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      When Star Lively agrees to the outrageous plan of pretending to be her ex-step-cousin’s girlfriend for the week, she’s doing it for the free vacation and the chance to skip out on her own personal drama for a few days. No one at the Lake Brazos Resort knows that Star and Jackson used to be semi-related, so pretending to be his girlfriend is not a big deal, right?

      But when Star meets Bryson, the broody Brazos City local, she can’t take her eyes off him. If she can’t make it through the week as a convincing fake girlfriend, she’ll seriously ruin Jackson’s life. But if she doesn’t let Bryson know the truth, she’ll miss out on her perfect guy. As it turns out, fake dating can be a lot harder than real dating.
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      My new house smells like paint. It’s one of the features my parents loved about it—the fresh newly painted walls, the new bedroom carpeting, the sterile clean vibe of the whole place. They wanted a fresh start and they’re getting one in this house. We looked at a dozen houses before choosing this one and moving across the state. This three bedroom home on a half-acre lot is the best one. The only thing I’m not a fan of is the new paint smell. I hope it goes away soon.

      I step out into the hallway, my hand flying to the wall and hitting nothing. I guess I thought there’d be a light switch here. How am I supposed to see? I wander down until I reach the end of the hallway and I find the switch, turning it on to brighten this dark part of the second floor of my house. Turns out there is a light switch by my new bedroom door, but it’s on the opposite wall. Hmph. Whatever.

      I do like our new house. It’s newer and bigger than the house I grew up in. But I spent all seventeen years of my life in our old house. I knew that house. I’m still learning this house, and this whole city. I’m craving some fries right now but don’t even remember how to get to the McDonald’s we drove by on our way here this morning. Also I think I’m just grumpy for no reason because that’s who I am how. A girl with a broken heart who is always grumpy.

      Strike that. My heart isn’t broken anymore. I’m totally over it.

      Making my way down to the first floor, I stare at the boxes and furniture all piled around, waiting to be put in their new places. My parents went to the store to get some random things we need and couldn’t find in boxes, like a broom and trash bags. While they’re gone, I sit on the couch and pull up the map on my phone, trying to get a feel for my new town, Brazos City. I find the McDonald’s after scrolling around a bit, and in my mind, I try to figure out the best route to take. I know I could have GPS tell me, but I like figuring out these things.

      Next, I find my new high school and picture the route I’ll drive to get there next week. We moved in the middle of the school year, the week before the November Thanksgiving break. Both of my parents are teachers, so it’s extremely weird that we moved in the middle of the school year. It’s highly unusual for teachers to bail in the middle of the year, but my mom’s old college roommate told her that Brazos Junior High was hiring and that the district just gave teachers a huge pay raise. My parents couldn’t say no. Dad said it was a fifteen percent pay raise for each of them plus better benefits. Who could say no to that? So both Mom and Dad applied, got hired, and we moved, right in the middle of the school year.

      The best part of this spontaneous move isn’t the bump in my parents’ paychecks. The best part is that I’m finally free. I’m hours away from Shaylee and Jon and I never have to think about them again. Of course, now that I’ve thought their names, I’m once again thinking about them. I take a deep breath, the kind meditation apps tell you to take, the kind of breath that’s supposed to make you feel better. I lean back against the couch, staring at the ceiling, and I breathe. It only helps a little.

      Jon was my first boyfriend. We were together for five years. Yep, we started dating, if you can call it that, when we were in seventh grade. Back then all we did was hold hands in the hallways and text each other goodnight every night, but still. He was my boyfriend. He was tall and nerdy, but in a cute way. He had light brown hair that was so soft it made me jealous of my dark, unruly hair. We grew up together. We learned how to drive together.  We were each other’s first kiss. First date. I cared about him. I even thought I loved him. Everyone said we were the cutest couple at Cypress High.

      I loved Shaylee, too. She moved to our school when we were freshman, but she and I became quick friends because we shared a love of murder mysteries and true crime podcasts. She dated a few guys but none of them ever lasted long, and she never really talked about any guys she liked. My other friends constantly talked about guys like they were into, but not Shaylee. I guess I just assumed she didn’t care about guys as much as everyone else does. She was fun and happy and adventurous all on her own.

      And then one day…

      My chest hurts just thinking about it.

      I stand up and pace around the living room, which is hard to do because boxes are everywhere. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes. It’s been eight months already so why am I still thinking about those two jerks? They betrayed me. They should be the ones suffering right now, not me. I had opened my life up to Shaylee and I never even realized she was stealing my boyfriend until it was too late. I lost my boyfriend and my best friend in one day. Then I had to see them together for the next eight months.

      Ugh.

      Don’t cry, Star. Don’t.

      I jump at the sound of my dad’s truck pulling into the driveway. I weave between boxes and rush back upstairs. My parents haven’t seen me cry since that first week after Jon and I broke up. They were worried about me, and I hate them being worried about me, so I pretended like everything was fine. But the truth is, it’s not fine. It hasn’t been fine. Living in my old town and going to school every day was a complete nightmare. I had to walk around with blinders on, pretending I couldn’t see Jon and Shaylee every time I happened to cross paths with them. It was hell. And now, it’s over.

      I live hours away now. I’ll be going to a new school. I’ll never have to see them again.

      My parent’s new jobs might be a blessing to them, but it’s a lifesaver to me. I can move on and forget all about those traitors who ruined my life last year.

      I am still a little nervous about attending a whole new school in the middle of my senior year. I’ll have to make new friends and hope the schoolwork isn’t too hard, but it’s only for half a year. Then I’ll graduate and I’ll be able to grow up and move on and never, ever, ever, think about Jon or Shaylee ever again.

      I wipe tears from my cheeks and look around my room. It’s bigger than my old room and it has a huge walk-in closet. My window looks out into the back yard, but since my room is upstairs, I can see pretty far behind our yard. Right now, a couple of teenagers are walking a dog in the grassy area behind the houses. They look about my age. I feel a little guilty as I stand here and watch them quickly kiss while walking. I back away from the window so as not to eavesdrop on their private moment.

      “Star?” Mom calls out, her voice sounding far away.

      “In my room!” I call back. It’ll be weird getting used to having a two-story house.

      I hear the sound of her footsteps coming up the stairs and I rush to wipe off any remaining tears from my cheeks. I smile when she enters.

      “Brought us coffee,” she says, holding out a Starbucks cup for me.

      “You’re the best,” I say, flashing her my fake smile. I’ve gotten really good at pretending to not be heartbroken over the past eight months.

      Mom sips her own iced coffee while she gazes around my room. “You haven’t unpacked anything,” she says with a frown.

      I want to object but I know she’s right. “I thought about unpacking,” I say as if thinking about something is the same thing as actually doing the work.

      She rolls her eyes. “Honey, you need to unpack. Start with your closet.”

      I sigh and plop down on my bed, which is just a frame and a bare mattress I haven’t bothered to put sheets on yet. “I have all week to do that.”

      “No, you don’t,” she says, giving me that stern look she usually reserves for her students. “This coming week is Thanksgiving vacation, so you should use your time to relax and get ready to start a new school. You can’t be very relaxed in a crowded, messy room.”

      I sigh. “Okay. I’ll unpack.”

      She smiles. “Good.”

      As soon as she leaves, I heave a big sigh and fall back on my bed. I don’t feel like unpacking. I have all week to do it.

      My phone rings, startling me. Usually my parents are the only people who call me now that I’m friendless and boyfriendless. The name on the caller ID surprises me as well. It’s Jackson, my ex-step-cousin.

      “Hello?”

      “Heyyy, Star,” Jackson says. “I have a huge, gigantic, hugely huge favor to ask you.”

      I lift an eyebrow. Jackson and I were only related (by marriage) for a couple of years, but we’ve always been friends. “What is it?” I ask.

      “Well…” He pauses. Then he takes a deep breath.

      “What is it?” I ask again, curiosity making me impatient.

      “Guess I’ll just spit it out.”

      “Please do,” I say.

      “Well… um… I need you to be my girlfriend.”
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      Is it possible to love something as much as you hate it? Because that’s how I feel about Thanksgiving break. I love getting a week off school because senior year is boring and tedious and I’m sick of it. But I hate this week too, because I hate working at Lake Brazos Resort. But I also love working there, because the week of Thanksgiving is the week I get to work ten hour shifts every single day, making my paycheck quadruple how much it usually is during a regular school week.

      I have a hate/love relationship with this holiday, I guess you could say.

      Working at the resort pays better than any other part time gig in the area, which is why I keep coming back every year even though I can’t stand the guests. The resort is a two hundred acre Texas paradise set in the hill country, which is the most beautiful part of the state, if you ask me. The hotel rooms are luxurious and clean, but most guests don’t stay in their rooms much because we have a lot to do. From firepits under the stars to hiking trails, golf, a spa, horse riding, swimming, and the three on-site restaurants, there’s something for everyone at Lake Brazos Resort.

      Unfortunately, only the stuck up snobs tend to visit us during Thanksgiving break. All staff have to be on their best behavior because one bad review from one of the richie-rich guests will have you out of a job before you know it. I’m sure my friends wouldn’t even recognize me at work. At home, I’m my regular, quiet, slightly rule-breaking self.

      At work, I have excellent posture, great manners, and say things like, “Yes, Sir,” and “Wonderful choice, Ma’am.”

      Hey, don’t judge me. I do it for the tips.

      Thanks to this job, I’ll be able to send myself to school since my parents can’t afford it. And even better, after this week of working overtime and collecting (hopefully good) tips, I’ll be able to fix my mom’s car as a surprise early Christmas present. I have the best parents ever, but they’re not too lucky in the financial department, so I’m hoping to help them out.

      I just have to stick it out, graduate high school in the top ten percent of my class, and get a good degree. Then I can get a good job and take care of them the way they’ve always taken care of me and my little sister. For now, I’ll go to work and get treated like some low level servant by all the rich people because it’s worth the effort to know I’m going to do something great with my life.

      And when I’m older, and I have money to go on vacations, I’ll treat the staff with the respect they deserve.

      I kick off my shoes as soon as I get home and head to the shower, cranking the water as hot as it gets. It’s Saturday night and I just got home from work. Tomorrow is when most of the seasonal guests arrive for a week of luxury leading up to our famous annual Thanksgiving Feast. I’ll have to get to work at nine in the morning and work until probably midnight, but for now, I’m free.

      I shower until the hot water runs out and then I head to my room and turn on Netflix. All my friends are out doing stuff tonight since it’s the weekend, but I’m too tired to bother with any of that. Plus, going out with my friends just reminds me of how single I am. All my friends have girlfriends. And they bring their girlfriends everywhere. I don’t mind them, but I also can’t stand being the only pathetic single guy in a group of people. Not that anyone knows how much I hate it. I prefer to live my life as this casual guy who doesn’t care about anything. It’s just easier this way.

      A soft tap on my bedroom door makes me turn around. “Yeah?” I say.

      My mom opens the door slowly, wearing her favorite Mickey Mouse pajamas. Her long black hair is balled up on top of her head. “Hi, son,” she says, smiling at me. “How was work?”

      “Better than it’ll be tomorrow,” I say with a snort as I pause the TV.

      “I wish you wouldn’t work so much.” She walks into my room and sits on the bed, giving me that look she’s been giving me lately. I think it’s one of those looks where she realized I’m all grown up now and she can’t believe I’m not still a five year old kid. But maybe I’m imagining things. Maybe she’s just looking at me normally.

      “I like work,” I say. “I will earn a ton of money this week.”

      “Yeah, but you’re so young. You have your whole life to work.”

      I know she’s thinking about Dad, who recently threw out his back working his construction job. It’s so bad he might have to retire early, and they’re both really stressed about it because it’s not like we’re swimming in cash like the guests at the resort. Nope, we’re just regular working class people.

      “I’m young and healthy,” I say, flexing my arm muscles like I’m some kind of body builder. I do have more muscles lately since I spend my breaks in the gym at work, but I’m being silly on purpose and it makes her laugh. “Trust me, Mom, I can handle the work. I like working.”

      She presses her lips together then reaches out and squeezes my hand. “You just spend all your time at school or work. I want you to have fun.”

      “I’ll have fun when I’m out of college and have a great career and money to spend on fun things,” I say.

      “You should have fun now.”

      “I’ll watch TV. That’s fun.”

      Mom rolls her eyes. “You’re so handsome, sweetheart.”

      Oh no. I know where this is going. “Mom—” I groan.

      She holds up her hands. “I know, I know. You don’t care about dating,” she says, mocking me with the words I’ve told her a million times. “You should have a girlfriend, though. It would be good for you.”

      “So what if I get a girlfriend and she cheats on me and breaks my heart?” I say, mostly joking, but a little bit serious.

      Mom rolls her eyes. “If you find a good enough girlfriend, that won’t happen.”

      “Never say never,” I say.

      Mom and Dad met in high school and have been together ever since. They’re so adorable together and it’s a bit sickening. “Not everyone is like you and Dad,” I say.

      “You deserve a sweet girl,” Mom says, squeezing my hand again. “I worry that you keep yourself so closed off you’re just going to miss the perfect girl when she comes around.”

      Her words hit me somewhere deep down. Probably because she’s right. But I don’t have time for a girlfriend. All the girls at school are so… not for me. They’re vapid and obsessed with their phones and totally not the type of girl I’d want as a girlfriend. But I’m not about to get into some detailed conversation about my love life with my mom, so I just nod.

      “I’ll keep myself open to a girlfriend,” I say just to appease her.

      “Good,” she says, standing up. “You are smart and handsome and a total catch. Just like your dad. You deserve happiness.”

      “I am happy.”

      Mom snorts. “Don’t lie to your mother, son. It never works.”
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      “Your what?”

      My mouth hangs open in stunned silence, unable to process what I just heard. I even look at my phone real quick to make sure it was actually Jackson calling, not someone else that I mistook for Jackson.

      “Sorry,” Jackson says with a little chuckle. “I should have been more specific… I need you to be my fake girlfriend.”

      Relief floods over me. If he—of all people—had wanted a serious relationship with me, I would have been a little… well… grossed out. “Why?”

      “It’s kind of stupid, really… but I finally made the Varsity baseball team this year and it’s been really hard making friends with all these guys. They’ve been hassling me for being the only single guy on the team and I finally just lied and said I had a girlfriend who lived in Brazos City.”

      “That is so lame.” I open a box of clothing and start unloading everything into my new closet. “You don’t have to lie to make friends, dude.”

      “Yeah, I did. I know it’s dumb but I had to.  And now they’re expecting my girlfriend to be a real, live person.”

      “So what, am I supposed to answer the phone when your friends call to verify that I exist or something?”

      “Not exactly…”

      “So what do you want me to do?” I grab more clothes and toss them on my bed to be sorted since they all fell off the hangers when I quickly shoved them into boxes last week.

      “The whole team is spending next week at the Lake Brazos Resort for Thanksgiving. I kind of told them my girlfriend would be there with me.”

      “A resort? That sounds expensive.”

      “It is, but my mom is paying for it. She got a three bedroom suite so you would have your own room. Then you just act like my girlfriend in front of the guys and in a few weeks or something, I’ll say we broke up. We don’t even go to the same school so they’ll never know.”

      “Jackson, that’s so gross. We’re kind of related!”

      “Not really,” he says, all matter-of-factly, like he thought about this a long time before finally getting the courage to call and ask me. “We’re not blood-related. And no one knows, so it won’t matter.”

      “But… I will know.”

      “Please, Star? Please, please do this for me. I’ll owe you big time.”

      “You don’t know any other girls to be your fake girlfriend for a week? Or, I don’t know, maybe someone can be your real girlfriend?”

      “No,” Jackson says with a sigh. “I’m too awkward around girls I like. Even as a Varsity player, I’ve got no game at all.”

      I actually feel bad for him. Jackson is a nice guy and a good athlete. He’s also really nerdy and loves things like Star Wars and Dungeons and Dragons. I think it’s the nerdy part of his personality that makes it hard for him to find a girlfriend. He’s not bad looking, if I think about it objectively. He’s athletic, so he’s in shape. He has tanned skin and light brown hair and looks perfectly normal. But in my mind, Jackson is my cousin, so ewwww.

      My aunt married Jackson’s dad when we were five years old, so he became my aunt’s step-son and my step-cousin. Then, ten years later, my aunt and uncle divorced and Jackson became my ex-step-cousin. So while he’s right about us not being actually related, I’ll still always think of him as my cousin. We’re still friends and we still talk and see each other for holidays sometimes because my aunt and his dad’s side of the family are still friends.

      In my head, Jackson is my family. Not boyfriend material. Not even fake boyfriend material.

      “What if I tried to find you a real girlfriend?” I offer as a way to get out of this.

      “Think you can find me a girlfriend in twenty four hours who will want to stay at a hotel with me?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, probably not.”

      “Please, Star. I’ll do anything.”

      No way. There’s no way I’m doing this. But I can also hear the desperation in his voice, and I just can’t break it to him yet, so I lie. “Let me think about it.”

      “Okay, but we’re leaving tomorrow. I told my mom I invited you, so kind of need to know by tomorrow what your answer is.”

      “Does your mom know you want me to be your fake girlfriend?”

      “No way,” he says with a chuckle. “She’d think I’m insane.”

      “So I have to be your fake girlfriend round your friends but your sorta-cousin around your mom?”

      “Yep,” he says. “Totally easy, right?”

      I laugh. “Jackson! This plan is crazy.”

      “I know, but I’m desperate. Please just think about it.”

      I take a deep breath. “What’s the place called?”

      “Lake Brazos Resort. It’s just one week and then we can go on with our lives and forget it ever happened and you would have totally saved me in front of the team.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say even though I don’t want to think about it. I’m not going to pretend to be his girlfriend. That’s just way too weird.

      “Thanks,” he says. “Seriously you’re the best.”

      After we hang up, I find my laptop under a pile of laundry and search for the resort’s website. I’ll admit, it looks pretty amazing. It’s fancy and expensive and has a lot of things to do. It’s only about forty-five minutes away from my new house. I pull up the weather app on my phone because while it’s November, Texas weather is never predictable. The forecast says it’s going to be mild weather all week. Not a rain cloud in sight. That means I could go hiking or swimming and enjoy all the resort has to offer. I read through a bunch of reviews that people have written for the resort, and they all have nice things to say.

      I’m already stressed about starting a new school after next week so a vacation at a fancy resort might be exactly what I need. I wonder how hard it would be to talk my parents into letting me go…

      Oh crap. Am I actually going to do this? The vacation part of it sounds fun. It’s the pretending to be Jackson’s girlfriend part I can’t quite wrap my head around. Jackson is family, so I can’t even imagine considering him as anything other than my cousin. I’ve never thought of myself as an actor, so do I even have the acting skills to pull this off?

      I close my computer and finish hanging up all of my clothes in the closet. It gives me time to think, to weigh the pros and cons of what I’m about to do. On one hand, I’d have to pretend to be his girlfriend, but on the other hand… the resort looks like so much fun.

      An hour goes by. I think I’ve made up my mind. I call Jackson and he answers on the first ring.

      “Please have good news.”

      “It’s already paid for, right?” I ask. “Because I don’t have any money and I doubt my parents would give me any.”

      “My mom already paid for the week,” Jackson says. “And you’d get your own room.” There’s an eagerness in his voice which makes me feel even more guilty. Am I actually considering this?

      “I’ll buy your food,” he says. “I’ll pay for everything.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Oh my god, thank you, Star. Seriously, you’re best.”

      “Wait,” I say as I scroll through the resort’s website again on my laptop. “How exactly are we doing this? We should, like, coordinate our relationship story so it seems real. Also, I’m not going to kiss you in public.”

      “No kissing,” he agrees. “But what about hand holding?”

      I cringe, but… it is a free vacation at a nice resort. That’s worth being a little awkward with my ex-step-cousin…Right? “Okay, I’ll hold your hand.”

      “We should have pet names for each other.”

      “Ew!” I gag.

      He laughs. “Trust me, I don’t like it either but we have to be convincing.”

      I groan and try to picture the resort’s huge pool and hot tub. This will be worth it. “Fine, I’ll call you… babe?”

      “That’s pretty boring, but okay. I’ll call you Starry.”

      “Starry? I think I just threw up in my mouth a little.”

      “Yeah, like Starry Night. I don’t know, it sounds romantic to me.”

      “How is that a pet name?” I ask, shuddering at the idea of my semi-cousin calling me Starry.

      “I don’t know. I’m bad at this boyfriend stuff. What did Jon call you?”

      Just like that, my heart shoots up to the back of my throat. Pain erupts through my chest. I know exactly what Jon called me when I was his girlfriend. But I can’t bear to say it out loud.

      The silence stretches on a few minutes and then Jackson says, “Oh crap, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were still…”

      “No, I’m fine,” I lie. “I’m totally over him. You can call me Starry. Who cares, it’s all fake anyway.”

      “Okay, you’ll be Starry and I’ll be Babe. We’ve been dating for three months and we met when I fixed your flat tire on the side of the road.”

      “So you’re a chivalrous gentleman?” I say, committing his made up relationship story to my mind. “I was stranded on the side of the road and you saved me?”

      “Yep,” he says. “At least, that’s what I told the guys.”

      I laugh at the idea of Jackson sitting around a bunch of varsity baseball players and making up this story of how he met a girl who doesn’t even exist. Making fun of Jackson helps ease the pain in my chest a bit. “And then what happened?”

      “I asked you on a date, and you said yes.”

      I snort. “Very romantic.”

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow around nine in the morning. Even if the guys aren’t around us, we should still like, smile at each other and stuff, and pretend we’re dating in case someone is watching and we don’t know it.”

      “Got it,” I say. “I will be an amazing fake girlfriend.”

      “You’re the best. I owe you, big time.”

      “Yes, you do,” I say with a grin. We end the call and I still can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Crap. I just realized I’ve planned an entire vacation without even getting my parents’ permission first. Maybe I should have done that before committing to being Jackson’s fake girlfriend. I stand up and start rushing to unpack everything in my room. If I can get my room looking halfway decent, my parents won’t have a reason to say no.

      I swallow hard and try to shrug off the remaining bits of heartache that cling to my chest.  Tomorrow is a new day, a day that’s far, far away from my cheating ex-boyfriend. Maybe a vacation and a fake boyfriend is exactly what I need to get over Jon once and for all.
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      I try to hold back a yawn but it doesn’t work. I’m already exhausted and there’s still a whole week left of long work hours and fake smiles at guests. I wish I could get some coffee but it’s too late for that because the first guests are already driving up the resort’s long, winding entrance. I stand at the front doors, hands clasped together, shoulders back, just the way we’re taught to stand. Resort staff aren’t allowed to look lazy or bored.

      “Man, why do you look so good in this stupid outfit?” My coworker Lee says, tugging on his black blazer sleeves. “I look like some zombie regurgitated from the dead.”

      I lift a brow. Lee has been studying for his SATs during his breaks but I’m not so sure he’s mastered the vocabulary yet. “Regurgitated?”

      “Whatever, man. You know what I mean.”

      I glance over at my coworker. He’s a year younger than I am but he goes to a neighboring school so I wouldn’t have known him if we didn’t work together. Lee has a bit more weight on him than I do, but that’s not why he looks bad in his work uniform. “Maybe if you ironed your suit and actually washed it every now and then, you’d look better.”

      “Iron?” He scoffs. “I’m a man, I don’t iron.”

      “And what am I?” I snap. If he wants to question my manhood, I’d be happy to kick his ass right here in front of the hotel.

      “You have a loving mother who does that stuff for you,” he says, running a hand through his hair, which is also unkept and greasy, from the looks of it. “My mom hates me and makes me do all my own laundry.”

      If our boss sees him looking this frumpy on day one of Thanksgiving week, he’ll get written up. Normally, I’d be amused to see Lee get in trouble for not taking his job seriously, but I also don’t want him fired. He may take this job more lightly than I do, but we have a lot of work to do this week. I need his help if I’m going to make it through the busy holiday.

      “Dude, my mom doesn’t do my laundry.”

      His eyes widen. “You seriously iron your own clothes?”

      I give him a look that says duh. My mom is a saint. I would never ask her to iron my work uniforms.

      A silver Mercedes rolls to a stop at the front entrance and a middle-aged man and his wife—who is half his age—step out. The man hands me the keys.

      “Welcome to Lake Brazos Resort,” I say, being a hundred percent more professional than I was when talking to Lee a few seconds ago.

      “Thanks, kid.” He reaches for his wife’s hand and they slip into the resort while Lee takes their suitcases from the trunk. When he’s done, I climb inside the luxury car, inhaling the scent of the leather seats as I drive it away. Lee and I are just two of the dozen employees responsible for checking in the guests when they arrive. We all have to work in pairs. One person carries in the guests’ bags and one person valet parks their car. Lee and I trade off so that we don’t get bored of doing the same thing all day. One cool perk of this job is getting to drive expensive cars I’d otherwise never set foot in. Too bad I can’t drive them faster than ten miles an hour.

      After parking the Mercedes, I jog back to the front and Lee and I tackle the arriving guests one by one. Some are regulars who visit us several times a year. The regulars usually remember me and give me bigger tips because of how well I treated them last time. Those people are cool with me. It’s the mega-wealthy guests I can’t stand. Some people are so rich they think everyone else is below them, no better than gum stuck to the bottom of their shoe.

      Those people suck.

      When we get a short break, I grab a water bottle from the break room, chug it all then toss it into the recycle bin. I check my watch. It’s only been two hours and I’ve been moving nonstop.

      “I think there’s even more guests than usual this year,” I tell Lee who is on his second water bottle. A bead of sweat rolls down his forehead. He nods.

      “Yeah, for sure. We’re usually not this busy.”

      His suit is somehow even more frumpy looking after only two hours. I give myself a look over in the bathroom mirror, grateful to see that my suit is still crisp. My hair, black and longer than my parents approve of, still looks good. I have to gel it backwards to keep up with company standards. Sometimes people say I look like Loki from The Avengers with my hair like this. But I’m not as pale and lanky as that dude, so whatever.

      As soon as I walk back outside, Teddy, one of our valets, flags me down.

      “Dude, I have to piss so bad,” he says, grabbing my arm. “Will you take this one for me? Room 1552.”

      “Sure.” I commit the room to memory and head over to the door to look for the new guests, only there’s just one girl standing there, a purple rolling suitcase at her side. I can only see her from the back, so when she turns around I’m surprised to realize she’s about my age. Most people who arrive alone are older.

      “Hello,” I say, flashing her a smile. I try hard to keep myself in check. Yeah, she’s adorable with her shoulder length black hair and bangs that make her look like a movie star. Her eyes are a mesmerizing greenish-hazel.

      She’s quite possibly the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      She’s also a guest, staying in one of the most expensive suites. I take a breath and remind myself she’s probably some stuck up rich girl.

      “Welcome to Lake Brazos Resort. May I take your luggage?”

      She looks down at the suitcase by her side. “Oh. Um, that’s okay, I got it.”

      “I believe I must insist,” I say, reaching for the handle.

      “Well… if you insist.” She grins.

      “I do.” There’s something in that grin that doesn’t immediately scream stuck up rich brat, but I’m not holding my breath. I’ve been tricked before by other girls who weren’t even half as pretty.

      “Is there anyone else in your party today?”

      “No,” she says, heaving a sigh. “My family is arriving later. They had car trouble.”

      “Okay.” I roll her suitcase forward. “Follow me to your room.”

      I’ve made a million trips from the front door, through the halls, up the elevators, and to guests’ room before. Maybe even two million trips. But this one is different. This girl is different.

      She radiates next to me, her mere presence tugging at every single one of my heartstrings. I don’t even know anything about her, and here I am desperately wishing we were deep in conversation. Maybe it’s just how freaking adorable she is that’s getting my knees weak and my stomach twisted into knots. I walk straighter.

      “Did you travel far?” I ask. It’s one of the many pre-approved questions management gives us for making polite conversation with the guests.

      “Not really,” she says. “I just moved all the way across the state last week, but getting here from my new house wasn’t that far.”

      “That’s good,” I say. “Is this your first time visiting the resort?”

      “It’s my first time visiting anything like this.” She gazes up in awe when we step into the elevator. It’s bigger than most elevators and completely covered in shiny gold metal with intricate wallpaper designs on the walls. If not for the numbered buttons on one wall, you might not realize you’re in an elevator.

      “This place is insane,” she says, running her fingers over the flocked wallpaper. “Looks like only rich people can afford to come here.”

      I chuckle, not trusting myself to say anything else. I can’t even whisper a word of negativity toward our guests or I’ll be fired in a heartbeat. For all I know she could be a plant—some pretend guest sent in from corporate to sneakily check on us and report if we aren’t being the best employees ever. The thought of this gorgeous girl trying to make me mess up and get fired sends a pain through my stomach. I need to be careful around her.

      The elevator dings and I motion for her to get off first. “It’s straight to your left, ma’am.”

      “Eww, I’m too young to be a ma’am,” she says with a flirty grin that makes my head spin. “Just call me Star.”

      “As you wish,” I say, cringing on the inside. As you wish? What is this, some romance movie from the eighties? Ugh, Bryson. Get it together.

      I can’t go losing my head—or job—over this beautiful girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            STAR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Oh my gosh. Talk about hot. That guy was nothing like any of the guys at my old school. He’s tall and sexy and dressed like some kind of movie villain in that black suit. (I mean that in the best way.) I can’t believe I was a total fool in front of him, telling him to hold on while I dug through my purse for cash because the guys who bring your bags to your hotel room are the kind of guys you tip.

      Only he didn’t let me tip him. He just flashed me that drop-dead-gorgeous smile of his and then left me standing here like a total dweeb in this hotel room. I’m so stunned by how one hot guy can turn me into a pathetic pile of mush. It takes me a while to snap back to reality and look around the hotel room.

      It takes me even longer to remember I’m mad at my cousin, who left me to catch an Uber to the resort because he forgot he had one final baseball practice this morning before his Thanksgiving break kicked in. His mom is supposed to be arriving later in the day, so for now, I’m all alone in this huge three bedroom hotel suite.

      I take a look around. Everything about this suite is luxurious. It even smells luxurious. I can’t even figure out what the smell is, because it’s nothing like the cheap lavender air fresheners we have at my house. This is a fancy people smell. I breathe in deep and wander around, scared to touch anything.

      Our hotel door opens into a living room area with a small kitchen and bar. The carpeting is plush and sinks through my toes after I kick off my sandals. There are leather couches and modern artwork on the walls. There’s even a fireplace in here. Across the living room is a large set of sliding glass doors that open onto the balcony, which looks out at the vast sloping hill country. We don’t have a pool view from this part of the hotel, but our natural view of the forest might even be better.

      The first bedroom I look into is obviously the master room since it’s freaking huge. That’ll be for Jackson’s mom, so I don’t poke around in there. On the other side of the shared living space is two more bedrooms, each with their own bathroom. They’re about the same, so I choose the one with a window that overlooks the forest and drop my suitcase at the foot of the bed to claim it.

      Just like at my house, I have no desire to unpack my stuff any time soon, so I leave my suitcase right where it is. I try out the bed, which is huge and has soft sheets and pillows, and then I peak into the bathroom which has marble countertops and the type of shower I’ve only seen in fancy home magazines. This place is nice. I can’t even imagine what it costs, but I’m glad to be here for a whole week. Moving to our new house was stressful, but now I can just relax and try to forget all about the ex-boyfriend-who-shall-not-be-named.

      Despite my best efforts, my heart hurts a little at the thought of my ex. I need to forget him. I stand up, stretch my arms over my head, and text Jackson.

      
        
        Me: what’s your ETA?

        Jackson: Maybe 2 hours-ish? You doing okay?

        Me: yep. This place rocks.

        Jackson: cool cool

      

      

      I shove my hotel room key card in my back pocket and venture out into the hallway. I’d rather not waste my time watching TV when there’s so much to see and do here at the resort. I make my way back to the elevator, remembering how nervous I was to stand next to that hot bellboy just a few minutes ago. The hallways are alive with guests coming and going, but I don’t see the bellboy, just a couple other employees dressed in the same uniform. They don’t make it look nearly as good.

      I wander all the way to the top floor where they have a rooftop swimming pool, bar, and lounge area. I stupidly left my money down in the hotel room so I can’t buy anything to snack on. Plus, I don’t want to spend my own money since Jackson promised to pay for all my food. Until summer rolls around and my parents allow me to get a job, I’m pretty broke.

      After taking a few selfies on the roof, I make my way back down to the third floor which has the gym and spa. Everything is so fancy though, I don’t really feel like I belong here so I go back to the elevator and go down to the ground floor. There are three restaurants on site down here as well as a gift shop and all kinds of stuff that’s hard to see over the bustling new arrival of guests.

      I slip outside into the crisp autumn air and start walking down the first trail I find. It branches off to the left and right. I choose the right, which is the opposite direction of the main resort. Soon, I’m walking down a winding sidewalk that leads me to one of several outdoor firepits. They’re all massive round stone firepits that are gas powered, with pretty glass stones in the middle. Six brightly painted chairs surround each firepit, and they’re spaced out enough across the grounds to give each group some privacy. Right now, they’re all empty. I guess people don’t care to sit around a fire at noon on a Sunday, but I do.

      I read the instructions on the side of the stone firepit and get my fire turned on easily. Then I sit in a pink chair and kick back, looking for shapes in the clouds overhead. It’s peaceful, and a little bit boring, but it’s better than being back at home surrounded by boxes.

      “Having a good time?”

      The voice startles me. I jump, looking over at the same bellboy from earlier. He’s somehow managed to get even cuter, and I’m not sure how that’s possible. He stands here with his hands in his pockets, squinting slightly at me from the sun.

      “Kind of,” I say, sitting up. “It’s a little lonely.”

      “Your family isn’t here yet?”

      I shake my head. It’s weird calling Jackson and his mom family, but what else am I supposed to say? My ex-step cousin and his mom who I’ve only barely met because it’s his dad who was briefly married to my aunt? Yeah, no. The next words that come out of my mouth shock and surprise me. “You can join me if you want.”

      I am not the kind of girl who just boldly flirts with guys, but here I am asking a super cute guy to sit next to me.

      He looks at his watch. “I have seven minutes until my break is over.”

      “I only need thirty seconds to bore you to death, so…”

      He laughs as he moves to take a seat in the chair next to mine. “I highly doubt that.”

      The wind blows, carrying with it the scent of his cologne. It’s woodsy and fresh; definitely the kind of smell I could snuggle up next to for hours. My cheeks warm at the thought. And now I realize this guy, whose name I don’t even know, is watching me, expecting some kind of conversation.

      “I’m Star,” I say.

      “I know.” He flashes me a smile. “You’re Star, not ma’am.”

      Oh. Right. I already told him my name. My cheeks feel even hotter now.

      “I’m Bryson,” he says, giving me a name to go with his face. “But most guests just call me ‘hey you’, so that works too.”

      I snort. “People can be so rude. I had this teacher last year who refused to learn anyone’s names. He just pointed at us when he wanted to talk to us.”

      My voice catches in my throat when I realize I’m rambling. Suddenly I need something very cool and sexy to say so he doesn’t write me off as a lame dork. But I’m fresh out of words.

      My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Jackson.

      
        
        Jackson: I’m here. Where are you??

      

      

      “Crap,” I say, standing up. “I have to go. Family just got here and they’re wondering where I am.”

      Bryson stands up, too, holding out a hand for me to go first. “Let me know if you need anything this week,” he says. “You can press zero on your room phone and ask for me.”

      I bite my lip. Of course he’s just being professional—he’s clearly not into me at all.

      “Sure,” I say. “Thank you.”
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      When I get home from work I’m exhausted and starving, but still in a pretty good mood. I only saw her twice but she’s been in my mind all day. This beautiful, funny girl who I’ll probably never see again after this week. It is not like me to get an instant crush like this. Hopefully I come to my senses soon.

      My parents are asleep judging by the darkened house, so I quietly make my way to the kitchen. Inside the fridge is a plate with foil wrapped over it and a note with my name on it. Mom saved me some of her lasagna. Despite all the stress in her life, she still saves me dinner. She’s the best.

      I microwave the food then sit alone in the dark at the kitchen table while I eat and scroll through my phone. I try searching for Star on social media but there are too many profiles with that name so I can’t find her. In just a few short hours I’ll be back at work and then I might run into her again—but that feels too far away. I want to see her now.

      I hear the soft sounds of my mom walking into the kitchen before I hear her voice. “What are you smiling for?”

      “Huh?” I say, looking up from my phone. I turn off the screen.

      “I know my lasagna isn’t that good,” she says, sitting across from me at the table. “You talking to a girl?”

      I roll my eyes. “No, Mom. I’m not talking to anyone.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      I shovel some more food in my mouth to avoid answering any more questions about my personal life. The last thing I need is to get her hopes up by mentioning Star. Actually, that’s the second to last thing I need. The real last thing I need is to get my own hopes up.

      “How was work?” Mom asks.

      I shrug.

      “You really shouldn’t work such long hours…”

      I just listen to her talk on and on because she means well. Even if she knew I planned to pay to fix her car for Christmas, she’d still tell me to take time off and “live life” and “enjoy myself” because that’s just how she is. She stays with me until I’ve finished eating, which is probably a good thing because if I’d stayed alone I would have kept looking for Star online. How is it possible that early today I thought I’d be destined to be single forever and now, just hours later, I’m crushing hard on a girl I barely now?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning at work I’m stuck valet parking cars for the first three hours. Most guests arrive on the weekend, but there are always some late arrivals on Monday morning. I hate every second of it because Star is already here, so there’s no reason for me to be in the least likely place she’ll visit—the parking garage.

      Finally, I get done valet parking and talk my boss into letting me work as a floater, which means I go around assisting anyone who needs it. This is the best opportunity to find her. I keep my eyes peeled as I walk past the firepits and the pool cabanas, but there’s no Star.

      In the steakhouse, she’s not there for lunch. I also check out our other two restaurants but I don’t see her. Then I get stuck helping the kitchen crew carry in boxes of fresh vegetables for an hour. Usually staying busy like this makes the time go by faster, but today it only slows everything down. I can’t believe I’m so stuck on this girl. I barely got to talk to her yesterday, but maybe that’s why I want to see her today. I need to know if she felt the same cosmic connection that I felt, or if I’m totally full of crap and imagining things.

      My boss texts me around noon telling me to take my lunch break. It sucks because I’d been hoping to run into Star by now and ask her to have lunch with me. Lee goes on lunch break at the same time and he finds me in the hall near the pool.

      “Burgers?” he asks, struggling to tuck his shirt back into his pants. “I’m freaking starving.”

      “Sounds good,” I say, realizing that it’s probably healthier for me to just let it go. If fate wants Star and me to be together, fate will just have to figure it out. Plus I have all week to see her.

      Lee and I head into the service entrance of the R&R Steakhouse. Employees get to eat for free off the lunch menu, so we order our favorite cheeseburger and fries and eat them in the break room. Lee is going on and on about his Dungeons and Dragons game and how I should join him and his other nerd friends. But the thing is, his friends are all freshman and sophomores. No thanks.

      When our lunch break is over, Lee and I both get assigned to wipe down the gym equipment which is one of the more boring jobs at the resort. With a sigh, I head out into the lobby to make my way to the elevators. I’m not even looking for her this time, but there she is.

      I notice her hair first, all dark and silky. She’s wearing jean shorts and a purple sweater and it’s so dang cute how she doesn’t dress like she’s posh royalty like so many of the other guests do. She looks like the kind of girl you can take home to your parents. The kind of girl you want to curl up on the couch and watch movies with. I can’t wait to get to know her.

      Her profile comes into view better as I walk closer. She still hasn’t seen me, but she’s talking to a group of guys. That’s when I notice one very important fact I hadn’t noticed a few seconds ago.

      Star is holding hands with a short blond dude who looks totally disinterested in her while he chats with his friends.

      My dream girl isn’t my girl at all. She already has a boyfriend.

      I don’t know who this dude is, but I do know he’s not even close to being good enough for her.
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      I didn’t realize how much baseball talk I’d have to listen to when I agreed to be Jackson’s fake girlfriend. I thought I’d be grilled on how we met, our first date, our “song” –you know, stuff that people ask couples. But clearly I was thinking too deeply into this whole scheme because Jackson’s baseball teammates don’t care one bit about that stuff. When we met up with them to get a late lunch on Monday, they simply said hello to me, or nodded, or didn’t even seem to care that I existed. In that regard, being Jackson’s fake girlfriend is pretty easy.

      But the baseball talk. Holy crap.

      I love going to a baseball game, especially when the weather is nice. The stadium filled with fans, the cute jerseys I get to wear, the food. The whole atmosphere of watching a baseball game is fun, especially when your team is winning. But that’s the extent of my baseball love. Jackson’s friends talk about pro players, high school players, teams, old games, new games, baseball cleats, bats, balls, everything.

      I wake up on Tuesday morning to the smell of coffee and the soft sound of Jackson talking to his mom. When I roll over in my huge hotel bed and check the time, it’s just after nine in the morning. I’d rather sleep in later, but I also don’t want to be rude to the people giving me this free vacation, so I crawl out of bed.  I change out of my pajamas and into a pair of jeans and a white lightweight sweater, dab on some makeup, and brush my teeth. Then I venture out of my room to find that not only has Donna made coffee, she’s ordered breakfast room service. Jackson’s mom insists I call her Donna instead of Ms. White. I only met her a couple times in passing when Jackson’s dad was married to my aunt, but she’s a really nice lady.

      “Good morning,” I say.

      “Perfect timing!” Donna says, flashing me a smile that is as bright as her red lipstick. “Breakfast is ready. I ordered the family style buffet.”

      “Looks great,” I say, walking over to the living room coffee table where several silver trays of food are set out. There’s pancakes, waffles, a plate of bacon and sausage, syrup, honey, assorted fruit, and scrambled eggs.

      I almost feel guilty hanging out in this fancy resort with all this expensive food when my parents never do anything this nice for vacations. We usually bring our own food or eat cheaply. But then Jackson plops down next to me and gives me a knowing smile, a “thanks for pretending to be my girlfriend all week” smile and I remember why I’m getting treated this week. It’s not free… I’m exchanging my acting skills for it.

      After breakfast, Donna heads out to spend the day in the resort spa with her girlfriends, leaving Jackson and me alone. He yawns as he reaches for the last piece of bacon.

      “I hate waking up this early.”

      “I’m not a fan, either, but the breakfast is nice.”

      He nods. “The giant plate of bacon was my idea.”

      I laugh. “So what’s on the schedule today?”

      “There’s a football game playing at that sports bar restaurant,” he says over a mouth full of food. “The guys want to watch that, but you don’t have to stay the entire time if you don’t want.”

      “Football? I thought y’all were obsessed with baseball?”

      He snorts. “We love all sports.”

      I roll my eyes. “Boring.”

      “Just hang out for a little bit and then you can leave if you want.” He sounds genuine, but I’m not sure if he means it or not.

      “Really? You don’t need me to stay with you the whole time you’re with your friends?”

      “Nah,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re not my prisoner or anything. I want you to have fun, too.”

      I grin, my thoughts drifting to Bryson, wondering if he’s working today. “Awesome.”

      I’d much rather hang out at the other restaurants at the resort because they’re chic and stylish, but the sports bar restaurant is where the younger people seem to hang out, even though none of us are old enough to buy beer. Jackson and I weave through the crowd to find his friends who are already here, set up at an outdoor table that faces one of the big screen outdoor televisions.

      As soon as we approach the guys, Jackson grabs my hand. His hand is a little sweaty and I make a note to tell him when we’re in private that he should make sure his hands aren’t sweaty when he’s holding hands with a real girlfriend because that’s just yucky. I grin and pretend I’m his happy girlfriend though, despite the wetness on my palm.

      “Please tell me your girl likes fried pickles,” one of the guys says when we sit down. He’s tall, dark-skinned, and eats a lot of food despite being so thin.

      “My girl can speak for herself,” Jackson says, which is a genius line because it shows he’s not some control freak pig but it also lets him get out of knowing this tidbit of information about me.

      “I love fried pickles,” I say.

      “Noice,” the guy says in a silly accent which I guess is supposed to mean ‘nice’. He leans over the table and high-fives me. “Boys, I’m ordering another round of pickles.”

      The food is good but the company is boring. Jackson’s friends are all nice to me but it’s still a group of sports-obsessed dudes who only talk about sports, so I have to try really hard to smile and act like I’m having a blast with my so-called boyfriend. After I’ve eaten lunch, however, I’m starting to get really bored.

      I know Jackson said I didn’t have to stay with him the whole time but it would feel weird getting up and leaving now. I turn my chair toward the television and try to get interested in the football game, but it’s impossible to care about it. I don’t know the two teams that are playing, and watching a game on TV is not as fun as watching it in real life.

      I turn to Jackson and I’m two seconds away from telling him I’m going to go walk around the resort, only I stop when his fried-pickle-loving friend looks at me.

      “You two are really cute together,” he says.

      “Yeah, and we thought Jackson was lying,” another guy says from across the table. The guys laugh. “Joke’s on us, though because he’s actually got a smokin’ hot girl.”

      Jackson wraps an arm around my shoulders, pulling me tight to him. He’s absolutely beaming from ear to ear. He looks like he’s five inches taller with how much this is boosting his confidence.

      “Love ya,” he says, grinning at me as if he really is an adoring boyfriend and not my pseudo-family member.

      “Love you, too,” I say. I’m surprised the words fall out of my mouth so easily because they actually make me a little nauseated. I mean, ew. Gross. I tell myself I’m saying it in a loving family member type of way.

      Jackson is my friend, and he’s always been there for me. One time he helped me change a flat tire in the rain. Another time he bought my movie ticket when I forgot my money at home. He’s a good person. I’m happy to do this for him, even if it means holding his sweaty hand and pretending I love him.

      I smile up at him and pretend his face is Bryson’s. I would not mind one bit if I were sitting here with his arm around me.

      When I look back at the television, I really do see Bryson’s face. He’s standing just past the little fence that separates the outdoor seating area from the walking trails beyond the restaurant. I smile at him. He doesn’t smile back.

      A twinge of pain flicks through my insides when he turns around and walks away. I know he saw me, so why didn’t he smile back? But then it hits me.

      Of course he didn’t smile back.

      I’m currently sitting next to Jackson and his arm is around me. To anyone outside of Jackson and me, we look like a real couple.

      Now Bryson thinks I have a boyfriend.

      Great. Just great.
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      This week is not off to a good start. Yesterday, I’d thought it was going to be the best Thanksgiving week I’ve ever had because I met Star. Not to mention all the high-dollar tips I’ve received from the resort’s wealthy guests. This week was supposed to be amazing. I had even spent the entire night thinking of a cute way to ask her on a date. Funny how all of that can change in just twenty four hours.

      I can’t believe I almost told my mom about her. I would have gotten her hopes up just to crush them tonight when I get home from work. At least I had some common sense to keep it to myself. Now, I’m the only one crushed.

      Of course Star has a boyfriend. Of course I am a complete and total idiot.

      The one time I meet someone who is beautiful and funny and sweet—the one time I think there’s someone here in Brazos City who would be a perfect match for me…

      I grind my teeth together and tell myself to stop thinking about it. Star has a boyfriend and he takes her to expensive resorts and I’m just some working class dude struggling to get money for college. She wouldn’t want to date me anyway.

      My parents are drinking sweet tea on the front porch when I get home from work. Not that I’ll ever admit it to them, but I used to think their love story was so sweet. Deep down I’ve always wanted a relationship like theirs—perfect, enduring, respectful. The older I get, the more I realize it probably won’t happen. My parents are an anomaly.

      “There’s leftover pizza in the fridge,” Dad says as I walk up to the door.

      “You okay, son?” Mom says, her brow furrowing under the porch light as she studies me.

      I quickly put on a smile so she doesn’t pry any further. Mom always knows when I’m upset about something.

      “Yeah, just tired,” I say. Then I smile even bigger so she doesn’t lecture me about working too much. “Thanks for the pizza!”

      After a quick shower, I heat up the left over pizza and eat it on my bed while watching TV. I’m exhausted but my mind is still going a mile a minute, mostly playing over how happy Star looked while snuggled up against that dude during lunch today. I need to get her out of my head.

      I put on my headphones and blast rock music to drown out my thoughts while I fall asleep.
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      I spent the last two days hoping to see Star around the resort. Now, I hope I don’t see her at all. No sense in making small talk with a girl who has a boyfriend. In my efforts to avoid seeing her and her boyfriend, I offer to lead the nature walks today—all five of them. I’ll end up walking ten miles by the end of it and will probably be sunburned, but at least I won’t be anywhere near the resort. Nature walks mean I get to wear jeans and a blue Lake Brazos Resort polo shirt which might make me look like a huge nerd, but it’s a welcome change from the crisp black suits.

      The first two mile nature walk starts early at seven in the morning. Five older women in matching T-shirts wait for me at the start of the trail.

      “Good morning,” I say, slapping on a friendly smile. “I take it all of you are complete strangers?”

      This joke earns me a laugh.

      “It’s my birthday,” a woman says, pointing to her shirt where “Barb’s 60th” is printed in gold lettering. She holds out her hands. “And these are my best friends.”

      “Happy Birthday, ma’am. I’m Bryson and I’ll be your guide today.”

      “Aren’t you a cutie,” one of the women says. She has mostly gray hair that’s pulled into a ponytail with a big green scrunchie that matches her shirt. “Barb, you didn’t tell us we’d get some eye candy along with this walk.”

      “Oh hush,” another woman says. “Leave the poor kid alone.”

      These women are hilarious. They keep up their flirtatious jokes for the entire walk, each of them telling me about one of their granddaughters who would be just perfect for me. Ironically, the granddaughters in question are all in their twenties so they’re probably not the least bit interested in an eighteen-year-old high school senior. I’m polite and cordial, listening to their stories but also doing my job of talking about the trail, pointing out the two historical monuments and identifying any birds we cross along the way.

      They’re a fun group of guests, and their jokes and lighthearted stories help distract me from thinking about Star. I’m feeling refreshed and optimistic as we walk back to the resort after the two mile leisurely hike.

      “Thank you so much for joining me today,” I say. It’s cheesy but it’s one of the lines we’re supposed to say after nature walks. “I hope you all have a wonderful stay at the Lake Brazos Resort.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, we will,” Barb says. She grabs my arm and gives it a grandmotherly squeeze. “Is there some kind of review I can leave you online? Because I want to give you five stars, young man.”

      “Sadly, no.” I smile. “But I’m glad you had a good time. I hope you enjoy the rest of your birthday.”

      “I will,” she says, pressing a bill into my palm. “I certainly will.”

      I thank her and wait until she and her group of friends have walked away to put the tip in my back pocket. When I look down I’m startled to realize it’s a one hundred dollar bill. I call after her to see if she’s made a mistake. She must be anticipating my question because she waves her hand at me. “You earned every penny!”

      I thank her again and tuck her tip into my wallet for safe keeping, then I walk back to the start of the trail. The next walk will begin in about fifteen minutes but I’m so energized I don’t feel like taking a break right now.

      All I have to do is throw myself into my work, help our guests have an amazing vacation, and I’ll be fine. I’ll forget all about the girl who had me so captivated yesterday. Work will get me through this, so long as I don’t have to see her again.

      Back at the start of the trail, I greet a married couple who seem to care more about taking selfies than walking the trail. Fine by me, I don’t care to make small talk if the guests don’t want it. The next arrival is a teenage kid, maybe thirteen or fourteen, who brings me a handwritten note from his mom saying he has permission to go on this trail by himself. Our rules are that anyone over thirteen can go on a guided tour alone, but I guess she didn’t read the brochure.

      “Looks like we’ll have a really small group today,” the man says, looking up from his phone for just a second.

      His wife looks up from hers, too. “Here’s one more! She made it just in time.”

      I turn around to see the new guest. My heartbeat speeds up to the point that it feels like it’s going to explode.

      Star’s eyes widen. She immediately looks past me, her eyes fixing on the sign that indicates this is the waiting area for a nature walk.

      “Oh,” she says, stopping and looking around. She’s going to bolt. Or maybe she’s looking for her boyfriend. Ugh, the thought of giving the two of them a tour makes my stomach want to revolt.

      “You here for the nature walk?” the young kid says. “If so, you’re in the right spot.”

      “Er, okay,” Star says. She gives me the smallest smile, and it actually makes me feel better. I don’t know why because it doesn’t really matter what her smiles make me feel like.

      She has a boyfriend and it’s not me.

      I swallow my emotions and walk to the front of the line.

      “Good morning. I’m Bryson and I’ll be your guide today.”
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      All this fresh outdoor air and yet the tension still clings to me like a lead blanket. The only reason I decided to take an early morning nature walk was to clear my mind from thinking about this particular boy and now here he is, right in front of me. What kind of terrible luck is this? What did I to do make the universe hate me so much?

      Bryson introduces himself to the small group, saying he’ll be our tour guide today. He doesn’t even look in my direction. If we hadn’t already met before, I’d think he was being rude as an employee, but now I guess I understand why he’s shutting me out. We were flirty the few times we talked and he had to find out I have a “boyfriend” the hard way. I wish he knew the truth. Jackson will kill me if I break our promise, so I have to keep my mouth shut.

      “The trail is two miles long,” Bryson tells our small little group as we start walking. “We can set our own pace, so take your time, take some pictures, and enjoy the scenery.”

      As he talks, a younger teen boy hangs onto his every word. The kid is lanky and pale with a backwards baseball cap that I am positive he thinks makes himself look really cool. If a kid clung to my side the way he’s clinging to Bryson, I’d be so annoyed I’d probably end up snapping at him to shut up. Bryson clearly has more patience than I do because he smiles and answers the kid’s one million questions as if he’s not bothered at all.

      The couple behind them turn around and smile at me.

      “We’re on our honeymoon,” the woman says, flashing me the brightest, happiest smile on the entire planet. She holds up her hand and shows me her shiny ring.

      “Well, it’s the first stretch of our honeymoon,” her loving husband says. “We’re here for Thanksgiving with our family and then we’re headed to Hawaii.”

      I can’t imagine going on two freaking vacations back to back. The only reason I’m enjoying this vacation is because I’m being bribed with it to lie to a group of high school boys. I smile back even though I wish they’d just leave me alone to my thoughts. “That sounds amazing.”

      “It is,” the guy says, wrapping an arm around his new wife.

      “Do you want me to take your picture?” the woman says.

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m not dressed for pictures.”

      As we walk along the gravel trail, I realize this is actually the perfect place for snapping gorgeous selfies that would make everyone on my social media jealous. Too bad I’m not in the mood. Plus, Bryson seems like the kind of guy who doesn’t get into that whole social media scene so he’d probably judge me as a vapid loser if he saw me snap a selfie.

      I walk quietly at the back of the group, trying to keep as much distance between him and me as possible. Luckily, my newlywed friends are more than happy to fill the silence. We pass through a rose garden, walk over a long wooden bridge that crosses a shallow river, and stop on a hill that overlooks the gorgeous hilly landscape. The newlyweds take pictures of themselves in a million different poses. I hold the phone and snap some photos for them, happy to do anything that keeps me from looking at Bryson.

      Every time I do find a time to sneak a glance at him, he’s looking away. He talks to that teenage kid the whole time, occasionally raising his voice to let everyone hear whatever historical tidbit he’s supposed to share with us as our official tour guide. But he doesn’t ever walk too close to me, and we never make eye contact.

      Is this awkward or is it just me?

      Maybe he doesn’t actually care. Maybe our flirting meant nothing to him and he just doesn’t recognize me and that’s why he’s avoiding me. Maybe he flirts with every single girl at the resort. This idea doesn’t make me feel any better, but it does make me suck up my emotions and continue on my walk.

      If he doesn’t want to talk to me, then fine. I won’t talk to him.

      Two miles always feels like a lot when I’m running it in gym class, but today at the resort, two miles is starting to feel like two hundred miles. I can’t stop noticing how ridiculously sexy this guy is, even though I’m trying so very hard to ignore him.

      At one point, he climbs up on a massive branch of an oak tree to take a picture of the newlyweds at a cool angle. The way he just reaches up and grabs the branch, then hoists his entire body up makes my eyes bulge out of their sockets. What in the upper-body-strength is that? How is anyone supposed to maintain their composure when he’s out here doing gladiator type moves in the sexiest way possible?

      For the first time since my ex cheated on me with my old best friend, I can clearly see that there are better guys out there than the one who dumped me. Jon would have never climbed a tree to take a picture, even if I had begged him to. While Jon was cute and all, I know he wasn’t that athletic. He preferred to play video games all day. I see now that I should find a guy who is more like Bryson and less like Jon. It’s not just that Bryson is so attractive it’s hard to think straight—he’s also a genuinely nice guy. I know he’s getting paid to take guests on these nature walks, but he seems like he’s enjoying every second of it.

      I decide to walk ahead on the trail so I’m no longer tempted to drool over Bryson’s forearms, so I meander my way around everyone on the trail and walk into a large clearing. I hear the chatter of voices as we make our way across the clearing and to another wooden bridge. The two mile trail makes a loop so that we’ll end up back at the resort, so I think this bridge goes over the same river, just in a different spot, but it’s much more beautiful. I stop to admire the deep blue water, my hands resting on the wooden railing.

      This is a wide bridge, one made for stopping to enjoy the view. It has a couple benches and a shaded pavilion right in the middle. Everyone rushes to the pavilion, but I stay out in the sun, admiring the glittering shimmer of sunlight on the water below.

      I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and breathe in the nature around me. The air smells crisp here, a sharp change from car exhaust and the stale smell of moving into an empty house like back at home. Even though this entire walk has been awkward to say the least, I am enjoying being outside with Mother Nature.

      This morning, I’d woken up to Jackson’s mom watching TV and eating from another one of those massive breakfast buffets, but Jackson was still asleep. She told me he would probably sleep until noon if no one wakes him up, so I decided to do something fun for myself before I’m forced to spend the rest of the day pretending to be Jackson’s girlfriend.

      Being stuck with Bryson for the whole walk isn’t exactly fun, but I’m still having a good morning. He seems to have completely forgotten that I even exist.

      “Hey.”

      I look over and see the kid staring at me. I think he said his name is Andrew or something like that. He’s grinning, his face smudged with dirt from when he tried to climb up in the trees too. He also smells like the boy’s locker room at school.

      “Hello,” I say, wondering why he’s talking to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      I shrug. “Just enjoying the view.”

      “It’s a boring view,” he says after a few seconds.

      “Maybe to you, but not to me,” I say sharply, hoping he’ll get the hint and leave me alone.

      “Why are you by yourself?” he asks. He grabs the railing and moves his body back and forth in the most annoying way.

      “Because I want to be,” I say back.

      “Is it because you don’t have any friends?”

      I give him a look.

      He doesn’t flinch. He just keeps rocking and back and forth. “I’ll be your friend if you want.”

      “I have friends,” I say.

      He flashes me a grin that is all crooked teeth and mischief. “Well, now you have one more.”

      I force a smile just to be polite, but I really wish he’d leave me alone. Under the pavilion, the newlyweds are posing for more pictures, forcing Bryson to be their impromptu photographer.

      “What are you looking at?” the kid says.

      My gaze whips back toward the water. “Nothing.”

      I feel my cheeks get hot out of fear that this annoying kid will call me out for watching Bryson. Leave it to a kid to notice those small things adults try to hide.

      “I have an idea,” he says, bending down to tie his shoe.

      I relax a little. “What’s that?”

      He stands up, a big grin appearing on his face. “Let’s have a race.”

      I put a hand on my hip “Huh?”

      “From here to the end of the bridge,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows competitively at me. “I bet I’ll beat you.”

      “I’m taller than you,” I say. “I’ll beat you easily.”

      “No, I’ll still win.” He stands a little taller as if that will add the several inches he needs to be my height. “I’m really fast.”

      “I bet I’m faster.” I don’t know why I’m arguing with a kid, but whatever. This is a weird week.

      He drops into a running stance, one leg in front of the other. “Let’s find out.”

      “To the end of the bridge?” I say, peering out at the other side of the bridge.

      He nods. “Ready…and…GO!”

      A tiny little part of my subconscious tells me how stupid it is to have a race with some kid I only just met, but like I said, this is a weird week. Plus, it’s kind of fun as we take off running down the length of the wooden bridge.

      “We’re racing!” the kid calls out to the rest of our group, which sends an immediate pang of embarrassment vaulting through my body.

      But as we pass Bryson, he’s smiling. It’s the first time he’s acknowledged me all morning and it feels good. I can tell by the carefree grin on his face that he doesn’t think I’m some pathetic loser.

      We make eye contact for about three seconds as I run, and the interruption slows me down enough to be passed by a kid much shorter than me. He runs even faster, seemingly energized by taking first place.

      I try to pick up my pace, but this is as fast as I can run. He reaches the finish line by a fraction of a second before me, shooting his arms up in the air in victory.

      “I won!” he yells. His excited shout is drowned out by the sound of his foot kicking a large boulder just off to the side of the gravel trail that picks up where the bridge left off. I see everything as if in slow motion as he topples over the rock, slamming to the ground. I’m right behind him so there’s nowhere for me to go.

      I try to fling my body out of the way so I don’t step on him, but then I’m falling too. My body slams hard into the boulder, my foot crumpling under me. I hit the ground hard. The air whooshes out of my lungs and for a short moment that feels like a lifetime, I can’t breathe.

      Then, as the pain of my injured foot, knee, and hip rises to the surface, I finally draw in a deep breath and cry out in pain.
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      The look on Star’s face is pure pain. I rush over to her, dropping to my knees to assess the damage. She’s in the fetal position, her eyes squeezed shut. Beside her, Andrew is saying, “Oh no, oh no,” on repeat.

      I put a hand on Star’s arm to get her attention. “What hurts?”

      She winces, her eyes still closed. “Leg.”

      “Let me see.”

      I look at Andrew. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he says, holding up his hands, which are a little red from catching himself on the gravel. Other than that, he’s fine. “I’m sorry,” he tells Star. “I’m really sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” she says through gritted teeth.

      “Can you move at all?” I ask her. “I need to see how injured you are.”

      The newlywed couple stands off to the side, watching. The wife walks up and whispers, “Do you need me to call 9-1-1?”

      I shake my head. “No cell signal out here.”

      Star slowly rolls onto her back, then pushes herself into a sitting position. “It’s my knee. And my foot. And…” she gestures to her left side, where she’d slammed into the boulder. “Just all of this.”

      She’s wearing black leggings which make it hard to tell if there’s any damage to her skin.

      “Can you move it?” I ask.

      Blinking back tears, she concentrates on her left leg, slowly extending it out and then folding it up. She cries out in pain, but she’s able to move it.

      “Nothing is broken or anything,” she says, her eyes meeting mine as she draws in a ragged breath. “I think a broken bone would hurt more.”

      “You look pretty hurt,” I say. I can’t believe there’s no way to call for help out here. We should get radios or something so we can call for help. Anything to make sure this doesn’t happen again.

      “Try to stand up,” the woman says, holding out a hand.

      Star takes her hand and slowly lifts up onto her right foot. Her breathing is shaky and I suspect she’s trying hard to look like she’s fine. When she tries to shift her weight to both of her feet, she cries out and wobbles. I catch her before she crumbles to the ground.

      “I’m okay,” Star says between sucking air through her teeth. “It hurts, but I can stand.”

      “No, you can’t,” I say, putting her arm around my shoulder while I loop mine around her waist to support her. “Let me help you. It’s only a quarter mile back to the resort. We’ll get cell signal in a few minutes and I can call for an ambulance to meet us at the end of the trail.”

      She shakes her head. I shouldn’t be noticing her shampoo right now, but it smells like green apples. “I don’t need an ambulance. I’ll be fine.”

      She takes a step forward, but it’s obvious she’s in too much pain to walk. Her hand squeezes me tightly to gain her balance. I’m concerned not just as a regular person, but as a resort employee. I’m starting to wonder why we’re allowed to give these tours with zero training on what to do if someone gets hurt. The resort is obsessed with making sure we’re polite and friendly to our guests but that’s the only training we’re given.

      “I’m so sorry,” Andrew says, covering his face with his hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Star says. “Are you hurt?”

      He shakes his head. He’ll probably be bruised up in the morning, but at least he can stand and walk. I admire the way she’s not blaming the kid for convincing her to race him. A lot of people would because it’s easier to blame someone younger than you when something bad happens.

      For once, the newlyweds aren’t taking pictures of themselves. I nod at them and then look to Star. “Let’s just head back as soon as we can.”

      Star valiantly tries to take a few steps, but she’s hurt. Luckily, her ankle isn’t swollen so I don’t think she’s broken any bones. It’s more like deep bruising up and down the side of her leg.

      “Wait,” I say before she takes another painful step. “Hold onto me.”

      I bend and lift her up, cradling her in my arms while her hands wrap around my neck. She yelps in surprise, tightening her grip. “You can’t carry me the whole way,” she says, wiggling. “I’ll just try to walk.”

      “Absolutely not.” I hold onto her while I start walking back toward the resort. “And yes I can carry you the whole way,” I add. I don’t know if her cheeks flush because I’m carrying her, or if it’s just from the amount of pain she’s in. Probably the pain.

      I’m a professional right now. I can’t let my crush on her overwhelm my senses and get me fired. I’m just doing what I’d do if any other client got hurt, which is rush them to safety.

      “You have a phone?” I ask the kid.

      “No,” he says.

      “Take mine,” the newlywed guy says, handing over his phone. “There’s no signal though.”

      “There will be in about a hundred yards. Keep an eye on the phone and as soon as the signal comes back, I’ll give you the number to call the resort. They can have first aid standing by.”

      “You really don’t have to do this,” Star says, her face resting against my chest. Her cheeks are wet with tears.

      “It’s my job,” I say back, trying not to inhale too deeply because I’ll only smell her shampoo again and be reminded that this girl has a boyfriend and therefore she’s not available. “I don’t mind at all.”

      After about ten minutes of walking, the phone signal comes back and we call the resort for help. Matty, the resort’s on-staff nurse, meets us at the head of the trail in her first aid golf cart. I sit with Star on the bench seat in the back of the golf cart.

      While Matty does a quick check of Star’s injuries out here, Andrew gives her a hug and apologizes yet again. The newlywed couple give Star their well-wishes and invite her to eat dinner with them later in the week. I stay the entire time, paging for another employee to take over the next nature walk which will start soon.

      “Did you hit your head at all?” Matty asks her.

      “I don’t think so,” Star says, looking to me. “Did I hit my head?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” Matty says. “I’d like to call an ambulance and get you checked out at the hospital—”

      “No!” Star says, holding up her hands. “That’s not necessary.”

      Matty frowns. “Well, I guess I can’t force you to go. Your family should be here soon.”

      “What?” Star’s eyes widen, then she looks down. “I can just head back to my hotel room… it’s not a big deal.”

      “I called your room,” Matty says. “Hotel policy.”

      I don’t have enough time to extract myself from this situation before her boyfriend arrives. He’s surrounded by other guys our age, his little athletic guy crew, the same guys who were at the sports restaurant the other day. I stand up, making room on the golf cart for her boyfriend. He’s clearly the kind of guy I’d never associate with at school. The popular jock stereotype, complete with an overwhelming amount of cologne doused over himself. How does Star like this dude? She can do so much better than this guy.

      “Whoa,” he says, jogging up to her. “You okay?”

      Star glances at me and then looks back to her boyfriend. “I’m fine.”

      “Let’s go back to our room so you can rest.”

      He puts a hand on her head, trying to be sweet I guess, but it just comes off awkward and out of place. Star tries to stand, but it’s only been a few minutes since we were on the trail and I know she’s not ready to walk yet. She winces, hobbles, then sits back down.

      “I don’t think I can walk.”

      The boyfriend looks to Matty. “Can we get her a wheelchair or something?”

      “Of course,” Matty says, looking to me. “Bryson? Can you get our guest a wheelchair, please?”

      “Right,” I say with a nod. “Be right back.”

      It takes everything I have not to roll my eyes. If she were my girl I’d just carry her back to our room. This loser didn’t even try. He’s not even giving her much attention, if you ask me. It’s like he’s just trying to make his friends think he’s cool and caring about his girlfriend is an afterthought. I’m filled with disgust as I jog into the resort and take one of the wheelchairs we have on hand for guests to use.

      When I head back outside, the boyfriend walks toward me wearing one of those big jock smiles that I bet he perfects in the mirror each morning.

      “Thanks, man. I’ll take it from here,” he says, reaching for the wheelchair with one hand.

      With the other hand, he tips me ten bucks.
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      If I had a time machine I would go back to the day Jackson asked me to be his fake girlfriend and I would say no, hang up the phone, and never answer his calls again.

      Well… I guess if I really had a time machine I’d go back to seventh grade and never start dating Jon in the first place. Then I wouldn’t be a heartbroken loser who agrees to be my ex-step-cousin’s fake girlfriend for the week.

      I take a deep breath, which is a bit of a struggle because breathing hurts. Sitting up hurts. Everything hurts. It’s been half an hour since I fell and managed to humiliate and hurt myself all at once in front of the guy I’m crushing on who can’t know I’m crushing on him because he thinks I have a boyfriend.

      Jackson sits with me in the living room area of our hotel suite. “Do you think you’re seriously injured?”

      “No,” I say with about ninety-five percent confidence. I’m in pain, but it’s not like I broke any bones or am gushing blood everywhere. If anything, the pain of humiliation is worse than the physical pain.

      “I texted my mom but she hasn’t replied,” Jackson says, looking at his phone. “I think she’s in the spa so she probably doesn’t have her phone with her.”

      “No, don’t tell her. She doesn’t need to worry. I’m totally fine, I promise.”

      Jackson’s lips flatten as he stares at me. “You look pretty bad.”

      “I’m fine. Text her back and tell her I’m fine so she doesn’t rush back up here or anything.”

      “You’re really stubborn,” Jackson says. “If you need help, I can help you.”

      “I don’t need help.” I smile through my pain, hoping it convinces him that I’m fine. The last thing I want is for Jackson and his mom’s vacation week to be ruined because of me. They paid good money for this trip and they should enjoy it. “I think I’ll just shower and lay down for a bit, then I’m sure I’ll be all better in time for dinner.”’

      Jackson eyes me skeptically. “You sure?”

      “Yes,” I say, widening my fake smile. “I’m totally fine.”

      “Okay…” His phone buzzes and he checks it. “The guys want to know if you’re okay.”

      “Tell them yes.”

      He rolls his eyes, then texts something back to his friends. Then he gives me a look that’s so much more serious than his usual carefree attitude. “Do you need anything?”

      “No, Jackson.” I make a shooing motion with my hands. “Go hang out with your friends.”

      “I’d feel bad if I left you.”

      “Jackson, seriously, please go. I can’t have you wasting your Thanksgiving break stuck here with me.”

      “Oh crap.” Jackson’s eyes light up. “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving.”

      I nod, realizing the same thing he is. That the week is almost over and then our luxurious vacation will be over, too. And then I’ll be back in my new house and my new school with no friends and… ugh, ugh, ugh. I’m so not ready to start a new school.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to go to the Thanksgiving banquet?” Jackson looks me up and down as if he’s got x-ray vision and can determine the extent of my pain through sight alone.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      He frowns. “They do this thing where everyone gets to have their picture taken by a professional photographer and they give you a copy of it.”

      “Huh?” I say, scrunching up my face.

      “It’s like prom,” he says with a laugh. “The resort has this area that’s set up all fancy and like, when you go into the Thanksgiving banquet, you stand with your family or your spouse or whatever, and they take a nice photo of you then you get a copy of it when you leave.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I ask.

      Jackson shrugs, somewhat sheepishly. “I was hoping to get a picture of us all dressed up, looking like a real couple. That way I can stick it in my gym locker or something… just to keep up the charade for a little while after I go back to school.”

      I burst out laughing. Jackson has really thought out this fake girlfriend thing. He’s lucky we won’t be going to the same school next year or it wouldn’t work because there’s no bribe big enough to make me pretend to be his girlfriend for longer than one week.

      “You are such a dork!” I say though my laughter.

      His cheeks turn a little pink. “I know, I know. I’m pathetic.”

      “Yes, but, that’s okay.” I reach out and squeeze his hand. “You’re great, Jackson. You’ll find a real girlfriend one day.”

      “Hmph.” He looks down at the carpet.

      “Don’t worry, I will be all dressed up for the banquet tomorrow. We will take that picture.”

      “If you’re too hurt, it’s okay.”

      I reach up and press my whole palm to his face. “Shush,” I say. “Everything will be fine. Now go hang out with your boys and I’m going to rest up for tomorrow.”

      Jackson stands. “You are the best fake girlfriend ever.”

      I grin. “Duh.”

      As soon as he leaves and I’m alone in this massive hotel suite, I release the fake smile I’ve been holding up. I stand up from the wheelchair and hobble my way to the bathroom. Under the bright vanity mirror lights, I peel off my shirt and leggings. In horror, I gawk at the bright blue and red bruises that have already appeared on my leg. The bruising goes from my calf up to my thigh. There are a few small scrapes on my leg from where the rocky terrain pierced through my leggings, but most of my blood is still in my leg, making these awful bruises.

      I run a bath in the massive tub and then sink down into the water, letting my body relax as much as it can. Once I’ve carefully cleaned all the sweat, dirt, and misery off my body from this morning’s disastrous events, I climb out and hobble back to my room. The warm water felt good on my legs and the extra strength pain killer I took from the hotel’s first aid kit seems to be kicking in. I’m not about to pull on another pair of tight leggings over my bruises, so I opt for a pair of short pajama shorts and a baggy shirt.

      I get comfortable in my bed with its many pillows and soft, fluffy blankets, and try to take a nap, only I’m not tired enough to sleep. I am hungry, though. After flipping through the extensive food menu, my room service order is placed and I eagerly wait around in the living room for it to arrive.

      I may have gone a bit overboard by ordering a meal and a milkshake, but who cares? I’m injured and I deserve this freaking milkshake. Within fifteen minutes, there’s a knock on the door and I excitedly rush as quickly I can rush (which isn’t very fast) and answer the door.

      “Hello!” I say, noticing the tray of food before the person holding it.

      “Oh, hi.”

      My hunger is replaced with anxiety in half a second flat.

      “Hello…” I say again.

      Bryson gives me a flat smile. “Where would you like me to put the food?”

      “The table is fine.” I step aside so he can come in.

      “Whoa,” he says, looking at my leg, which now more bruise than regular skin. “That’s…insane.”

      “Yeah, it looks worse than it feels,” I say which is mostly a lie because it feels pretty bad. At least I can walk now.

      Bryson sets the tray on the small table in the living room and then looks around. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      “He’s hanging out with his friends.”

      Anger flashes across Bryson’s gorgeous face. His eyes darken. “Seriously?”

      “It’s no big deal.”

      “He should be here with you. Look at you!” His jaw tightens as he motions toward my leg. “You’re injured. He should be here.”

      If Jackson was really my boyfriend, then I’d agree with him. If Jackson was my boyfriend, then I’d want him here with me, hanging out while I rest my injured leg. But he’s not my boyfriend and therefore I don’t want him lingering around awkwardly when he could be with his friends enjoying his vacation. But of course I can’t say any of that, so now Bryson is standing here fuming mad, looking like he wants to tear through the resort to find Jackson and punch him right in the face.

      “I made him leave,” I say, sitting at the table and taking a long sip of my chocolate milkshake. It’s just as delicious as it looks. “Don’t be mad at him.”

      “I’m not—” He sighs. “You’re both guests, so obviously I’m not mad at anyone. That would be inappropriate.”

      I smile. “Thanks for taking care of me today.”

      “It’s my job.” He still looks upset, but he gives me a small, pained smile. “Can you sign this?”

      He hands me the receipt for my food and a pen. “And do not leave me a tip,” he adds.

      I snort. “I mean… you deserve a tip for all you’ve done for me.”

      “Probably,” he says with a smirk. “But I refuse to take money from cute girls.”

      I roll my eyes then sign the receipt. “I’m not looking very cute right now.”

      He doesn’t say anything as he takes the signed receipt and pen, putting them back in a small black binder. “Have a great rest of your day,” he says, walking back to the door. He opens it, then turns back, giving me a look I can’t quite decipher. My heart skips a beat. He watches me, his lips sliding into the smallest of smiles. He’s so ridiculously cute when he’s looking right at me like this.

      “Your boyfriend is an idiot for not being here with you,” he says. “If you were my girl, I’d never leave your side.”

      Then he steps outside and closes the door behind him, leaving me stunned, wishing I could run out into the hallway and tell him the truth.
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      It had felt brave in the moment, telling Star I would never leave her if she were mine. Now, as I walk back down the hallway toward the service elevators, I feel like the world’s biggest fool. She doesn’t care what I think, or how I feel. I’m just a working class guy from Brazos City, doing my best to get through high school and go on to a good career. I could never have enough money to take a girl to this resort, staying in one of the biggest suites, for a full week. Her boyfriend must be loaded. Why would she care about me when she’s got a guy who showers her with expensive vacations?

      I just need to get through this week and hope I don’t see her anymore. I push through the door labeled Employees Only and press the button to call the service elevator. Technically I’m allowed to take the regular elevators but the last thing I want right now is to have some guest ask me to help them with whatever problem they’re having. It’s time for my lunch break.

      Down in the employee lounge, I clock out for lunch then I grab a couple slices of pizza from the pizza-by-the-slice kiosk and take them to my car so I can eat in silence. I can’t stop picturing the awful bruises on Star’s leg. I bet that’s incredibly painful. She shouldn’t be left alone while her boyfriend hangs out with his friends. She should be relaxing in bed while someone does everything for her. That’s what I’d do if she were mine. I’d be there to take care of her every need.

      Eating lunch alone in my car doesn’t do a single thing for my anger. I’m still mad. I’m still jealous as hell over this stupid guy who has her heart. I simply can’t get over it.

      I turn to my phone for some kind of distraction and go to the social media app I never bother using. The last time I even bothered to check social media daily was when my school held a competition to win a new car. I gave up on trying to be nice to everyone after about three days. That’s just the kind of guy I am, so why am I suddenly thinking about Star nonstop? I should let it go, just like I let go of everything else in life that stresses me out.

      I fold my last pizza slice in half and take a bite, mindlessly scrolling through my phone. I see a picture of a yellow Labrador puppy and tap the like button. Then I realize it’s Janelle Feig’s post. We dated for a couple months last year but it didn’t really go anywhere. She was outgoing and always bouncing from one friend group to another, getting invited to every party. We met in math class and when she asked me out, I said yes just for fun. But it was obvious we weren’t some grand romantic love connection, so I ended things shortly after. Our breakup was pretty mutual so I guess it’s no big deal that I’ve just liked her post.

      I keep scrolling because I’m bored, even though looking at the pictures my friends post that are supposed to represent their lives in the best possible light only makes me more bored. Curiously, I click on my own profile to see the last thing I posted because I can’t remember. It’s a picture of my coffee mug, taken here at work, on the brick balcony that looks out at the hilly landscape, steam escaping out the little hole in the lid. I took that photo back in October when we had a rare cool front. Most of my pictures are like this, little shots of beauty in real life. No filters, no special effects. Just regular life. I’m not exactly a selfie guy.

      I bet Star’s boyfriend is a selfie guy.

      I grimace and then get out of my car because my break is over in three minutes. My phone gets a notification, which I check while I’m walking back into the employee lounge.

      My ex, Janelle, has sent me a message.

      
        
        Janelle: Hey! Saw you liked my picture. How are you doing?

        

        Me: I’m good. Working a lot. Congrats on the new puppy.

      

      

      She writes back, but I shove my phone in my pocket. Nothing against Janelle, but I’ve got no energy to carry on some friendly text conversation right now. Best case scenario, she just wants to say hi, which I’m not in the mood for because I’m at work. Worse case, she’ll ask to hang out again and I’ll have to let her down by saying no. I’m not interested in dating Janelle again.

      My boss tells me I’m needed back on the nature walks for the rest of my shift, which is fine by me. Taking over room service deliveries did not work out well. Star is too injured to go on another walk today, which means my play of avoiding her is best carried out on the nature trail.

      Now I just need to stop thinking about her and I’ll be golden.

      The resort’s main lobby has been transformed for tomorrow’s Thanksgiving feast. There are fall-colored leaves and wreathes filling every spare space and table. Candles and banners and festive tablecloths abound. Tomorrow, the resort’s top chefs will prepare a huge feast for the guests. As employees, we get to eat it as well, which is always the best part of the week.

      As I make my way down the lobby, a loud group of people walk off the elevator. It’s not uncommon to see people getting drunk and then making fools of themselves around the resort, but it’s not as common to see underage teenagers doing it.

      Not my problem, I think to myself as I move past the group of rowdy idiots. Then I recognize one guy and my blood wants to boil. Star’s piece of crap boyfriend is laughing and joking with a group of his friends, clearly having the time of his life.

      His girlfriend is barely able to walk and he left her alone while he parties it up with his friends?

      I take a deep breath. He can do whatever he wants. I shouldn’t let it get to me. I should keep my mouth shut and mind my own business.

      He smashes right into one of the Thanksgiving displays my coworkers spent a lot of time making. “Oops,” he says with a laugh.

      “Watch where you’re walking,” I snap, unable to hold back. “People put a lot of effort into those decorations.”

      “Chill out, man,” he says, holding up his hands like he’s innocent. “It’s fine. I didn’t break it or anything.”

      “Unlike your girlfriend who is not fine.”

      Ah, crap. I shouldn’t have said that. The guy—what’s his name, Jackson?—stops, turns and looks at me. His face flushes out of anger or embarrassment, I’m not sure.

      “What did you say to me?”

      Now all of his pathetic friends are watching us. They all have that same look on their faces, the look I see all the time from so many of the guests. They’re wealthy guests, and I’m just the help. They think they’re better than me.

      “You heard me,” I say, not willing to back down now. “You’re out here partying and I had to bring your girl dinner because you don’t take care of her like a man should.”

      One of his friends lets out an, “Oooooh”, while covering his mouth with his fist. “He’s got a point, bro.”

      “Shut up,” Jackson snaps.

      To me, he says, “Star told me to leave her alone because she was fine. I’m just following her wishes, man. You don’t know anything.”

      “Right,” I say, nodding my head. “Make up excuses to ditch your girl on vacation. That’s very badass of you.”

      He glares at me, but I keep walking. I’ve already said too much, overstepped too far. If Star finds out I was talking crap to her boyfriend she’ll probably hate me forever.

      Oh well, what’s done is done.

      I push out the large glass doors that lead to the back of the resort and plaster on a friendly smile as I greet the group of guests who are waiting to take a nature walk. Jackson might be on vacation, but I’m not.
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      I’m tucked away in my hotel bed watching an old romance movie from the 90’s when I hear the main suite door open. A few seconds later there’s a hard knock on my door.

      “Star? Can I come in?”

      “Sure,” I call out to Jackson.

      He wastes no time in pushing open the door and storming inside my room. His eyes are wide, his cheeks flushed. “Are you okay?”

      “Um… yeah?” I sit up in bed. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I was just accosted in front of all my friends and the entire resort for not being a good enough boyfriend!” He makes air quotes when he says boyfriend. He huffs out a sigh and sits on my bed. “It was humiliating.”

      “Who… accosted you?” I ask. My skin prickles at the thought of Bryson.

      He waves his hand as if the person he’s talking about is no more important than a fly. “Some jerk employee. The guy who was there when you were being seen by the nurse.”

      “Ah…”

      “What?” He narrows his eyes at me.

      I shrug.

      “Do you know him?”

      “Not… really…”

      Jackson stares at me because clearly that’s not the right answer.

      I sigh. “We met… when I first got here and was alone for a while and we talked a bit and…we just became like, friends. Casual friends.”

      “Casual friends?” Jackson’s brows knit together. His hands fidget and his foot is bouncing up and down. I realize if I admit that I’m crushing on Bryson then I’ll admit that I’ve done the exact opposite of what he asked me to do this week.

      I sigh, looking up at the ceiling before focusing back on Jackson. “I don’t know, I guess I have a little crush on him.”

      “What? Star!”

      “I know, I know,” I say, holding out my hands. “It’s stupid and don’t worry, I haven’t told him anything. But I think he might like me too, but now he’s all sad because he thinks I have a boyfriend. If you would just let me tell him…”

      “No,” Jackson says. “No way.”

      I look down at the plush comforter that’s keeping me warm. “I could tell him that we’re pretending to date and he’ll keep it a secret.”

      “You don’t know that!” Jackson says. “You barely know this guy. What if he tells the whole world about our arrangement and then I’m outed to my teammates?”

      “I don’t think he would do that.”

      Jackson rolls his eyes. “Star, you’re too nice. You give people too much credit, especially guys. You might think this dude likes you but for all you know, he finds a new resort girl to hook up with each week. He can’t be trusted.”

      His words are like a dagger through my chest, opening up my broken heart from my last boyfriend that I’ve tried so hard to heal and forget. Jackson is right, of course. Just because I started crushing on a guy I only just met doesn’t mean he’s a good guy. He could be a really good liar, just like my ex, Jon.

      “You’re probably right,” I say, taking a deep breath because my chest aches now. “For all I know, he’s just a player. I’m sorry.”

      “I want you to be happy, Star.” Jackson frowns, looking up at me. “I also don’t want you to get screwed over again.”

      “And you don’t want your secret outed,” I say with a snort.

      He smiles. “That too. The guys would destroy me if they knew I was lying about having a girlfriend.” He puts his face in his hands and groans. “Why did I think this was a good idea? They’ll end up finding out that I lied and the last year and a half of my high school career will be ruined.”

      I put a hand on his arm. “They will never find out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m feeling a little better the next day, but my bruises will take some time to heal. Today is Thanksgiving and Jackson’s grandparents are coming over to have dinner with us so his mom is stressed out as she runs around the suite getting dressed in the morning.

      His grandparents are younger than mine, somewhere in their early 60’s so they’re full of energy. The moment they arrive, they squeeze Jackson in a hug and then move onto me even though I’m not related to them. His grandma insists on having brunch on the balcony, and then we all gather around in the living room to play board games until the Thanksgiving feast is ready.

      It’s a little awkward enjoying all this family time with a family that isn’t my own, but when I sneak to my room to video chat with my parents they don’t even realize it’s Thanksgiving. They’re busy painting our new living room a new color because they decided the fresh new paint that was on the walls was too bright. They can only chat for a few minutes since they’re busy and covered in paint, so I tell them I love them and then I get back to my temporary fake family.

      The day goes by quicker than I expect, and before I know it we’re all getting dressed in our formal clothing for the Thanksgiving feast. I brought a maroon knee-length dress with lace accents for the evening, but my injured leg looks awful as I stand in front of the full length mirror in my room. I also can’t wear the heels I’d chosen for the night because stretching out my foot only hurts my bruises more. I can swap out the heels with flats, but I still look pretty bad if anyone notices my leg.

      Jackson’s mom comes to the rescue by loaning me a pair of black pantyhose. Soon, the four of us are getting into the elevator and heading down to the feast and I’m so nervous I could throw up. Bryson had told me the first day I met him that the annual feast was an “all hands on deck” situation with the employees. Even though the ballroom serves two hundred people dinner tonight, I’m worried I’ll see him. I’m worried it’ll be impossible to avoid noticing him.

      Jackson was right—I barely even know Bryson. But try telling that to my heart. My stupid, stupid heart has taken it upon itself to let Bryson weave himself deep down into it, making every inch of my subconscious miss him. I know, logically, that I’m being ridiculous.

      But deep down in my heart, it feels different. Like he is special.

      Like we could have been something special.

      I shrug the thoughts away and smile as we enter the ballroom and get in line for one of those fancy photos. Jackson and I pose, and I make sure to look super happy so that this photo will help Jackson’s lie when he hangs it in his locker. Then we take our seats at a round table in the back corner where Jackson’s grandmother says we can see the live band while we eat. The entire place has been transformed into some kind of magical Thanksgiving banquet paradise. It’s a little overkill, if you ask me, but it is pretty. There are cornucopias on each table, autumn-colored flowers decorated with glitter, and placemats that look like they came right from some royal castle.

      The live band plays soft, classical music, and waiters in crisp suits walk around serving drinks and food. The first course is brought out and I dive into the food, quickly losing myself in how delicious and fancy it all is. Jackson’s grandparents are really sweet and they tell us funny stories of their international travels while we eat.

      I’m actually having a great time until a certain waiter walks by, carrying a tray of desserts. Bryson looks so handsome in the suit, his hair gelled back like some kind of nobleman from a TV show. My heart stops. We make eye contact.

      He smiles.

      Sort of.

      Then he keeps walking and my heart explodes back into action, beating faster than ever. Suddenly I’m filled with thoughts of what if.

      What if I had met Bryson earlier?

      What if I had told him the truth?

      What if we’re meant to be together?

      It’s all so much, so quick. My whole body hurts, starting with my chest and crawling outward until all my food feels like it’s going to come hurling back up, ruining the evening.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not feeling well,” I whisper to Jackson’s mom. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I push up from my chair and walk as quickly as I can out of the ballroom, never looking back, and never looking up. I keep my eyes on the floor and get out of here before I burst into tears over my own silly, pointless emotions.
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      The good part about Thanksgiving at the resort is that we get to eat the five-star Thanksgiving feast for free as an employee benefit. The bad part is that we have to clean up the ballroom after the guests before we get to eat. I’m on chair duty, which is better than bussing the tables because I’m not a fan of touching plates of other people’s half-eaten food.

      My stomach grumbles from hunger as I walk around each table stacking the chairs on top of each other until ten chairs are piled high, then I shove the stack against the wall so the cleaning crew can scrub the carpets later. The bosses are serious about the chairs being in stacks of ten—if they catch you stacking nine or eleven, you’ll get written up. Sometimes work has weirder, more pointless rules than school.

      I only saw Star once today, which was good. Once I knew where she was sitting I was able to completely avoid that part of the ballroom. I avoided it so well that I have no idea how beautiful she looked in that maroon dress. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.

      I work quickly and efficiently, stacking chairs like my life depends on it because I’m eager to get to the employee breakroom and eat. My coworkers must all feel the same way because no one is talking as we move about, disassembling the decorations and cleaning up everything.

      “Um…hello?”

      The voice comes from behind me. I’m not entirely sure it’s even meant for me, but then I get this nagging feeling that I’m being watched. I turn around. I’m now face to face with Star’s boyfriend.

      “Can I help you?” I’d rather tell him a million other things but I’m still on the clock and need to treat him like any other guest.

      “Yeah,” he says, scratching his neck. I’ve never seen someone look so nervous as he shuffles on his feet. “Can we talk?”

      “What can I help you with?” I ask, still pretending to be a good employee even though all signs are telling me this is a personal talk and not something work-related. I don’t think he wants to talk to me about ordering room service or taking a nature walk. We both know this is about Star.

      “Are you trustworthy?” he asks. In the silence that follows, he looks me up and down. He shoves his hands in his pockets.

      “Sure,” I say, resting my elbow on the stack of chairs next to me. I would never allow some dude to intimidate me, but it’s obvious by his nervous stature that he’s not trying to intimidate me. So what exactly is he doing?

      He sighs, looking up at the ceiling. Then he glances around. “Could we talk… somewhere private?”

      I lift an eyebrow. “What exactly do you want to talk to me about?”

      He sighs again. “Fine, I guess this is private enough. Look, can you promise me you’ll keep what I’m about to tell you a secret?”

      I don’t like this guy. It’s not that he looks like a jock idiot that I’d definitely ignore at my school. I don’t like him because he’s lucky enough to be Star’s boyfriend and he doesn’t deserve that title.

      “Sure, I say, finally, after staring at him for a few seconds. “Whatever you have to say, I’ll keep it a secret.”

      His lips press into a thin line. “Star isn’t my girlfriend.”

      The words take a long time to register. “Ya’ll broke up?” I finally say.

      He shakes his head, glancing around as if the paparazzi are going to jump out and film this conversation. I don’t know why he’s trying to be so secretive. I can promise that none of my coworkers care about my personal life.

      “She’s not your girlfriend but you didn’t break up? How does that make sense.”

      He frowns again and runs a hand through his hair. “We were never dating in the first place. She’s basically a family member—a distant family member—and I asked her to come here this week and pretend to be my girlfriend to impress my friends.”

      I lift an eyebrow.

      “I know it’s stupid,” he says, looking at the floor. “I’m a pathetic loser and all that—trust me, I know. But I asked her to do this for me and she did. Then apparently she met you and she, I don’t know…” he says, swirling his hand in the air. “She likes you, I guess.”

      I bite the inside of my lip to keep from smiling.

      He shrugs. “She wanted to tell you herself that she’s actually single but I made her keep it a secret. But tonight I saw how much she really likes you and I feel bad for the lie. I wanted you to know the truth, so long as you wait until the week is over to make your move.”

      “Wow,” I say. My whole body suddenly feels light. It’s like all this week of angst and pain was for nothing. Star is single. Star likes me.

      “Wow,” I say again. “Awesome. Thanks for telling me.”

      He nods. “You want to come up to our hotel room and get her phone number or something?”

      “Sure.”

      The elevator ride is so awkward it completely wipes away my hunger. Or maybe it’s just my excitement. Who cares about a fancy meal when you just found out the girl you like likes you back?

      We step out onto the fifth floor and make our way to room 1552, my heart pounding in my chest. This is awkward but it’s also kind of entertaining. Star’s not-boyfriend uses his key card to open the main door and then he calls out her name.

      “Star?” he says as we walk into the suite. I stay behind while he walks up to her bedroom door and knocks. “Star, hello?”

      He knocks a few more times to no answer. Slowly, he opens the door and peeks his head inside. “Star?”

      Then he looks back to me, his face pale.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      His eyes widen.

      “She’s gone.”
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      I look around my bedroom. Even though all my stuff is in here, it’s hard to see this unfamiliar architecture as anything other than four walls. When I close my eyes and picture my bedroom, I think of my old room, not this new room.

      Sitting on my bed, I look around. When unpacking my stuff, I had put my desk under the window. My bookshelf is to the right of it. In the corner is my TV stand, facing my bed. My closet is on the other wall, filled with all the crap I own and haven’t unpacked yet.

      This is home now.

      My fresh new start.

      It was probably a good idea that I left the Lake Brazos Resort three days early. My absence will give Jackson and his mom some special mother-son bonding time, and it gives me a few days to get settled into my new room and prepare for the whole new high school that awaits me on Monday. Funny how I tried to run away from my problems by going to a resort for the week and then I ran away from the resort early to escape my newfound problems. Problems are everywhere. Pretty soon I’ll be out of places to run.

      Hopefully Jackson got my note. I left it on his bed in his room of the suite. It was hastily written on resort stationery, but it basically said I’m headed home early to tend to my wounded leg and I didn’t want to bother him so that’s why I left early. It was a lie. But it was easier than telling him the truth. The truth would mean I have to admit that I’m too much of a baby to spend the rest of the week at a resort where my crush works.

      Nope, not admitting that.
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      It doesn’t matter how much I try to psych myself up for the first day of my new school, I am still nervous. I’m also a tiny bit excited because this is something new and it could end up making me new friends and gaining me exciting new adventures. But it’s still scary.

      I park in the visitor lot at my new school because the rest of the parking spaces all have numbers on them and I don’t know where I’m supposed to park. While crowds of students walk in the side doors, I go in the front, stopping at the office to get my schedule. The school’s color theme is white and blue, with the Bears mascot plastered all over the place. It’s a nice school, though. It’s newer than my old school which was a relic from the eighties. This place smells a lot better, too.

      The woman in the office tells me I’ll be escorted around school by a student volunteer today, so I wait out in the hallway next to a bear statue for her to arrive. A few minutes before the first bell rings, a pretty Hispanic girl with long brown hair walks up to me. “Hi, are you Star?”

      “Yep,” I say.

      She smiles. “I’m Abby, your student guide. Can I see your schedule?”

      I hand her the paper and she skims it. “Nice, you have some great teachers. Also, I’m a junior too and I’m in your lunch so if you’d like to join me and my friends, we’d love to have you.”

      “Sounds good,” I say. Nothing better than an instant group to sit with at lunch.

      Abby shows me to my first class, which is English with Mr. Casey, who tries way too hard to be cool. He’s okay, though. At least he tries to make the class fun. Abby meets me after first period and walks me to my second, third, and fourth classes. She must get special privileges to slip out of her class a few minutes early so that she’s here to escort me everywhere. It’s nice not being alone on my first day.

      Starting a new school is such a whirlwind experience, but soon it’s lunch time and I can relax because Abby saved me from the dreaded task of finding a place to sit in a crowded cafeteria full of strangers. Abby introduces me to her boyfriend, Mark. He’s tall and athletic and seems to completely adore her.

      I also meet a few of their friends, whose names I can’t all remember. The cafeteria food isn’t half bad, and before long, I’m laughing and hanging out as if I’ve known these people for years. The best part of Brazos High School is that my ex-boyfriend and ex best friend aren’t here so the awful experience of running into them in the hallways will never happen again.

      The bell rings and Abby turns to me. “I need to pee. Do you?”

      I laugh. “Not really.”

      “Okay, just wait for me by the bear statute,” she says, quickly grabbing her purse and kissing Mark goodbye.

      “How are you liking this school so far?” Mark asks, watching Abby scurry toward the bathrooms.

      “It’s better than my old school.”

      He starts to reply, but then his guy friends pull him away. “Sorry, I gotta go. See ya tomorrow!”

      I walk slowly through the crowded cafeteria, careful not to bump into anyone on their mad rush to their next class. Up next on my schedule is some business marketing class. I needed an elective and this was the only thing they had available this late into the school year.

      I read over my schedule, trying to mentally map out the route to through the school to get to my next class. Abby told me the school has its own app that will give me directions, but I want to see if I can navigate on my own because after today, Abby won’t be here to escort me everywhere.

      I look up from the paper in my hand, looking for the bear statue which is hidden behind a hoard of teenagers. As I look around, I catch a glimpse of dark eyes. They widen when they see me.

      I stop, causing someone to bump into me. Blinking hard, I try to find the same person I think I just saw in the crowd, but it’s too late. Everyone moves so fast that I can’t focus on anyone.

      Maybe it was my imagination.

      Because what are the odds that Bryson also goes to this school?
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      Either I’m going crazy, or Star goes to my high school. I walk to my next class, my head on a swivel as I scrutinize every face I see, but none of the faces belong to her. I was only half paying attention when I walked down the main hallway that’s always a huge traffic jam after the first lunch period. And it’s because I was only half paying attention that I’m extremely confused right now.

      Did I see what I thought I saw?

      Or was it just my imagination playing tricks on me?

      Star has been on my mind ever since I met her. My heart has been all achy and annoying since the day her cousin and I found her hotel room empty. She had left him a note which claimed she was going home early because of her injured leg, but I can’t stop wondering if it was because of me, and the lie she had to maintain just to make her cousin happy. Or ex-cousin… whatever he was, he ended up being pretty cool in the end. I’m glad he came clean to me about Star being his fake girlfriend, but it sucks that she disappeared.

      And now, I might be seeing things. Or maybe she’s really in my school.

      I have to find out.

      The next day, after my teacher takes attendance, I raise my hand and ask to go to the bathroom. In the hallway, I jog down to the office, stopping at the attendance clerk. She’s a younger woman, probably in her thirties, which makes her half the age of everyone else who works in this office. She’s bound to be nice. I smile at her.

      “Hi, I’m trying to find out if we had any new students this week?”

      “Huh?” she says, looking over. I realize she’s busy on her computer, so I ask again.

      “There were two new students, I think. Why?”

      “Was one of them named Star?”

      “I don’t know,” she says with an annoyed sigh as she looks back at her computer. “That’s probably private information, anyway. I can’t tell you.”

      “Thanks anyway,” I mutter, as I turn to leave. Two new students means there’s two chances Star is one of them. She had told me she just moved to the area, but the resort is three towns away from here, so that could mean she goes to one of several different schools.

      “Hey,” someone whispers. I look around to find Corey Brass, a fellow senior, sitting in one of the chairs in the office. He motions me over. “There’s a new girl named Star,” he says. “She was in my English class this morning.”

      I try to remain cool so I don’t look like some lovesick idiot. “Cool, man. Thanks.”

      He nods.

      I practically dance out of the office.

      She’s here. Star goes to my school.

      Now I just need to find her.

      And ask her on a real date.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 17

          

          
            STAR
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      It’s bright and early on Tuesday morning and I’m ready to take on the day. I pretty much have my schedule (halfway) memorized by now, and I have Abby and her friends to sit with at lunch. Now I just need to make the most of the rest of my high school life. I love my new school, from the large clean classrooms, to the good cafeteria food, to the coffee carts they have in the mornings. I make my way to the first cart I find and order a large iced coffee.

      The best part about this school is that it’s a fresh new start away from the people who hurt me. I’m sipping my coffee and walking toward my first period class wen my phone buzzes.

      
        
        Jackson: So…. Does he go to your new school or what?

      

      

      I bite my lip. I probably shouldn’t have told Jackson about my possible Bryson sighting. I mean, the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced I didn’t actually see him through the crowd of people. If I had, surely I would have seen him again by now. It was just my silly heart playing tricks on me.

      
        
        Me: no… I don’t think he goes here.

        Jackson: fingers crossed that he does… you deserve happiness!

        Me: Thanks, ex-boyfriend.

        Jackson: lol, I think you mean “fake ex-boyfriend”

        Me: More like “fake-ex-boyfriend-ex-step-cousin.”

        Jackson: HA!

      

      

      I’m grinning when I look up from my phone. The grin slides right off my face when I see who is standing in front of me.

      “Bryson.” My voice sounds breathless… Maybe because I am breathless. Because here he is, the guy I’ve been thinking about, standing here in real life, not my imagination.

      I reach out and touch his chest with my finger. I have to make sure he’s real, after all. He grins.

      “What’s that for?”

      “Just making sure you’re real.”

      “I’m real.” Bryson’s fingers wrap around my hand. We stand here like this, two people lost in their own little world while the hallways are alive with the bustling of students getting to class. I look up into his dark brown eyes and try to even out my breathing.

      “Jackson told you the truth,” I say softly.

      “He did.”

      “And?” I look at the coffee in my other hand, wishing I hadn’t drank so much of it already. The caffeine and all these nerves are making me jittery.

      “Since you’re not a fake girlfriend anymore, maybe you’d like to be a real girlfriend?”

      My eyes widen.

      Bryson shuffles on his feet, that grin of his making my own knees week. “We could go on a few dates first, just to see if you like the idea.”

      “As long as you don’t make me watch some sports game on the date.”

      He laughs. “No sports. What about… the art museum and then dinner under the stars?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      The tardy bell rings, which means we have a few seconds to get into class or face detention for being late. I’m new here, and I have no desire to get in trouble this early on. I stand straighter. “My class is right here.”

      He nods. “Can I sit with you at lunch?”

      I nod back.

      “Next time you talk to Jackson, tell him thanks from me.”

      “Why?” I say, one foot inside my classroom. Hopefully this counts as not being tardy.

      Bryson grins. “Thank him for creating the ruse that brought us together. Imagine if we hadn’t met over Thanksgiving break? I mean, of course I would have noticed you here at school but it would have taken me weeks to get the courage to ask you out.”

      “New Girl,” Mr. Casey calls out from inside the classroom. “You can flirt later. Please take your seat now.”

      Bryson winks at me as he slips away. I feel all eyes on me as I walk into the classroom and take my seat, but I’m not too worried about it. Being seen in public with Jackson was kind of embarrassing, but I don’t care one bit if everyone knows that Bryson and I are a thing.

      Because this time the smile on my face is real.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading!

        Don’t miss the rest of the Brazos High Series
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        Want to be the first to know about new books, exclusive giveaways, and more?

      

        

      
        Join Amy Sparling’s monthly newsletter! You’ll know when her new books release and get exclusive book and gift card giveaways. You can unsubscribe at any time.

      

        

      
        Sign up here: http://eepurl.com/bTmkPX
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