tomorrow. The label wants us shadowing a few different bands to get a feel for the different scenes each sub-genre of rock brings. Part of me wonders if they’re just trying to show Kellin exactly what he’s missing out on.
 Tonight, it’s thousands of adoring fans that know every lyric to every song.
 I chew the inside of my lip as I glance over at Kellin. His face is red, and his lips are pulled in a permanent smile. He’s really enjoying himself.
 “That was the best part,” Kellin says, and he runs his hands to the back of his head. “I mean they love them, and it’s obvious the guys are having so much fun. It’s so different than the small venues Beneath has always played. I wonder how it’s going to be with Makeshift next week.”
 Makeshift Chemistry is more along the lines of what Beneath the Tides Taking does — or did since the band is officially done.
 “Totally. I’ve always liked them,” I reply, but my voice is nowhere near as enthusiastic as it should be.
 Kellin’s brow furrows and the smile finally slips from his mouth. “You okay? You’ve seemed down ever since we got out of our meeting with the label.”
 “Yeah. I think it’s just jet lag.”
 I force a smile as he pushes open the door to the band’s room. The guys are gulping down water while a girl, only a little older than myself, looks through photos on a camera. The singer stands up and pulls Kellin into one of those one-handed handshake hugs that guys do.
 “You must be Kellin Lake,” Joey says, and he pushes his messy black hair back as he holds out his hand to me. “And Lindy. Joey Haze — front man for KMS.”
 “Nice to meet you,” Kellin says, and I nod with that forced smile.
 “That’s Aaron, bass; Zack, guitar — dude, put your clothes back on!” Joey begins, and he rolls his eyes at Zack who’s stripping off his skinny jeans to reveal just as soaked boxer briefs.
 “I’m disgusting!” Zack replies as he throws his pants at Joey, who manages to dodge them — but I don’t.
 My body tenses as the dirty things hit me in the face and fall to the floor. I blink once, and Kellin chuckles next to me. Zack grimaces and then proceeds to pout at me.
 “I’m so sorry–Lindy was it?” he says.
 “Yeah, no problem. I need a shower anyway,” I reply after I shoot Kellin a look with narrow eyes to stop him from laughing.
 “Don’t we all,” the girl says, standing and holding out her hand. “You get used to them after a while. I’m Sky — I manage the band and do some of their photography.”
 “You manage the band?” I ask, surprised by her age.
 She nods. “I also manage Makeshift. You’re going to be shadowing them next week, right?”
 “Yeah,” I reply, and she nods over her shoulder.
 “Oh, and that’s Danny — drummer,” she introduces the last member of the band, who gives us a shy smile.
 “So how did you get into managing bands?” I ask as Kellin and I sit on a loveseat.
 “I started as the photographer. Joey’s my brother, and he asked me to come on tour,” she replies, and Danny pulls her into his lap. I try to prevent my eyebrows from going up, but apparently, I don’t succeed because Sky laughs. “And Danny’s my boyfriend.”
 “That’s cool,” I reply, inhaling through my nose. Kellin is talking to Joey about being the front man of the band and what that involves. It sounds like he ends up doing a little bit more promo than the other guys because he will do solo singing with Zack or Aaron for radio interviews. Kellin keeps asking questions, and the knot in my stomach gets bigger and bigger.
 I shake my head to clear it before looking back at Sky. “So you stay on tour with the band all the time?”
 She nods. “Most band managers will remain on tour with their bands. I manage Makeshift remotely for the most part. We have video chats every day to review schedules and discuss any problems. I spend a lot of time booking promo and working on social media for both of the bands.”
 “Do you like it? It must get tiring being on tour all the time,” I ask.
 “It can get tiring, but the band is my family, so that makes it easier. We all grew up together, and we own houses in the same neighborhood here in Cali, so when we’re on break we’re together,” Sky says, and she smiles down at Danny when he pulls her closer.
 “How’s it being away from your wife?” I hear Kellin ask Joey, and I turn my head.
 Joey shrugs. “It’s hard — we just had our son, so it gets to me sometimes, but it’s worth it. Our fans count on us, and I do love what I do. We have a good support system with her friends and the neighborhood we live in has a mom club.”
 “Mom club?” I ask, and Joey laughs.
 “Yeah, I’m not sure what it is — pretty sure they all get together to complain about their husbands,” he replies, and he hands me his cell phone to show me a picture. “He’s three months old now.”
 “So you can have a normal life while being in a band?” Kellin asks, and I pull my lower lip into my mouth as I hand the cell phone back.
 “He’s precious,” I manage to say even though I feel like puking.
 “Normal is in the eye of the beholder,” Joey says as he stands. “We get a good chunk of the year off to spend with our families, which is great — but we also consider each other family. Well, some of us are. We should get to our signing then we can go to the bus and shower.”
 “It’s a miracle,” Sky says, smiling at her brother. “You reminding us of something we have to do.”
 “Ha ha,” Joey replies and as they head out the door Sky jumps on his back.
 “What about you guys,” Kellin says to Aaron and Zack. “Do you have girlfriends at home?”
 Zack has found some clean clothes, but I’m pretty sure from what I’ve seen that if he hadn’t, he would go to the signing in just his boxers.
 “Nah,” Zack says with a shrug. “I’m a free bird.”
 Aaron rolls his eyes. “Free bird my rear. You’d love to have a girlfriend.”
 “Then why don’t you have one?” I ask.
 Zack puts his arm around my shoulders and gives me a quizzical brow. “This life makes meeting chicks really hard.”
 “All the bras?” I say with my eyes wide.
 He chuckles. “That’s not the same thing as having a relationship.”
 “Ah,” I say with a nod. “You Aaron?”
 “Not at the moment. Just trying to concentrate on the band and I’m starting up a recording studio where I’ll do mixing while we’re not touring or working on new songs,” Aaron replies with a shrug. “Speaking of which, I’d love to mix something for your band, Kellin. I saw some videos you guys have online. I love that one that has the bands name in it.”
 “The band’s kind of taking a break,” Kellin says, and his eyes drop to his feet.
 Aaron thumps him on the back. “It happens. Most guys are in different bands before they end up with the ‘one.’ It’s like relationships. I’m sure you’ll find a fit that’s right for you. When you do, you know how to hit me up.”
 Kellin’s eyes come up to mine, and I swallow hard before looking away.
 “Thanks, man,” Kellin replies.
 He doesn’t say he’s not looking for another band.
 And I wonder if he’s really ready to give up this dream.





Chapter 32

I inhale through my nose as I stare at Kellin through the pane of glass that separates the studio from the control room. He has his eyes closed as he sings into the microphone, and a part of me wants to smile, while every other part of me feels cold. California is amazing, and it’s been great to meet so many amazing bands that he and I love. What isn’t great is the nausea rolling over me now as I watch him in the recording studio. Chris, the owner of the label, said this was just about giving us both the experience of all aspects of the music business, but to me, it’s feeling more and more like a way to convince Kellin he should be a musician and not the businessman behind the music. We’ve been shadowing bands for two weeks — going on their tour buses, hanging out at their shows, soundchecks and their signings and now we’re in a recording studio where Kellin is the one being recorded. I stretch my hands out in my lap as he slowly opens his eyes.
 “How was that?” he asks us, and all I can do is nod.
 “Amazing,” Chris says, and he turns to me. “It’s crazy that this is where this whole business started for me, in a crappy studio I made in my parent’s basement.”
 “Look at you now, a successful businessman,” I reply with a weak smile as Kellin comes in from the studio.
 Chris winks at me and looks up at Kell. “How do you like it?”
 Kellin runs his hands through his hair as he drops down on the couch behind us. He shakes his head, the smile still plastered on his face. His eyes find mine, and it slips a bit.
 “It’s fun,” he replies, but the words don’t match his tone.
 I bite my lip as guilt seeps into my veins, warming my face uncomfortably.
 “So what’s next?” I ask, swallowing hard.
 Chris leans back in his chair, making a steeple with his hands. “Time to mix the different tracks into one perfect song. It’s a shame we don’t have the rest of the band to record their parts.”
 Kellin leans forward on his knees, licking his lips. “Yeah, but it was pretty cool to be able to record the guitar and bass myself.”
 Chris shrugs, a smirk on his lips. “But a singer needs a band.”
 My feet slip from where they’re propped on the plastic wheels of my chair.
 “The guys all have careers,” I reply and my tone is way sharper than I want it to be. I clear my throat, rubbing my palms against my jeans. “So it would be hard.”
 Kellin chuckles. “Except for the philosopher.”
 “Which one is that?” Chris asks, and an eyebrow is raised.
 “Schmidt– the screamer,” I reply, and Chris nods, but his eyes seem to have faded with a thought.
 It’s a thought I don’t want to know.
 “Well,” Chris begins, signaling Kellin to come over with his hands. “Let’s get mixing, eh?”
 “I’m going to go see what Geoff is doing,” I reply, standing. “Probably more relevant to my internship than this.”
 Chris gives me a smile. “You can totally stay if you want. It’s important for you to understand everything that goes into the music you’re promoting.”
 I look down at my feet before sitting back down. Chris starts to explain the crazy equipment in front of us, and I try to concentrate because I know I should, but my head feels like it’s spinning. Chris’ words are jibberish to me, but Kellin’s brow is furrowed in concentration. When he smiles and laughs at something Chris says I do, too, but it makes the rock in my stomach sink further, and I know I need to say something to Kellin. Chris is skirting around the subject, but I know that Undertow is looking for a new singer. He keeps mentioning how good the band is despite their history with Jace Smith.
 I wonder if Chris knows Jace approached Beneath the Tides Taking, too and that’s why he’s so gungho on getting Kellin onboard. I shake my head, and a metallic taste fills my mouth. Kellin is good. Too good to be wasting away in some cube in a bank.
 I inhale, but the breath sticks in my throat and I feel like passing out.
 “Umm…I’m going to go to the ladies room,” I manage to force the words out before walking out of the room.
 When I get to the bathroom I put my hands on either side of the sink and fight the urge to splash water on my face. I know it will make my makeup run and Kellin is already suspicious. Every night he asks me if I’m enjoying myself, and every night I nod while my insides scream. Kellin should be a singer. I don’t know what’s holding him back from telling me. My eyes rise to the reflection in the mirror.
 Purple hair. Gray eyes. Cat-eyeliner and sad lips.
 Me. I’m the reason Kellin is holding back.
 It has to stop.
 ~~~
 Kellin twirls the CD case against the table, and his eyes come up to mine.
 “It’s cool that they let you design the cover,” he says leaning towards me and I nod.
 “It’s good graphic design experience. Way better than some of the stuff I’ve done in school. The assignments have always been so basic,” I reply.
 “Marketing really seems to fit you, especially the design part,” Kellin comments, and his smile is soft. He heaves a sigh. “I know you keep saying you’re enjoying yourself but it doesn’t feel like it. Tomorrow we should go see some sites.”
 I swallow hard, putting down the fork I’ve been using to make designs in my spaghetti noodles. “That sounds good.”
 “But?” Kellin asks, reaching across and squeezing my hand.
 I look up. “Being a musician fits you.”
 Kellin’s eyebrows knit as he shakes his head. “Where’s this coming from?”
 “That’s what Chris has been trying to show you.” I nod to the demo he’s been playing with. “I don’t think his office interns typically get to record their songs.”
 “Ree, the guys and I already called it quits,” he begins, and I cut him off with a shake of my head.
 “The other guys all have jobs– a stable life figured out,” I say, and Kellin’s lip twitches. “Except for Schmidt, but that’s not the point. I get why they don’t want this, but you can still have a shot. You could go sing in another band.”
 “I have a life with you,” Kellin says, but his eyes dart around the room, looking at anything but me.
 “I don’t want you to give up on being a musician because of me. I’ll be waiting for you no matter what– whether you’re managing a bank or traveling the world.”
 Kellin rubs his neck as his eyes drop from mine. “A part of me wants to be a musician, and another part of me thinks it’s unreasonable. I mean we’re adults now.”
 “Makeshift Chemistry and KMS are all adults,” I point out, and Kellin’s eyes come up to mine.
 “But they’re in established bands,” Kellin says. “You know how hard it would be to start from scratch.”
 “I don’t think you’d be starting from scratch,” I reply, standing and going over to him.
 He pulls me into his lap and puts his head in the crook of my shoulder. “Undertow?”
 “I’m pretty sure that’s what Chris is thinking,” I reply, and just as I do Kellin’s cell phone vibrates across the table.
 He spins it, and Chris’ name is on the screen.
 
  I’d like you to meet Undertow. Can you guys come out for a game of pool around 7?

 Kellin scoffs, and I turn, putting my arms around his neck.
 “It’s kind of your shooting star,” I say, and he shakes his head, pressing his forehead against mine.
 “No, that’s you, Reese.”
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