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FOREWORD


Be sure to subscribe to my newsletter where you’ll receive up to date information about my latest releases and special offers.


PROLOGUE
SHATTERED DREAMS (CHARLIE)



Tomorrow, I’m turning eighteen.

But tonight’s already the best night of my life.

“You have no freaking idea how much I’m going to miss you,” Kali says. His hands are warm and comforting as they grab me and pull me closer. I giggle, overcome with happiness as I return his kiss.

“I’ll miss you, too.”

It’s a promise, though not one that I’m making with a lot of conviction. Kali and I won’t be apart for long anyway. It’s one of the perks of having your life planned way before you become a teenager. Even when we were kids, Kali and I both knew what we wanted—to spend our future dancing.

It's a dream that’s coming true for me now. Tomorrow, I’m joining the Philadelphia Ballet. Thinking of that fills me with such excitement that I could burst into happy tears. Kali wasn’t selected the last time we went for auditions. However, his friend has a mother who works in the ballet administration, and she told him that he’s first on the waiting list and that it was very likely that he would get in.

In less than two months, we’ll be reunited again, facing our new lives as partners.

He holds me even tighter. I curve my body against his, making a mental note of every detail. His graceful, yet muscular form, his straight posture—becoming of a man who’s a dancer—the sharp angles of his face, his black curls, the piercing blue eyes that stare at me now as he leans in for another kiss.

Kali’s the only boyfriend I’ve ever had. We bonded over our love of dance. I have a lot of friends, including Kali’s identical twin Ken, but something about our shared passion makes our bond special.

“I wish you could stay here,” he mutters, nuzzling his face into my neck. I grin. His touch feels like an old, comforting blanket, one that I like to sink into. “It’s the last night before I’ll be seeing you in a while.”

I shake my head, laughing again. Tonight feels magical, curling up in my boyfriend’s bedroom while the seconds tick away in silence. “Your mom’s going to kill you if she finds out I’m still here. Remember the night she busted Ken when he came home with Amy Frasier?”

He shuts off the light, immersing the room in near darkness, though the moon’s rays streaming through the window give me a good view of his face.

He looks annoyed.

I’m not surprised. The Edward twins are the spitting images of each other. But they’ve never really gotten along. The whole neighborhood knows it, and no one can figure out why since both boys are perfectly likable and friendly in their own right.

The last thing I want right now is to think of Kali’s beef with Ken, but I find myself wondering once again why they dislike each other. They have very different interests; Ken cares more about hockey and thinks a dancing career is a waste of time. As their next-door neighbor, I practically grew up in their house, and I also noticed that Mr. and Ms. Edwards show far more support for Kali’s pursuits than Ken’s, mostly because they were ballet dancers themselves. Ken was usually the odd one out, something I could relate to. Still, I’m not sure that’s enough reason for the hostility between them.

“Fine,” Kali growls, and I find myself giggling again. I think of how Ken would be proud of me. He always has a smile on his face, encouraging me to see things in a positive light.

Kali looks partly confused and partly furious. He ignores my lightheartedness, preferring to burrow his face in my chest. I tense for a moment, wondering if we’re going to have sex tonight. We’ve never done it, mostly because of my hesitancy. To be honest, I’m not a hundred percent sure that he’s the one.

He doesn’t push anyway. He merely keeps holding me tight, as if he is scared of letting me go.

“You don’t need to worry about us being apart,” I say, suddenly feeling remorseful about my good fortune. “We’ll see each other in eight weeks.”

Kali pauses for a second. “Eight weeks. Yeah.”

We are silent for a few more seconds. I listen to the sound of my beating heart, and I realize that underneath all the excitement, I am nervous.

“Do you think the other ballet dancers will be better than me?” I’m almost embarrassed admitting to my insecurity. I rarely ever confess my fears out loud, thanks to my mother’s views on “weak emotions,” which, as she points out often enough, I have in abundance. I’ve slipped up once or twice with Ken, especially when he started to talk about his own worries of not being a good enough hockey player. But Kali is so confident about his dancing that it feels childish to tell him about my insecurities.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Kali dismisses me with annoyance in his voice. I ignore the sting of disappointment. I try also not to think about what Ken’s reaction would’ve been had I told him. He’s always known the right thing to say, something that would reassure me and get me on the right track again.

Once more, I try not to compare the two brothers. Kali isn’t good with emotions, especially when he’s still dealing with the crushing blow of being placed on the Philadelphia Ballet’s waitlist. He can be sweet when he wants to, though. His birthday gifts are so thoughtful that they make me cry. On the other hand, Ken just gets me the same kind of ballet shoes every year.

Maybe my mother’s right. Relying on others to calibrate your emotions will only leave you bleeding.

Kali sighs loudly. A part of me perks up with hope, thinking he’s going to say something profound or encouraging. But all he does is uncurl himself from me. “I’ve got to run to the bathroom.”

He gets off the bed, opens the door, and slips out, leaving it slightly ajar. The light from the corridor spills into a small portion of the room, along with an eerie silence. I glance at my watch. It’s ten o’ clock, and I know Kali’s parents are already in bed—they are sticklers for going to sleep early. For a moment, I think of Ken hanging out by himself, and feel an overwhelming need to go to him and stay for a while, the way I’ve done many times before. I haven’t exactly told him goodbye, and I’m going to miss him.

But the last night should belong to the boyfriend, shouldn’t it?

I snuggle into the covers, inhaling deeply. The room smells of roasted nuts and vanilla. Ms. Edwards, about the best cook in the world, made an extravagant dinner to celebrate my departure. I’m still tingling from how good the foods tasted. For a moment, I feel a twinge of regret that I won’t be able to enjoy her dishes as often as I do now, but I’m quickly distracted by a noise coming from outside the door.

Kali, I think immediately, sitting up in bed. A shadow falls across the doorway, and a figure appears.

“Took you long enough,” I say.

He walks toward the bed. I notice a second before he sits that his movements are jerky, nervous, lacking the grace he’s often praised for. The bed depresses with his weight, and his arms find my waist and pull me in. Something about his touch is different. Sensual, more tingly.

And then, for the first time in my life, I feel it.

Butterflies.

“Kali,” I mutter. I’m suddenly lit on fire from within; the need to touch him is too strong, too intense. I place my hand on his shoulder, but it feels bulkier than I remember. I rear back, and the hall light casts a glow on his face.

Oh my God.

“Ken.”

I pull away, feeling more awkward by the minute. Not just because my boyfriend’s twin is touching me in a way he never has before. But because I’m feeling things that should be reserved for my boyfriend.

I expect Ken to pull back too. But he does nothing of the sort. Instead, his hold on my waist tightens.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” he says. His voice is hard, raspy. My eyes are adjusting to the darkness, and his handsome face, so like his brother’s, is pulled into a solemn expression. “I knew I should have told you before, but… I was hesitant.”

“Ken, I⁠—”

“I love you.”

I’m struck dumb.

“I love you, Charlie. I don’t just think of you as a friend. I’m completely and utterly in love with you. You’re the most amazing, most beautiful, most delightful girl I’ve ever met in my life. I’ve wanted you to be mine for years. I need you to know this.”

My heart burns in my chest, sending a flood of emotions through me. Ken is in love with me. He’s saying things that I’ve never heard from anyone before. I think back on all our precious moments together, thinking of the emotional connection we’ve forged, of how Ken is the one person who understands me better than anyone.

But then, Kali…

I close my eyes, tears spilling down my cheeks as I make a quick decision. Ken is always going to be Ken. But Kali’s… safe. With him, I never have to worry about being disappointed. With him, I’m never going to have to be afraid of losing him.

It’s the decision my mother would make.

I shake my head. “Ken, I’m sorry, but…”

He pulls his hands from my waist. The butterflies burn out. He stands up. “It’s fine.” He sounds tortured, pained. “Forget it.”

“Ken,” I start to call, but he’s out of the room in a few seconds. I try to untangle the sheets as another shadow falls across the doorway.

“What just happened?” Kali sounds pissed. “What was he doing in here?”

“Nothing,” I say quickly, finally getting rid of the sheets and standing. I can hear Ken’s footsteps dying away as he walks into his room and slams the door.

“Seriously,” Kali’s face is alight with anger. “What did he want? What did he say to you?”

“Nothing,” I repeat. The happiness I carried like a lamp over the past few days is gone. I wipe my tears from my face, a tiny part of me noting that Kali didn’t think to ask about them. I take a deep breath. Kali merely stares in the direction of the hall, looking like he’s thinking of going after his brother and killing him.

“I need to go home.” Back to my own room, where I can think.

I shove past Kali, my heart racing in my chest as I dash into the hallway. I instinctively glance to my right, where Ken’s closed door stands, a silent reminder of the chaos I’m trying to outrun. Something pulls at me to stop, to go back and confront what just happened, but I can't face it—not now.

As I push forward, my legs moving faster than my mind can process, the unshed tears in my eyes blur my vision. The staircase comes into view, spiraling down toward what feels like the only escape from the mess of emotions swirling inside me.

Just before I reach the steps, a flicker of hesitation pulls me back. I glance over my shoulder at Ken’s door one last time. And that’s when it happens—I don't see them in time. Ken’s dumbbells, abandoned at the top of the stairs. My foot catches, and before I can react, my world tilts violently. Suddenly, I'm airborne. Time slows to a crawl. I hear a scream—my own—as my hands grasp frantically for something, anything to stop my fall. But gravity is merciless.

I tumble down the stairs, a rag doll at the mercy of physics. Each impact sends shockwaves through my body, but it's the final, sickening crack that freezes my blood.

As I lay crumpled at the bottom of the stairs, a horrifying realization dawns on me, even before the pain fully registers. Before the thundering of footsteps and panicked voices of the Edwards family reach my ears. Before I see Ken's face, pale with shock and guilt.

I know, with gut-wrenching certainty, that my dreams of dancing are shattered. And worse—the person I trusted most in the world might be responsible.

The last thing I see is Ken's anguished face, and I wonder if I'll ever be able to look at him the same way again.


ONE
THE VEGAS GAMBIT (CHARLIE)


Ten years later…

It's a pretty solid indicator that you're making a mistake when you have to persuade yourself that what you're about to do won’t land you in jail.

Wiping my clammy hands on my short skirt, I tell myself that I’m probably not committing a federal offense.

I should’ve researched this a bit more thoroughly.

Still, when I glance around at the bustling club, I quickly note that everyone here has a drink in hand. Half of these people are making out with reckless abandon. The online review listed this as one of the most exclusive clubs in Las Vegas. No doubt tonight’s going to end in drunken marriages for a lot of them. Las Vegas is famous for it, anyway. Which is exactly why I’m here.

Stop thinking, Charlie, I chide myself. Just do it.

I look down at my outfit. I’d picked it out with a lot of thought. A black halter top fitting snugly to my chest, a skirt just long enough to cover the most intimate parts of my body, and four-inch heels to give my petite ballerina body enough height to garner hungry stares.

But I’ve only got eyes for one man tonight.

He’s easy to spot… When isn’t he? Even in this dark bar, Kenneth Edwards glows like the club lights overhead. His wavy black hair is brushed back smoothly, framing the sharp angles of his face. He has his head thrown back as he takes a swig of his beer, and his lush, full lips are set into a grin as he listens to the man sitting next to him.

Classic Ken. Something’s always funny to him.

My stomach contracts, and a wave of resentment floods my gut. The feeling is so intense that I physically stagger. I’m surprised. I spent the last few weeks bracing myself for the moment I’d see him again in person, and it doesn’t seem to have made much of a difference.

But then, no amount of preparation can make it feel okay, seeing him after this long.

That he is the spitting image of Kali doesn’t help one bit.

Pulling my thoughts from my ex, I try to focus on Ken. He’s sitting in a booth tucked in the corner of the room, surrounded by friends. I recognize most of the guys from the pictures I’ve pored over for the past few months—they are Ken’s teammates on the Philly Titans. Some of them, I’m pleased to see, seem to have brought their wives and girlfriends along, and Ken is one of the few sitting alone.

Good, I think, feeling my bitterness dissipate. It’ll make things easier.

I look down at my outfit again and take a deep breath. I’m ready.

As ready as I can be, anyway.

More stares follow me as I saunter across the club. I keep my chin up, my eyes focusing on my target. My obsidian black hair cascades down my back, swaying with each step, a glossy curtain catching the pulsing lights of the club. The silken strands whisper against my skin, a constant reminder of my carefully crafted appearance.

All the while, my heart is banging in my chest and beads of sweat pool on my forehead. I ignore my nervousness, taking one step after another, being careful not to slip and fall on the glossy floor.

Finally, I think, as I stop in front of Ken’s booth. There are two velvet couches in the small space, a table in front of them cluttered with bottles of alcohol. Ken is on the farthest edge of one of the couches, separated from me by a half-wall.

“Hey.”

He turns around to look at me. Half of the group follows his gaze. For a second, it’s hard to breathe.

“Thanks, we’re good with drinks,” someone says. It’s a blond man with blue eyes—Blake White, the Titan who recently got married to Faye Strummer. He looks surlier than the rest. He’s the only married one of the bunch whose wife isn’t with him tonight.

Yeah, I did my research that well.

“I’m not a waitress.” Blake isn’t trying to be rude, but being mistaken for a server makes me even more jumpy. There’s absolutely no reason to explain myself though because Ken murmurs at the same time, “Oh my God,” in a tone thick with recognition.

From the corner of my eye, I spot Alex Steinmann and his wife, Britney, look up from a whispered conversation they were having.

Great. Practically the whole group is staring at me now. I expected this, but the attention doesn’t help calm my nerves.

Ken stands up. He’s still smiling, but there’s a darker, almost wary look in his eyes.

“Do you know her?” Blake asks him.

Ken nods, then pushes himself out of the booth and comes to stand in front of me. Another, smaller wave of an old grudge burns in my stomach, but the real reason I take a step back is astonishment.

Because he’s far taller than I remember. When we were teens, he only had a few inches on me. After ten years, he’s at least a foot bigger. His muscles have filled out, and even if I’d noticed that while combing through the pictures online, it’s nothing compared to seeing him face to face.

Blake shrugs and looks away, and the rest of the booth slowly does too. I’m half relieved, half ashamed. No doubt they’d have taken me for a puck bunny if Ken didn’t claim recognition, and some of them are probably still thinking that now.

I try not to focus on that, aware that Ken is studying me. His height and width aren’t the only things that’ve changed about him. His grin seems different from our teenage years. Less playful, more confident. The years have sharpened his features, honing the muscle, covering his jaw with dark stubble, and refining the angles of his face.

He’s not just handsome. He’s—there’s no damn way around it—breathtaking. And I hate having to acknowledge that.

He’s still staring at me, not done with his once over. I suddenly feel on display, especially because of my skimpy outfit. I wonder what differences he’s noticed in me. Not that I give a damn. The only thing I care about is the glaring discrepancies in our success and careers. While Ken is making millions in his dream job, I‘m still scraping around, trying to make a living.

Life is unfair.

Which is why I’m taking matters into my own hands.

“Good to see you again, Edwards.”

That’s a lie. It’s not good to see him, but I’m sick of his lazy perusal of my body. Anything to move the conversation forward and away from this awkward pause.

“Charlie.” For some reason, hearing him say my name makes my heart beat faster. He gives me a half smile. Then, as though it only just occurred to him that we’re seeing each other for the first time in ten years, he raises his arms in invitation for a hug.

My body recoils, but only slightly. I knew I’d have to touch him if I am to make my plan work.

Closing the gap between us, I push my body flush against his. Ken’s arms come around my lower back, crushing me close with a little too much intensity. Holding my breath, I lean into the embrace, my breasts flattening against his hard chest, until my hips graze his and there’s barely space for a tissue to squeeze in between the both of us.

Until he can be absolutely certain that there’s an invitation in that hug, somewhere.

Ken seems to grasp it pretty quickly. His hands slide two inches down my back, one of his fingers grazing the topmost part of my ass.

I hear myself inhale sharply. Worryingly, it’s not out of shock or embarrassment.

It’s because the moment I feel Ken’s wide palms on my lower back, my stomach bursts into flames.

It takes every drop of willpower to not pull away and run right out of the club.

See, I’m a planner. I plan every damn thing. Planned my first career by the time I was seven—even if that did not turn out the way I wanted. Planned my second career while in my sick bed recuperating from the fallout from my first dream. And I carefully planned buying the restaurant I now run and making something out of it. Hell, I planned every second of this meeting.

But I sure failed to plan that I would feel something for Ken. And not just because I dated his twin throughout my teen years. It was because I just couldn’t like Ken. Yeah, there was that moment when he confessed his love for me and those strange butterflies that fluttered in my belly. But the rest of the events of that night quickly made me forget about it. I thought the butterflies were gone for good.

But now…

I look up at him, our bodies still pressed together. His blue eyes are widening, and I can tell that he’s feeling a surge similar to mine. But that look appears only for a second before an easy grin replaces his shock.

Another classic Ken move. Hide all his true feelings behind a smile, all the damn time. If he’d allowed himself to open up to me when we were teens, a lot might have changed.

Like me.

I’d still be dancing ballet, for one. Not stuck in this club, desperately trying to save my father through any means possible.

“We should go talk at the bar,” I say, taking a step back. I planned to deliver this statement with a lot more enthusiasm and casualness to it, like it just popped into my head. But my voice comes out in a croak.

Ken says nothing. And then… I feel it before I know what’s happening—Ken’s callused arm curving around my waist again, pulling me back to him. My hips graze his, and this time I feel him. Unmistakably hard, imprinted against the jeans he’s wearing.

My heart is swallowed by a swarm of nervous butterflies—he still makes me tingle all over. I look up at him, my pulse hammering in my throat. The smile is still plastered on his face, aware of what I’m feeling and totally unrepentant.

It hits me then. Ken Edwards, the one who would’ve never dared to be this brash, my sweet high school friend, is gone. The man standing in front of me is exactly that. A man. One who does not hide that he wants to fuck me.

I expected this, I remind myself. I planned for it. I picked this outfit particularly to arouse him. I knew, and I hoped I would get a reaction out of him.

But no matter what I tell myself in my head, I can’t quite keep calm about Ken’s openness, his dick digging into my lower abdomen.

Because it’s not just about his desire. It’s the fact that he’s taking control.

He bends over me, and my heart pounds. Is he about to kiss me, right in front of his buddies? Goosebumps start on my neck as he positions his lips over my ear. Finally, he says, “Yeah, we should.”

My mind feels like it’s been swarmed by a million bees. I can’t bring myself to smile back, to say anything. To even look over at his friends and reassure myself they aren’t staring. After all, even with Ken’s obvious erection, this is a chance meeting between friends—or so he thinks. I should be able to act that out, right?

No.

Ken starts for the bar, holding my hand and pulling me behind him. I follow him, sliding between tables and people, my heart a knot in my chest. This plan is failing, and it hasn’t even begun to unfold. It’s not just Ken’s desire for me, but my desire for him. I’d assumed that we would get a few drinks, flirt a little.

That I would be in control.

Just before we settle on the stools at the farthest edge of the bar, I manage to give myself a pep talk of sorts. I tell myself that my reaction to him means nothing. I haven’t been with a guy in a while. Of course, my body’s bound to react to the first man that touches me this way.

Even if that man is Ken Edwards.

It works. I’ve convinced myself, barely. We’re in a spot that’s so dark we’re practically going to be invisible to everyone else. He orders us a negroni and a cosmopolitan. It’s hard to hop on my stool without my skirt riding up my thighs. I keep my legs locked together, not trusting myself to sit in a more relaxed position.

He settles on his stool and turns to me. There’s a pleasant, more genuine smile on his face. The kind you should actually have when you’re seeing someone for the first time in a decade.

“What’s it been? Like ten years?”

I raise a brow. He knows damn well how long it’s been. How could he not?

The bartender brings us the drinks, and I take a large sip of my cocktail. The cool, smooth liquid slips into my mouth, a symphony of flavors dancing on my tastebuds. Then I take a second sip that sends a fiery shot to my brain. Suddenly, I feel clear. Free. Aware of what I’ve got to do and filled with a steely sense of determination.

“Yeah, I know it’s been ten years,” he says with a grin, before taking a large sip of his negroni. It surprises me that he can read my looks as clearly as he used to when we were kids. “Just…I didn’t expect to see you here.”

He’s being so casual. So…normal. Like he didn’t press me up against his erection a second ago.

Maybe I wasn’t meant to feel that, I rationalize. That might not have been his intention. Or maybe I was wrong. It could have been a phone, or something else stashed in his pocket.

“I didn’t expect to run into you in Las Vegas, either.” Just like I rehearsed. Make it seem like a coincidence. A chance in a million.

He doesn’t buy it. “I’m here every year when we’re celebrating the end of a season. But you…” He eyes me quizzically. “Clubbing doesn’t seem like your scene.”

His presumptuousness annoys me. To be fair, a lot of things about Ken are going to annoy me tonight. And forever.

“Maybe you don’t know what my scene is anymore.”

“Maybe I can guess.” He calls for a second round of drinks. I take mine, feeling slightly buzzed. This time, I’m made strongly aware of how close we’re sitting, our knees almost brushing. And of the fact that I was lying when I tried to convince myself that I’m not attracted to him.

As if on cue, Ken asks, “You still in touch with Kali?”

The question is casual enough, but even in the darkness, I see his jaw set. He already expects an answer that he’s going to hate. Makes me almost sad that I can’t give it to him.

“No.” His jaw unclenches. “Heard he’s running a private ballet school now. Doing well for himself.”

I only add that last sentence to piss Ken off. If it worked, he doesn’t show it. He merely looks at me, his eyes warm and interested.

I’m almost disappointed. Kali dumping me a year after joining the PBT stung. If I couldn’t use his success to piss Ken off and seek gratification in that, then I’m all alone in my misery.

“What are you doing now?” he asks. “I’ve never been able to find out much about you, not even online.”

Great. The dreaded “where are you now?” question. The one I’d rather die than answer.

Thankfully, I’ve prepared for such an eventuality.

“Talking to you,” I say, and swing one leg over the other. Ken follows the move closely. My throat dries up as my skirt gives up completely, bunching itself high around my thighs.

My diversion works. Ken doesn’t hold back from staring—and not in the way a childhood best friend would. His gaze burns a fire in me, moisture pooling between my legs.

And he’s not even touching me.

Fuck. I look around for the bartender, suddenly needing to hold on to something. Another drink, or better, a glass of water. Anything to stop his gaze from searing me like this. To drown the heat of expectancy, waiting for his next move.

Damn it, I want him. My plan aside, I want to be with him.

Tonight.

Ken’s eyes, a shade darker than his brother’s, hold the same knowledge. This isn’t only a meeting of two high school friends who knew each other way back. This is a meeting of a man and a woman who are very certain about what they want from each other. Even at the expense of other things.

A gasp slides out of my throat. For the first time in my life, I stray away from my carefully constructed plan. My lips part, and I relax the hold on my knees so my thighs spill apart.

Ken just looks at me. There are no words spoken between us. We don’t need them, anyway. Not when actions are much more meaningful.

He reaches out, his hand finding the inside of my thigh. I shiver at the contact of his rough palm against my skin, but it instantly fills me with burning for more. He obliges, creeping his fingers up, inching higher, his eyes locked on mine in a silent question.

Is this ok, they seem to be asking me.

In response, I let out a moan, and his fingers swipe away my wet panties, pressing into my center. It’s hard to control myself when all I want to do is to slide off the stool and sprawl at his feet. To keep him there, thrusting in and out, till I can’t catch my breath.

“Oh fuck,” he murmurs, waving the bartender away as the man heads in our direction. I’m barely aware; I can’t even bring myself to summon the shame or self-consciousness I should be feeling. “You’re so fucking wet.” His eyes find mine. “I’ve wanted to touch you like this for a long time.”

That means something to him, even now. I can tell. For a second, the pit of anger overflows in my stomach, but then, Ken pushes into me with two fingers, and I squeeze my thighs together, trying to keep him there. Tears of ecstasy start in my eyes.

He lets out a grunt of frustration as he shifts his stool toward me. I can tell that he wants to be as close as possible, and this is not quite cutting it for him. He straightens up, withdrawing his fingers. I literally have to bite my lips from screaming out in protest.

Thankfully, Ken doesn’t make me wait for long.

“Come sit on my lap, Chapman.”

It doesn’t occur to me not to comply. I stand up, my skirt falling back over my crotch as I switch my stool for his thighs. Ken lets out a small groan as I sit on him. My skirt shifts again, my naked thighs rubbing against his jeans. I’m drenching him in my arousal, I know, and something about this makes me feel excited. Wanton.

We’re now shrouded even further in darkness, but I can still see. His friends are at their booth, and by the looks of it, they barely seem to have noticed his departure. I can’t bring myself to focus on them, though. Not when I can now feel Ken under me. His dick feels big, and I start to rub myself against it. I grab my panties and shift them to the side so my naked lips are rubbing against his jeans.

Ken stops my movement by inserting a finger into me again. I collapse against him. His chest is hard, rock solid, taking my weight without a rebound. My nipples bead underneath my shirt as my body grows warmer, every inch craving his touch.

His free hand finds my hips as he moves in and out of me. He sets the pace of my movements, guiding me to rub myself up and down the hard material of his jeans. It feels like raw opium, being here, being touched like this.

“Got to admit,” he murmurs against my ear, causing the hairs on my neck to stand. “This reunion beats any other I’ve had.”

Laughter bubbles up my gut. I didn’t expect to find him funny. But nothing about this feels awkward. In fact, it feels natural, like our bodies have been waiting for this since forever.

And maybe they have. Ten years ago, Ken made me feel things I hadn’t felt with anyone else. I might hate him, but I can admit to at least that.

“We should get out of here.”

I don’t mean to say that, but I don’t regret it, either. I needed us to leave the club sooner or later anyway. But my plan is now secondary.

All I want is to be alone with him.

“We should,” Ken growls. “So I can fuck you.”

A chill of expectancy runs down my spine. I’ve never known Ken to be this direct. As he stops guiding my hips and reaches upward to cup my breast, I realize once more that this Ken is completely different. He’s cast aside all gentleness he used to have for me. He is a man in need.

And he just found a willing partner.

He sets me on my feet. I obey him, feeling dizzy. I’m nowhere near drunk, but it’s only just settling in that I’m going to have him tonight. It wasn’t part of the plan, but I’ll embrace it anyway.

Because in a few hours, I’m going to be Mrs. Ken Edwards.


TWO
UNFINISHED BUSINESS (KEN)


Three months later…

My muscles are on fire as I march into the changing rooms. Needles of pain shoot up my legs with every step, and my back is still aching after I slammed it on the ice one too many times.

“The only endurable thing about this practice was that it was only that, a practice.” Coach Tanner’s biting voice carries into the room, even if he’s in the corridor outside. “Keep taking hits like that, Edwards, and you’ll be warming the bench all season.”

Great.

Many of my teammates push past me roughly on the way to the showers. Can’t say I blame them. Tanner kept them for an extra hour on the biting ice to “Fix Edwards’s abysmal playing before I’m forced to blow my own brains out.”

I’d be damn angry if anyone ruined the first practice since our historic win of last season, too.

“Now are you going to tell me what’s up, or am I going to keep guessing till I hit on something?”

I turn around, even though I absolutely don’t need to. The only person who would care enough to ask me that question after I messed up so badly is Blake. Sure enough, he’s standing behind me, stripping off his shoulder pads with a look of concern on his face.

I grin, amused in spite of myself. “So, you married a pop singer and learned how to care? Cringe.”

Blake ignores my taunt. Another new development. Two years ago, Blake would have said something scathing and walked away. Now he merely shrugs. “Come on. If you’re going through some shit, I’d like to know.”

“I’m not.” I’m sounding as firm as I can, but I know Blake isn’t buying it. “Really, what could I be going through?”

He looks as though I've raised an interesting point. I can see why. The last time Blake was off his game on the ice, it had to do with girl trouble. He's quite aware of the emptiness in my romantic life.

“I don’t know, man,” he says. “Something to do with your family, maybe?”

My amusement is tinged with a deeper sense of frustration. Feels like Blake is going to keep pushing till he discovers something.

"I've got a brother I don't speak to and parents who I rarely visit up in Chestnut Hill," I say, pulling off my hockey jersey. "There's very little to talk about, not to mention worry about."

I’ve stripped myself of half my hockey gear before I notice the shock on Blake’s face. “You’ve got a brother?”

The frustration piles on. Blake has managed to find something to prod me about. “Yep.” I push past him to the showers, ignoring the stony looks of the rest of the team. I expect Blake to take my curt answer in good faith, maybe understand that I don’t want to talk about it. Instead, he follows me through the throng, waiting as I reach for one of the towels on the hooks outside the stalls.

“Blake, piss off. Seriously.”

He has an unusually obstinate look on his face. “Make it easier by telling me why you sucked at practice today. Or at least more about your brother. Is he younger, older?”

I let out a ragged sigh. I know I’m going to regret saying this, but he’s not going to back off. I goaded him almost as hard two seasons ago, and I didn’t think about backing down once. This is just karma.

“Neither. He’s my twin.”

Blake’s eyes nearly pop out of their sockets. “You’ve got a twin brother?”

“Identical.” Knowing I’ve given him enough to be riveted, I steal into a stall and slam the door behind me, turning on the shower.

The damn fool’s right though, I admit to myself as I shrug off the towel and start to lather my body, wincing every time I touch one of my bruises. I do have a reason for sucking at practice today. It’s the same reason I’ve been dancing on melancholy for the last three months. And even though I haven’t admitted it to any of my buddies, it’s a thought that pretty much never leaves my mind.

The thought of her.

It's hard to believe only three months have passed. The encounter feels as fresh as if it happened last week, or even yesterday. Though our interaction was brief, its impact lingers, undoubtedly because it's the most exhilarating experience of my adult life. One moment, I was chuckling at Alex and Reggie's devotion to their wives; the next, a specter from my past landed in my lap, turning my world upside down.

Literally.

The first thing I noticed about her was her hair. Straight, long, and black, it flowed behind her like a sheet of pure velvet. She used to wear it in a bun all the time as a teen, and I always wondered what she would look like with her hair down. It was every bit as alluring as I imagined it would be.

And that wasn’t the only thing that changed. Her figure was more or less the same: slim, trim, elegant, true to her dancer form. Even damn Kali still has the same stature ten years later. But everything else was different. Her breasts, peaking out on both sides of her top. Her hips were filled out, with a curviness I didn’t recognize. And the shimmering quality of that damned skirt, how it clung to her ass, made me hard the moment I touched her.

Charlie was my everything growing up. When she turned me down, it broke me. I packed those feelings away and buried them deep. Staying away from home made it easy to forget.

Then I saw her again, and it all came rushing back. But this time, it wasn't just love. It was something raw, primal. The moment I touched her, I was lost. Desire and anger mixed together, creating a cocktail of emotion I'd never felt before. It scared me how much I wanted her, how easily she got under my skin again.

I groan now, recalling it. Her skin was ivory, the smoothest, most delicate thing I’ve ever touched. It felt familiar and foreign all at once. I wanted to keep my hands on her, but I put it out of my mind. Charlie’s always going to be Charlie.

She’s always going to choose Kali. Not me.

Or so I thought, until she made that comment about not keeping in touch with him. And parted her thighs, as if inviting me in.

Touching her felt almost as good as my best fucks. A part of me in her, giving her pleasure, causing her eyes to roll back… I would have continued forever. And then I felt her grinding up against my thigh, clamoring for me to put something bigger in her.

Another groan slips from my lips. My dick is hardening now, shooting bolts of tension to my skull. The events of the night grow a little dimmer after we left the bar, mostly because Charlie made sure the staff sent wine up to my room. But I remember enough. Holding her up against the wall, thrusting into her over and over. Her wonderful tightness, how damn wet she was. Continuing till I lost myself. Getting hard again minutes later, deciding to let her ride me. Hell, I even remember us stealing out of the hotel room—her idea. Don’t know where else we fucked, but I can remember her hand in my pants as we skulked behind the hotel, groping my dick, touching me in all the right places.

I’m fully erect now, the tension between my legs doubling with every second I choose to linger on the memory. My hands find my length, closing around it as my eyelids flutter shut. I focus on her, touching myself to a particularly gratifying recollection, one where I sucked on her pebbled nipples, my chin grazing her breasts as the feel of her caused me to dangle dangerously close to climax…

I let out a last, louder groan as I spill myself. Shuddering with the release, I collapse against the wall, satiated and frustrated all at once.

Been doing that for three whole months, every single time I shower.

It’s not a fucking wonder that I haven’t been able to focus on the ice.

Minutes later, as I pull on a pair of fresh sweatpants, I let myself dwell on the main reason I’ve been off my game. It’s not the pleasure she gave me that night. Nor the fact that I finally got to have her after having accepted I never would.

It’s that I only remember fragments of the best night I ever lived through. After we went back to the room the second time, I woke up hours later to a pounding headache and an empty bed.

Once more, Charlie fucking disappeared on me, leaving nothing behind. Not even a phone number. Hell, I’d have to call her parents if I want to get in touch with her.

The message was clear. Save for this one night, she still doesn’t want me.

I played it off to my friends, though. Told them about fucking her and ending things right after. None of them is aware of the torment that plagues me every damn night when I touch myself to her image. Or the desire that still burns in me whenever she flashes through my mind. Which is every single second of the day.

I’m no longer in love with her, but she’s managed to get me hooked again. She can’t help it, apparently.

And I’m the idiot that keeps falling into the trap.

The moment I step out of the changing rooms, Blake appears by my side like he was summoned there by magic. He’s also showered and dressed in sweatpants. “You ready to go eat, buddy? Alex’s coming to pick us up. We could get some takeout and hang out at your apartment. Or we can go to the new restaurant that opened up a few weeks ago that everyone’s buzzing about.”

I’m beyond grateful that he’s no longer talking about my brother, but I still don’t want to be stuck with him and Alex for the next hour. I’d rather stew in the torture of Charlie leaving me high and dry than let my friends regale me with stories of their happily married life.

“No, thanks,” I say, as Alex’s SUV rolls up. I take the passenger seat before Blake can, and he boxes me on the arm before he slips into the back seat. “I want some time alone tonight.”

Alex’s thick eyebrows rise up to form twin arches on his forehead. “What happened?”

I’m almost offended. “What, a single guy demands time alone and that’s confusing to you?”

“He played horribly,” Blake informs Alex, a former Titan himself. Alex quit the team to become a full-time husband and father, a decision which still stuns me. Though, I’ve got to admit he looks far happier than he ever was being on the team. “Tanner was mad.”

Alex looks like he’s trying to bite back a grin as he starts the car, and we zoom away from the Titans’ training center in Northeast Philly. “He’ll get over it. It’s only the first practice of the season.”

There’s a moment’s silence in the car, and I feel a hint of apprehension. And then…

“Ken has an identical twin.”

Of fucking course. My fingers fold into fists as I glare at Blake through the rearview mirror. It’s a little too late, though, because Alex’s mouth is already gaping open as he stares at me.

“How come none of us knew this? Hell, even the blogs have no idea, or they’d have flushed him out by now.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The only antidote I can think of to calm the storm roaring in my head is her. But thinking of her stirs up a different kind of frustration. Before long, there are drums beating in my head.

“Kind of creepy. The sameness always freaks me out for some reason.”

“You and Brit are practically identical,” Alex throws at Blake, laughter in his voice. Yeah, Alex married Blake’s little sister. It’s a mark of how well Blake is doing now that he doesn’t even react to Alex’s words. Plus, I can tell they’re both still focused on me. “Are you okay, man?”

I force my lids open. “Fine,” I spit through gritted teeth.

Alex keeps staring at me. “Is there an issue with your brother? Is that why you were so off today?”

I run my fingers through my hair, more of a preventive measure to stop myself from hitting Alex than anything else, really. “We haven’t spoken in ten years. I don’t even know where he lives.”

Wrong thing to say, I realize. Alex’s jaw gets even slacker. A rude hoot from a driver in the next lane interrupts us—Alex almost hit him.

“Start looking at the road, or we’re going to die soon,” I tell him, flashing a grin I don’t quite feel. Nothing about this conversation is amusing.

Alex snaps back to looking ahead, but he doesn’t stop trying to piss me off. “You haven’t spoken in ten years? What’s up with that?” Through the mirror, I can see that Blake is also waiting curiously for an explanation.

Damn it all to hell.

My throat clenches as I weigh the options. Talk about Charlie and what happened in Las Vegas… Or tell them about the most horrible thing that ever happened in my life. Interestingly, another thing Charlie played a part in.

Since I’m going to have to talk about her either way, I decide to keep my mouth shut.

“We fought.” That’s all I can say about Kali without punching a hole through the passenger window.

Something in my voice must have given away my lack of patience because Blake finally changes the topic. “Know how I can get a new marriage certificate, Alex?”

At the word “marriage,” I feel my mind burn with a strange sensation. Before I can place it, Alex lets out a guffaw, turning around to look at Blake.

“Tired of Faye already? Her fans are going to kill you if you announce a divorce.”

“Seriously, Alex, look at the road.” Leaning over, I pull the wheel and turn it toward the right lane.

Alex barely notices. Not surprising. The only thing I hate more than answering questions is being with them when they start talking about marriage. I become the odd one out real fast.

“You know that’s not it,” Blake growls. “Faye left ours on our dresser, and one night while we—” He clears his throat. “Well, I wasn’t paying attention, and it tore. How can we replace it?”

Alex bursts into loud laughter. A reluctant smile tugs on my lips. I know exactly what Blake was doing when the certificate ripped.

“Dunno, ask Brit. She knows weird stuff like that.” Alex finally turns around and says, “Damn.” I look out of the passenger window just in time to see us speeding past a U-turn. “I just missed our turn.”

Now I can feel smug. “The next one is not for another twenty miles.”

“Thanks a lot, jackass,” Blake mutters.

“Hey, I was only trying to save your marriage,” Alex yells back.

Marriage. The odd sensation crawls up my spine again. As my friends start to bicker in earnest, I stare through the window at the rows of buildings flashing past, trying desperately to locate the source of the feeling. Yeah, I’m hung up bad over Charlie; I wanted to marry her when I was younger. Was even stupid enough to tell her that. But that was about it, right?

A more serious smile forms on my lips as I soak in the amusement. If I ever see Charlie again, I’m going to lock her up and fuck her silly. Not get down on my knee and ask her to marry me.

Yeah, I want her. Just not that way anymore.

I can’t allow myself to feel that way for anyone ever again, anyway.

From the ages of thirteen to seventeen, I was desperately torn up over a girl who was dating my brother. Everything about Charlie appealed to me. Hell, I could have lived off her smile. She was my damn world. I got hooked on her the way people get hooked on crack… Or the way sullen teenage boys get hooked on the first person to show them a hint of affection.

Only, it wasn’t just that. Charlie and I were the outcasts in our homes. We understood each other better than anyone else could. That’s what made it such a kick in the stomach when she got together with Kali. For years, I waited for her to realize that my brother was a jackass. That he wasn’t good enough for her. Until it became clear that she was never going to see it herself.

My stomach buckles and twists as I remember that night.

When I was finally done waiting.

Embarrassment wells up within me at the memory of stealing into the room that night, armed with nothing but crazy hope and a heart swelling with love. I can still see my teenage self sitting on my twin’s bed, holding a girl who was never going to be mine, pouring myself out in a way I’d never done before.

Add that to my list of regrets.

“Why don’t we eat here?” Alex says suddenly, interrupting my thoughts.

Relieved at the distraction, I look through the windshield. He’s currently pulling up in front of one of the buildings flanking the roadside. The huge signboard reads “Mellie’s Furniture Store.” I open my mouth to ask Alex if this is his idea of a joke, but then I realize that there’s another, smaller signboard just next to it. In tiny, cracked letters, it says, “C’s Kitchen”

“The place looks…dead,” Blake says tonelessly.

I nod. The sign isn’t peeling as badly as the brown-painted walls of the building. The windows are large but dark, and it’s hard to tell if the place is open or closed. Alex, however, does not share the same reservations.

“Yeah, I told you,” he says to Blake. “All other restaurants around here lost their customers. This one must be the last one standing. It could be fine. If it’s horrible, we’ll just leave,” Alex says, stopping the car and getting out.

“You sure?” Blake mutters to me. “Looks like the owner might literally kidnap us for want of patrons.”

I’m grinning again, my mood a little lighter. I’m going to force a thousand laughs like this and it’s going to be okay. I managed to get through her crushing my heart to dust before. I’ll get through the memory of a night of wild sex too.

We reach the entrance, and Alex pushes aside the sliding glass doors. My first thought is that the owners have done as good a job as they could polishing up this place. The interior of the restaurant looks much better: bright yellow walls, creaky-looking wooden chairs arranged neatly around tables, and a serving counter in the center of the space.

Yet, it couldn’t be clearer that the restaurant is not doing well. For one, the only other person here is a bored-looking waitress behind the counter applying her lip gloss and checking her reflection in the transparent display of an empty showcase.

“Yeah, let’s leave,” Blake says. Just then, there’s a loud crash, and the waitress snaps to attention, noticing us for the first time.

“Hi,” she says, perking up. She looks surprised to see us. “What can I get you?”

“Nothing, thanks,” Blake starts to say, but then there’s an even louder crash from an inner room. She turns toward a door behind her labeled “staff only.” Listening closely, I can hear the voices of two people arguing furiously behind the door.

“Really, you should sit…” She tapers off suddenly, her eyes narrowing at us. “Wait, I know you guys. You’re the Philly Titans. You’re Ken Edwards, right? I’m a huge fan. And Blake White!” Her eyes nearly pop out of their sockets. “Gosh, I love Faye Strummer. I listen to all her albums on repeat.”

“Me too,” Blake mutters under his breath. “Now, we’ve got to stay. Thanks for nothing, fuckwads.”

I bite back a grin as the girl attempts to persuade us to stay with even more enthusiasm. Still, it’s hard to ignore the crashing in the kitchen. Ten seconds later, the “staff only” door flings open, and a burly man wearing a chef’s apron storms out. He’s instantly identifiable as one of the people making the noise.

“If you’re going to fire me, do it now,” he spits to someone behind him as he walks on. “God knows this place won’t last another month, anyway.”

“Shut up, Troy,” the waitress, whom I just notice has a nametag that reads “Haley,” whisper yells. “We’ve got customers.”

“You better run for your lives.” He turns to us, looking us over. “The fucker who owns this place isn’t going to rest till she fires all her employees and poisons all her patrons.”

Just then, the kitchen door opens again. I half expect another burly man, but the person who steps through the door is much smaller. And a woman.

But not just any woman.

She looks a lot different than she did at the club, that’s for sure. Her dark hair is tied in a loose knot at the top of her head. She’s wearing a chef’s jacket and worn-out jeans, the outfit concealing her figure from view. Her brown eyes are filled with a weariness that wasn’t there in Las Vegas, and her lips are drawn into a frown.

But it’s her. It’s fucking her.

Somehow, the gods of fate swung in my favor and sent her right back to me.

I can barely believe it.

Blake and Alex are saying something, but I can’t muster enough brainpower to focus on them. All I can see, all I can behold, is Charlie.

“You’re fired,” she’s hissing. There’s a new hardness to her voice. “More than that, you’re going to pay me back for every single thing you stole⁠—”

She suddenly stops talking, looking away from Troy and toward the doorway, noticing for the first time that she’s got customers. Her eyes meet mine, and blood drains from her face as recognition settles in.

The world collapses around us, leaving us alone. We stare at each other for what seems like hours. A slow smile breaks over my face, casting down the melancholy I’ve felt for the past few months. I know we’re both thinking the same thing.

Payback’s a bitch.


THREE
A DISH SERVED COLD (CHARLIE)


Payback is a bitch.

It’s what Ken and I used to say when we watched movies and the villain got their comeuppance.

I’m living it now.

My world is crumbling around me, and the thoughts that are swirling in my head are moving at a million miles a second. The single most concerning thought is one that causes me to grow weak at the knees.

He knows.

He remembers what we did in Las Vegas. He tracked me down in my restaurant and is going to make me confess what I tricked him into.

It’s impossible to stop myself from trembling from head to foot, so I decide to do something more productive, like take in as much information as I can. Ken’s friends, Blake White and Alex Steinmann, are behind him. They have similar expressions of interest on their face, like he enlisted them to find me, and they just discovered their prey.

This is very, very bad.

“Are you guys staying for dinner?” Finally, Haley’s voice cuts through the silence. She sounds like the men have previously expressed interest in leaving.

Even if we’ve not had a customer all day, knowing they might be staying heightens my panic. Please leave, I pray silently.

“Sure,” Alex says.

My world crumples again.

He tugs on Ken, who’s still staring at me. The three men walk over to the farthest end of the restaurant and sit themselves almost out of my view. Haley bustles forward to take their order.

I pause, not knowing what to think. If Ken really came to bust me for Las Vegas, why isn’t he saying anything? What’s he waiting for?

The thoughts spiraling through my head are torturous. So much so that I almost forget about the awful situation I was dealing with before I saw Ken. But then Troy diverts my attention by letting out a loud huff.

“This is what’s going to happen,” he says in a much lower tone than before. “I’m going to go back to the kitchen and make whatever these gentlemen order. Going to forget all the trashy accusations you laid against me and forgive you for your rudeness. Then we can put this behind us.”

I stare at him, going from the depths of confusion to the heights of fury in just a moment. “Come again?”

“You heard me.” He crosses his arms, glowering at me as if he is the boss, and it’s not the other way around. “I’ll whip up something for these men. You really can’t afford to keep losing customers, can you? And after today, you don’t come into my kitchen and accuse me of stealing supplies ever again.”

All of the frustrations of the past few hours—maybe even the past few days—come surging back. I have to fight the urge to scream. I should be worrying about getting found out, but I’ve got to deal with a thieving cook.

Yeah, my business is in shambles. But it doesn’t make it any less important to maintain order here.

“No.” My voice is trembling, and it’s an effort to maintain a low tone so Ken and his friends don’t hear. “You’ll pay up, or we’re going to the police.”

The police. My stomach is tense with guilt. Troy doesn’t know it, but I wouldn’t dare go to the cops now, after the stunt I pulled with Ken in Las Vegas.

Just then, Haley comes back around, pulling up the partition that divides the counter from the dining room, so she can walk through it. Just having her around gives me a modicum of relief. She’s my best friend since college, and I trust her more than anyone.

“They want pasta with chicken breast. Told them you’ll whip it up ASAP.” She has a disgusted frown on her face when she turns to Troy. “You should leave. Charlie fired you, and you’re not welcome here anymore.”

Troy throws back his head and laughs. The sound echoes around the restaurant. I don’t have to look to know that Ken and his friends are staring at us. “You’re really going to fire one out of two of your remaining employees? Really, amazing business strategy here.” He says those words loudly, clearly for the benefit of the Titans.

My cheeks burn in shame. Not just because my childhood friend is getting a front-row seat to one of the most humiliating moments of my life. It’s more because Troy is right. I’ve been trying to avoid the truth for years, dodging and fighting. But it’s caught up with me now.

I’m a failure.

Two years building a restaurant business after buying it off the former owner, and all I’ve managed to do is run it into the ground. The place has gone from bustling to empty; from having a full staff of fifteen people to only one honest staff member, my best friend and fellow investor.

Still, I’m not backing down. My plan in Las Vegas worked… even if Ken might be here now, trying to intimidate me. I’m going to get this place back to thriving again, after taking out old trash.

I lift my chin. “It’s going to be a better establishment without you around, that’s for sure.” My employees have always been hard to manage, even when I had more than a couple of them. So, I made a rule: never fight in front of patrons. I’m breaking that rule today by standing up for myself, but I have no choice.

And it might be for the best, anyway. The last thing I want is for Ken and his buddies to come back.

Haley lets out a sound between a chuckle and a sniff. Troy’s dark face glows brick red. “You fucking bitch,” he mutters.

The words hit my very core, but I keep my face stern and expressionless. Insubordination from male employees has been a thing I’ve endured for years, and it’s not enough to cause me to back down.

“I’m going to send you an invoice for everything you stole from the restaurant…”

“Not like there were any customers coming around,” he snarls.

“… and you’re either going to pay, or I’ll take you to court,” I finish my statement more loudly than I started, refusing to let this oversized bully cut me short. From the corner of my eye, I see the Titans observing the scene avidly. I can’t bring myself to look at Ken’s face more closely, not yet.

“You fucking bitch!” he repeats in a yell now. There’s a scuffle from where the Titans are sitting, but before I can look around and investigate, I see Troy raise his fist. Haley gasps, and I freeze in shock.

The sound of scuffling grows louder, and something moves so fast across my vision that it blurs. Haley gasps again, and I feel her take my arm and yank me away from Troy and the moving object. There’s a loud crunch of bone against bone as Haley and I scramble away. Then some seconds later, I look down at the scene in front of me.

Ken is sitting astride Troy, squeezing his throat and punching him. The two men are the same size, but Ken has managed to trap Troy’s large arms so effectively underneath his own thighs that all Troy is doing is flailing helplessly against him. At about the fifth punch, Troy gives up and stops trying to hit back, and as he does, Ken stands up and shoves Troy’s limp body, marching over to the other side of the counter.

My heart starts to pound again as I watch him. There are several emotions raging inside me, shock and disbelief, and a tiny bit of embarrassment, then other emotions I cannot figure out. I let my gaze wash over his bruised knuckles, the tensing of his shoulders.

I’ve never seen him look this primal before, his face red, murder inscribed in every inch of it. Even his friends seem surprised, like he just transformed into a beast in front of them. I’d considered him breathtaking in Las Vegas, when he had that little smile on his face, but now…looking like this…

His allure tugs at my libido, making the space between my legs throb.

All I can hear is Troy whimpering on the floor and Haley’s ragged breathing.

As I continue to look over at Ken, I realize I’m not displeased about him defending me.

On the contrary. Now I want him even more.

My heart misses a beat as I’m pulled back to our night in Las Vegas. The night everything changed between us. When I begrudgingly admitted to myself that no man is ever going to make me feel as good as Ken did.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. A tumultuous wave of self-hatred floods me. I reproach myself for not having enough control. For being the kind of a foolish girl who swoons over a man because he flexed his fists.

For being the kind of girl who’d pine after the man who ruined her life.

When I open my eyes, I’ve come to a decision. I have enough control over my mind to do the right thing. And that’s how it’s going to go. If Ken asks about what happened in Las Vegas, I’ll deny it. And then I’ll make sure that he never so much as touches me again.

It’s the only way.

Ken is looking at me. His eyes are not filled with desire the way they were in Las Vegas. On the contrary, it’s difficult not to wither under his hard, merciless glare. I stare at him for a moment, confused, a part of me waiting for his accusation.

And then it hits me.

Ken had no idea that this restaurant was mine when he walked in here. He’d merely come to have dinner. It was a complete coincidence. All he’s pissed about is the fact that I’d left him high and dry in Las Vegas.

I’m woozy with relief. He has no idea. That’s good. Great, even.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I say, looking up at him. My words break the silence, and Ken’s friends shift from foot to foot. Evidently, they think it’s a bad idea to speak when Ken is in such a mood.

I disagree. Now that I’m reassured he knows nothing, I can finally force him into a place he belongs—my past.

Ken doesn’t break from staring at me reproachfully. He doesn’t speak, just stares. And even if I’ve summoned all the self-assurance I’ve got in this world, my knees still buckle.

Somehow, he’s taking my abandonment harder than I expected. Not just hard, even. He’s staring at me like he’s two inches from throttling me.

A full minute must’ve passed before he finally opens his mouth to speak. The restaurant is completely silent. Even Troy has stopped whimpering. And then…

“I will see you around, Charlie.”

It’s not a request. Not even an order.

It’s a threat.

He knows where to find me now, and he’s going to keep coming.

Until I offer him amends for abandoning him in Las Vegas. The kind of amends he’s going to like.

The kind I’m going to like, too.

Damn.

For a moment, I wish he knew about the other thing.

I want to say something and challenge him, but there’s no time for that—not that I can figure out what to say, anyway. He turns and marches out, followed quickly by his bewildered friends.

My knees finally give way. I groan as my legs weaken, slipping from underneath me. Haley catches me before I hit the floor, or rather, Troy’s bleeding body.

“What the hell just happened?” she cries, her eyes wide. “You know Ken? How do you…?” She stares into my white face. “He was so mad. Did you do something to him?”

Bile claws up my throat. I realize then that I can’t do this alone. If I’m going to get through this, I’m going to need to start relying on someone.

And there’s no better person than Haley.

I clutch her so tightly that she winces. “Haley,” I gasp, my voice coming out in a strangled whisper. “I need to tell you something.”


FOUR
THE LONG CON (CHARLIE)


“You married him?”

It’s five hours later, and Haley is staring down at me as if I am insane. We’re back to our messy apartment in Point Breeze, a two-bedroom fifteen minutes away from our restaurant. We only have one oversized recliner, the kind that can only sit one person at a time. Which is good enough because Haley has been pacing since I fessed up.

“Let me get this straight.” She runs her hand through her short black hair, not taking her gaze from me. “You went to Las Vegas without even telling me?”

Maybe I shouldn’t have shared this with her. I knew my plan was a little bit off the charts, but I didn’t expect my best friend looking at me like I was the biggest idiot in the world.

“Yes.”

“And you convinced Ken to leave his friends behind to go on a drinking binge with you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you got him to marry you in one of those cheesy chapels?”

I feel a guilty squirm in my stomach. I skipped a step. The one in which Ken thrust into me all through the night.

“Yes.”

“I can’t believe this,” she mutters. “You did this all because of the restaurant? And your dad?”

I bow my head in shame. “Yeah,” I mutter.

Becoming a business owner was something I planned since I started college and put my ballet dreams aside. I majored in business and minored in entrepreneurial studies, deciding I wanted to own a restaurant during my second year. I love cooking. I hung out at the Edwards house a lot, trying out healthy recipes with their mother. I talked it over with my dad, and he loved the idea. My grandmother had run a small deli when he was growing up. The idea of a family business that could be passed down appealed to him. That settled my decision.

My plan was perfect. First, to work for four years in other businesses, painstakingly saving up money and learning everything I could. Then to look for a location. One of the cutesy little restaurants in the 13th Street Corridor was selling, and scrapping together all of mine and Haley’s savings—plus a loan from my parents—meant we could buy it. Yeah, there was competition, but I was sure I could manage. Many of the old staff quit, and I had problems getting a chef that aligned with my concept, but things still worked out fine.

Until barely three months after I took over, a nasty review was printed in the local newspaper, labeling my restaurant as the “worst place to eat in Center City.” Apparently, the reviewer had visited incognito and claimed that he had uncovered a large, dirty nail in his salad.

True or not, the nosedive started from there, which got even worse when a brand-new restaurant was opened down the street—one that focused on vegan fusion cuisine for half the price, headed by a Michelin star chef. Just one year after opening, my restaurant is in shambles. I have no staff except for Haley, who’s only staying because she invested her savings in my harebrained scheme and has no choice but to go down with the sinking ship.

I could call it quits and admit defeat. But that’s not my style. Seeing the disappointment in my parents’ eyes—again—would ruin me.

So, I decided to revamp. Change up the menu, redecorate, rebrand under a new name, hire competent staff, the whole shebang. Only, that all costs money. I needed a loan.

Which wasn’t as easy as I had hoped.

“We can’t give you anything close to this amount,” the bank manager, Mr. Holloway, a good looking, middle-aged man, informed me flatly. “We simply do not have any indication we’re going to get it back from you. You’ve got no landed property, no cars, no family who’s willing to take the payment up if you default…”

I felt a pang, recalling my mother’s words when I’d asked for her help again. “You can’t ask us to mortgage our house on your vanity project, Charlotte. Not when we’ve already given you money. We need all the resources we have for your father’s treatments; you know that.”

She was right. With his cancer diagnosis, my father was hanging onto life for two reasons: to see me get married and to see me become successful. If I couldn’t do either of those, the least I could do is not drain him even more.

“If you were married,” Mr. Holloway continued, “we could take the risk and give you the loan if your spouse had considerable assets, but…”

“I’m not,” I finished for him. I rarely get touchy about being single, but being reminded of yet another failure was a little too much to bear.

“Shame,” Mr. Holloway said. “A marriage certificate added to your other documents could make a world of difference.”

A marriage certificate was all that stood between me and my loan.

People marry for all sorts of reasons. A marriage to get a loan wasn’t that bad in the grand scheme of things.

But it still went against my values, somehow. Even though I didn’t see myself marrying one day, I respected the institution enough to be wary of faking it. But then, a few more calls from my mother, some well-placed barbs about how my father’s treatment would be more bearable if their only daughter could help out with payments, and I decided to go for it. My failures weren’t just impacting me anymore. A turnaround would help my family, too.

Once I decided, I realized it couldn’t just be anyone. Since it had to be a successful man, I narrowed the list down quickly. And Ken Edwards was by far the most successful man I knew. Granted, we’d not spoken in ten years, but I knew I could find a way to make it work.

A way that did not involve groveling at his feet and begging him to marry me.

“But you know him.” Haley furrows her forehead, looking puzzled. “You could’ve asked him to lend you the money…or you could’ve told him you needed to marry him.”

“No,” I say, so sharply that Haley rears back and hits the TV. “Sorry,” I say in a calmer voice. “It’s not that straightforward.”

Her look is even more confused. Emotions are roaring in my chest, but I refuse to translate them into words. She’s never going to understand why I couldn’t let Ken know about the marriage. Instead of trying to explain, I reach for the marriage certificate, which is on the small coffee table between us. The document feels like a ray of sunshine in my hands, and I know why. I can get my future back with it, create a life that finally pleases my parents.

Still, internalizing the fact that I’m married to Ken makes me want to scream and pull out my hair. Especially after the scene at the restaurant. After his threat. My heart beats a little faster at that, but I push the thought out of my mind. Ken can’t just keep showing up to terrify me. Not just because it means I could have sex with him again. But because he can’t find out about my ploy. Not yet.

I can prevent him from showing up, somehow. I will prevent it.

“Just think of what getting a loan will do for our business,” I say to Haley, trying to get her to focus. “We’ll start renovating, rebranding. It’s going to be good, you’ll see.”

Still don’t know how I’m going to get an annulment from Ken without letting him know, but I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.

“Yeah, I suppose.” Haley shrugs. She doesn’t sound as excited as I would like her to be. She looks around our dumpy little living room. “We should start by getting a better apartment.”

I nod as Haley, seemingly satisfied, reaches for the remote control, dumping herself in front of the recliner. I’m on the verge of experiencing relief about the inquisition being over when she turns back to me.

“I don’t know how you’re certain he doesn’t know that you got married. I mean, he might’ve been furious with you because of that.”

“He doesn’t.” I sound surer than I really am, but I hope it’s the truth. “He was drinking more than I was, and I…” And since we ended up banging in a garden just outside the chapel, it’s more than likely he forgot everything else.

Haley’s green eyes narrow suspiciously under her black bangs. “And you what?” It sounds like she’s gotten to her conclusion already. “What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh my God.” The words come out in a scream, but she’s grinning. “You screwed him, didn’t you? That’s how you got him to do this in the first place.”

My cheeks turn pink. “Haley, I…”

“I can’t believe it,” she screeches, jumping to her feet. “That’s why he’s freaking pissed. Cause you screwed him and abandoned him in Las Vegas. That’s all he can remember.”

“I—”

“Did you like it?”

This conversation is easily becoming the worst one I’ve ever had. Unbidden, a memory comes sliding up my mind, Ken’s mouth taking my nipple, sucking at it. I close my eyes, trying to will the thoughts away. When I blink them open, Haley is staring at me.

“It was fine.” My voice is prim, proper. “That’s all I’m saying.”

Haley rolls her eyes and turns back to the TV. It’s clear she knows what the answer is. She finally turns it on, switching channels, until she arrives on a ballet performance.

“Oh, I’ve been waiting for this,” she cries. “The Philadelphia Ballet’s Swan Lake!”

My ankle throbs with phantom pain. Even after all these years, there’s a ball lodged in my throat as I watch the young women on stage, dancing gracefully with their arms outstretched over their white tutus.

Haley’s eyes are still glued to the TV. “I used to beg my mom to register me in ballet classes. I was desperate to be one of them. She always said I was too tall and too old. Most girls start training when they are five, apparently. I only learned about them when I turned ten.”

“I used to practice ballet.” My voice sounds odd, distorted.

Haley turns to me, her eyes wide. “Really? I had no idea.”

“I don’t talk about it much.” The ball in my throat is growing larger, and I suddenly feel the urge to shield myself from her gaze.

Haley’s look turns sympathetic. “Why? Did you hate it? I know a lot of girls say they were forced into it by their mothers.”

“No.” I finally swallow. “I broke my ankle when I was eighteen. It healed, but I could never dance again.”

“Oh.” Haley retains her look of sympathy for one more moment before her expression turns nostalgic. “Do you wonder what your life would’ve been like if you hadn’t broken your ankle? You wouldn’t be running the restaurant, that’s for sure. And we never would’ve met. Would you have even attended college?”

There’s a strange fire burning in my chest. I force a smile at her. “Probably not.” I keep the smile on until Haley looks away and I can let it slip off my face. I want to look away from the TV, but I can’t find the strength to, so I keep watching the performance, the women whose lives could have been mine.

The piece goes on for another twenty minutes, and once, I think I glimpse Kali in Prince Siegfried. I know that’s ridiculous because he’s left the PBT years ago to start a private ballet school.

He’s living his dream. Exactly like Ken.

I’m the only failure of the formerly golden trio.

Finally, the performance rounds up and Haley switches the channel, yawning widely.

“I’ve got to crash,” she says, leaping to her feet. She turns to me quizzically one last time, and I feel a thrill of foreboding.

“I’m not going to ask,” she says, obviously reading the look in my eyes. “But I would like to know why you can’t stand Ken Edwards. I mean, he’s scorching hot, sweet as pie, and you used to be friends. And you fancied him enough to fuck him. But you still sort of hate him. I can’t figure it out.”

I maintain my face in a passive expression as she wedges herself between the recliner and the wall and slips into her room. I switch the channel back and keep my gaze glued on the TV—on the ballet dancers, who are now taking a final bow. Tears sting my eyes as the phantom pain in my ankle grows stronger.

I still can’t figure out why you hate him.

Of course she can’t. No one can. When anyone else looks at Ken, all they see is the dashing, handsome hockey player.

Not the guy responsible for the accident that crushed my dream.


FIVE
POWER PLAY (KEN)


“So…what are we doing here?”

I roll my eyes and march into the gym, Blake following a few paces behind. His face is twisted in suspicion, as if he knows exactly why we’re here and is merely waiting for me to say it out loud.

And that’s one thing I’m definitely not going to do.

“This place looks good,” I say instead. Blake casts a reluctant glance around. At least I’m not lying about that. With large, airy windows, rows and rows of equipment, and a general sense of calm and ease, this place rivals the gym at the Philly Titans’ arena.

“Not what I asked.” Trust Blake not to be deterred by me trying to throw him off.

I opt for the next best option: ignoring him. Stepping onto the nearest treadmill, I fling my towel across the handlebar and adjust the settings. Blake slides up to me, jamming his body into the space between my treadmill and the next.

“So, this girl lets you down hard when you’re eighteen, ten freaking years ago, and you still think it’s the best use of your time to stalk her?”

I bite back a mocking smile. “Thanks for the warm-up, dick.”

“That’s what we’re doing here, isn’t it?” He nods toward the window where we can catch a clear view of the building housing Charlie’s restaurant. “Hanging around this neighborhood, so you can hopefully catch a glimpse of the only woman in this entire city that dislikes you?”

Ouch.

I debated whether telling Blake and Alex about my past with Charlie was a good idea. But then, I didn’t have much of a choice. They were beyond confused about her attitude, more so by my need to defend her.

Some things never change.

But some things do, I remind myself, determination forming a large boulder in the pit of my stomach. Meeting her like that threw me off, and I hated the way that man was treating her. But I am no longer filled with the aching pangs that almost led to my destruction as a teenager.

She’s just a chick I want to fuck.

Badly.

My hands grip the handlebar more tightly as I pick up speed. My need for her has grown exponentially over the past few days, and I can’t quite figure out why. Because I’m pissed she ran off in Las Vegas and want to get back at her? Because I want her even more now that I know where she is?

“Forget it, bro,” Blake says, apparently reading my silence as acquiescence. He steps onto the next treadmill and starts a light jog. “She’s never going to go for you.”

I turn to him, my attention diverted. “How do you know that?”

Blake looks like I’m foolish for even asking the question. “Remember the story you told me?”

I’m almost amused. Like I could forget the most harrowing event of my life.

“She dated your brother, rejected you when you made a pass, then canceled you for ten years. She sees you in Las Vegas, has a one nighter with you and disappears again. She didn’t even thank you for saving her from that madman in her restaurant. Bro, when will you get the memo that she’s not into you? There’re, like, a million girls in this city alone who’d love to suck your dick.”

I feel a leap of fury when I think of Kali and his trashy treatment of Charlie for years. I stomp down on the feeling before it takes even more control of me.

“I see your point,” I admit. He’s right. I’ve never fully accepted why Charlie went from being my friend to ghosting me after I confessed my love to her. I figured it had something to do with Kali breaking up with her a year later. But right now, I don’t care. That was a long time ago, and she holds a different fascination for me now.

And judging from how we reconnected back in Las Vegas, the feeling is mutual.

“I came to this gym because I pitied you,” Blake says, giving me a look. “Thought you might need a distraction, maybe till you figure out why you’re playing so badly. But I’m going to be honest. She’s not going to fall for you because you grew pecs.”

“Las Vegas…”

“She was probably bored and drunk.”

I resist the urge to punch him. Blake’s merely speaking as a friend. I’d probably be saying the same thing if I was in his shoes. But I know better now. I’m not the insecure boy I was ten years ago.

This thing with Charlie is going to happen again. Maybe only once, just to pay her back for running off on me. But I will fuck her again.

And this time, it’s going to be on my terms.

I will finish this workout, then head over to her restaurant. The day is going to end with me having Charlie in her own kitchen. The image of bending her over a counter, her tits press against the cold surface, hasn’t left me since this morning.

Damn it, I think, gripping the handlebar. Drops of sweat form on my forehead, but not from the workout.

She did a number on me in Las Vegas. Maybe even worse than the one she did to me as a teenager. The charm she had back then had me hung up on her like an addict. Now, I’m going to unravel her the only way I know how.

Through copious amounts of dick.

Blake whistles, pulling my thoughts back to him.

“Looks like your foolish plan might work,” he murmurs, looking at a spot behind me.

I turn around, my chest tightening. Charlie is walking into the gym, a mat rolled up underneath one arm. Her black hair is in a loose knot on the top of her head, exposing the soft angles of her face. She’s wearing a tank top and—my stomach tightens—a pair of leggings that cling to her thighs and hips like a second skin. Her cleavage is thrust out of the too-small sports bra nearly as far as it can go without outright spilling out.

Just seeing her looking like that makes me hard. The scene in my head also changes its setting from her kitchen to the gym bathroom.

She hasn’t caught sight of me yet. I step off the treadmill and start to move in her direction. Or at least, I’m about to do that…

When she heads straight for the weights rack, toward a man who’s just getting off the bench press, wiping the sweat on his arms with his towel.

“Hi!” Charlie’s perky voice fills the large space. Half of her face is visible to me, and I can see the broad grin plastered on it. She cocks her head to the side as the man looks at her. Her hand goes to her hair, untangling one of the locks from the bun and curling it around a finger.

A strong wave of déjà vu hits me. I’d seen teenage Charlie do that before, a million times, in fact.

It was what she did when she was with Kali. Toying with her hair, grinning like that, flirting…

“Oh, so that’s how she looks when she actually likes the person she’s talking to,” Blake says, amusement lining his voice. He’s stepped off the treadmill, watching Charlie with curiosity. I note in fury that Blake has never seen Charlie smile that much, not at me, anyway. Nor have I, since we were kids.

“Shut up,” I spit through gritted teeth. My stomach is frothing with rage. Yeah, I have absolutely no right to be mad.

But damn it, she’s mine. She’s mine until that Las Vegas shit gets out of my system. Then she’s free to go back to fucking with someone else’s head.

Within reason, I add, focusing on the man standing in front of Charlie, conversing with her in low tones. It surprises me that she might be into him. He’s ripped, but middle-aged with silver strands lining his full head of hair. Also, is it my imagination or does he look almost bored? I try to listen, but she’s speaking in much lower tones, and the steady hustle and bustle from other gym goers make it damn near impossible to make out a single word.

Blake clamps a hand on my shoulder. “Let it go, man. Really, I’m sorry this happened, but you’ve got to understand that watching her like this is creepy.” He still sounds very much amused.

I shrug off his hand. “Then I’m going to stop watching.”

I start toward them, but before I can take a step, Blake yanks my arm and pulls me backward. “What are you doing?” he says, through gritted teeth. “You’re going to cause a scene, right here? Start a fight with this man too? Are you out of your damn mind?”

Glancing over at Charlie and the man, I realize that I wasn’t imagining it. The dude does look bored, maybe even a little impatient. “Yeah, I don’t think that’ll happen.” He doesn’t seem to be interested in Charlie. I can’t tell if that makes him a eunuch or the most pious man alive, but it does make me like him better. If I’m going to go over there, the only person I’ll piss off is Charlie.

And that’s a risk I’m willing to take.

I shrug off Blake’s hold and start off toward where they’re standing. I cross a row of hack squat machines, another row of leg presses, before I’m in full view of them. Charlie’s got her back to me, and seeing the flare of her hips and ass in those leggings only makes it that much easier to keep going. She turns her face in my direction for a second as she speaks, and I note to my chagrin that she’s still grinning. Worse, the man now looks somewhat interested in what she’s saying.

I’m only a few feet from them when I hear her say the word “loan.” Just then, the man spots me and looks up. Charlie turns around immediately.

A mingled look of shock and fury appears on her face, but not for long. As I watch, she breaks into a delighted smile and turns to the man.

Then, in what I can very well describe as the most shocking event of my life so far, she walks up to me, wraps her arms around my neck while letting her mat fall to the floor, and kisses me.

My shock freezes me for only a second. And then the smell of Charlie’s perfume invades my senses. Her tongue swipes over my lips, causing tingles to erupt all over my skin, and my brain shuts down. I forget everything—that she’s pissed me off over and over, that there’s a man watching us, and that we are in a gym filled with people.

All I can think of is that I’m holding her.

I surround her tiny waist with my much larger arms, pulling her in. I’m expecting that she’s going to draw back, but instead, she meshes her body even firmer against mine, a moan slipping from her lips. My erection comes back in full force, along with a yearning urge to touch her everywhere.

My hands slide slowly down her waist, my fingers finding the curve of her hips and ass. She feels even more divine than I remember, and that sends my nerves into a frantic fever dance. I cup the upper half of her bum, pulling her in possessively. A moan escapes her again, and I realize how much I need to hear that sound. How much I need to hear her say my name—scream my name. I grind my dick against her stomach, instinctively seeking the sweet release of being inside her.

And then it’s over. Charlie steps back, her face wearing the same smile she had when she first kissed me. She turns around with a grand flourish to the man, leaving me standing between them with my dick straining in my pants.

“Oh,” the man says, looking much more interested. “This is him?” he asks Charlie, who, for some reason, nods excitedly.

I glance from one face to another. What could Charlie have said about me? That I was her childhood friend? Doesn’t seem likely, seeing as that was such a long time ago. The blood still pulsating in my groin offers another explanation—maybe this dude is her friend or something, and she’d told him about that night in Las Vegas.

Now that’s an explanation I can get behind. Only, I’m going to need to confirm it.

“Him who?” I start to ask, but the man quickly steps forward.

“Congratulations,” he says. Suddenly, he’s leaning forward to take my limp hand and pump it up and down. “For this…” He nods at Charlie. “And…I shouldn’t say this, but I’m a Titans fan. You guys were great last season.”

What the hell is going on?

“Thank you,” I say. There’s nothing else to do. I’m merely meeting a starstruck fan, after all. One that seems far more interested in me than Charlie. If I’ve got any issues, they’re not with him.

“You could come by the bank again, Charlotte,” he says, now wiping sweat from his brow with his towel. “I’ll take a look at your application, and we can discuss how we can serve you better.”

Charlie looks weak with relief. “Thank you, Mr. Holloway. Thank you.”

The man strides off. I stare down at Charlie, whose look switches from joy to emotionless in record time.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she mutters under her breath, glancing at Mr. Holloway’s retreating form. “This isn’t your gym.”

“Didn’t seem to matter to you when you kissed me just now.” I cross my arms, my pleasure over the kiss evaporating. I’m starting to get the sickening feeling that Charlie’s playing me. I can’t imagine why, and for what, but I’m going to get to the root of it. “How do you know that man?”

Her cheeks brighten with color. “You have no right to ask me anything.”

“You just kissed me and let me grope you in public.” Her cheeks get even redder. “I’m going to ask you whatever I want.”

Her brown eyes sparkle with an emotion I can’t quite name. Worry? Fear? It’s gone the next moment, and she bends down to retrieve her mat. The sight of her ass pushing up like that in the air unshackles the last of my restraint. Taking her arm, I yank her upright.

“Let go of me,” she whisper yells. “Now.”

“Pull yourself free.” My eyes meet hers in a silent battle. “Or are you too scared that Mr. Holloway’s going to turn around and find out you’re bullshitting him?”

I expect a retort. Anything. But she just stares at me, her eyes bright with hatred.

I’m getting more confused by the minute. And—my eyes rest on her exposed cleavage—I’m also getting hornier with every breath I take.

A terrible combination.

And the woman standing in front of me holds the keys to my satisfaction in both areas.

I’m unfamiliar with this gym, but I’ve been in enough of them to know the locker rooms are somewhere near the back. I pull her down the rows of equipment. Very few people are on this side of the floor, and the only person we pass is Mr. Holloway, who’s now using the spinning bike. Charlie’s anger seems to burn off when she sees him, and she waves gaily. The man grins back at me.

Not the best for my temper.

When I push her into a changing stall and lock the door behind us, I’m practically fuming. The space, made for one person, is tiny, and we can barely stand without our bodies touching. Charlie pins her back against the wall instantly, trying to get as far from me as possible. I block her in by fixing both of my arms on either side of her head.

“What the fuck are you up to, Charlie?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her eyes are grim and determined. She’s back to hating me. Hating me and freezing me out. The combination she’s perfected since the day I confessed my feelings to her.

Damn this woman.

The last shred of my self-control finally breaks. Curling my arm around her waist, I yank her up against me so our lower bodies are pressed together. I regret that a moment later, when my dick starts to throb. Charlie gasps, apparently feeling the sensation. I can’t bring myself to care. Making her uncomfortable feels like a small price to pay for everything she’s put me through.

“What did you tell Mr. Holloway about me? That we’re friends?”

“We’re not friends.” Her response is instant, cutting. Her eyes fill with regret a second later, but I can tell she’s not sorry about hurting me. Probably thinks it would have been better to agree with me than tell the truth.

A twinge of hurt burns in my chest at her quick admission. We were friends for a long time, until she threw it all away. And even after all these years, the tiniest part of me still stings because of her rejection.

But at least now I can do something about it.

“Damn right, we’re not,” I growl. Her eyes widen with surprise. I take her hand, pushing it between our bodies, pressing her palm against my aching dick. Charlie gasps, but the relief I feel at finally feeling her touch, even through layers of clothing, is earth-shattering. “Because if you were my friend, I wouldn’t be thinking of fucking you the way I have been, every single day for months now.”

Charlie lets out another sound, closer to the moan I’ve been longing to hear again. And then, slowly, so slowly that I cannot be sure I’m not imagining it, she curls her fingers around my cock, feeling for herself.

I collapse against the wall, almost crushing her. All of my animosity toward her disappears, along with every question I’ve got about Mr. Holloway. Hell, I wouldn’t even care if the sun came down and swallowed us both.

Filled with the need to touch more of her, I dig my hand into the waistband of her leggings. I brush past her panties, heading straight for her core. The space is warm and…moist. Dripping. Charlie was as affected at the kiss as I was.

She moans as I brush my fingers across her clit. Her body angles to me, silently begging for more. As much as I want to forget about it, my questions are seeping back into my head.

Along with a determination to seize control.

With my other hand, I free one of her tits from her top. It spills out, her pink nipple hardening under my glare. I hold the pebbled peak between thumb and forefinger, and a shiver runs through her.

“What game are you playing?” I whisper, my lips finding her ear.

She shakes her head. I brush against her clit again, and she trembles, pressing even closer to me. But she stays silent.

I squeeze her nipple tighter. Charlie moans again, her walls of resistance crumbling. She’s desperate for me to finger her, I know. Maybe even to fuck her. Looks like she won’t be opposed to it, what with the fact that she keeps leaking over my fingers.

“Damn it, Chapman. What the hell are you doing to me?” I ask, my voice coming out in a growl. The faster I figure out her game, the faster I can claim her and put an end to my misery.

She’s panting now. “N-Nothing.”

She’s lying, and we both know it. I was friends with Charlie for far too long to not be able to read her like the back of my hand. Even now.

I brush my fingers around her swollen clit again. Charlie cries out in pleasure. “Please,” she gasps. “Please.”

“Please what?” It’s hard to stop myself from digging into her, from exploring her the way I did at the club, but I’ve got to hear her talk.

Her brown eyes find mine. For once, there’s no hatred in them. Just pure need.

“Please…” She runs a tongue across her lower lip. “Please, fuck me, Ken. I need to feel you.”

Why does hearing her say that feel better than winning the championship last season?

She’s still playing with my dick, her slender fingers brushing across the hard shaft, going back and forth, relieving the pressure and contributing to it all at once. What wouldn’t I give to lift her up against the wall and drive into her till the whole gym heard us?

“You…you want me, then?” It’s my lame attempt to keep the conversation going, to stop myself from taking her.

Charlie swallows. And nods.

I recall her toying with her hair, the same way she used to do with Kali. Suddenly, I get an astounding amount of resolve in my system. Charlie has burned me once. I’m not going to let her do it again.

“Is there anyone else?” Exclusivity hasn’t mattered much to me with other women, but this is fucking Charlie Chapman. Can’t have her moaning my name and bedding someone else a few hours later. It’s going to kill me, and I know it.

“No.” The word, said in a quick gasp, comes quickly. I can tell she means it.

“In that case, I am going to fuck you,” I mutter, directly in her ear. Her fingers are still on my dick, and another shiver runs through her. I prolong the moment, winding up her anticipation. She’s probably waiting for where I’m going to touch her next. “The moment you tell me what game you’re playing with me.”

I sense rather than feel Charlie deflate. When I pull back my hands from her leggings and straighten, she has a murderous look on her face.

Good. Let her be the one left pining for once.

With the most satisfaction I’ve ever derived from a non-sexual activity, I stride out of the stall.


SIX
BETWEEN A ROCK AND KEN EDWARDS (CHARLIE)


I mentally brace myself for the weight of the call even before I pick up the phone. Yet, it doesn’t make it any easier when the words start pouring in.

“Any luck with the restaurant?”

I run my hand through my hair. I can tell she knows I’ve got nothing good to report. Maybe she even hopes I’ve got nothing to say, I think, then feel bad for thinking it. She’s my mother, for crying out loud. There’s no way she would intentionally wish me harm.

“Not yet, Mom.”

She sniffs. I can picture her back at home, sitting at the gleaming kitchen island. “You know, Ms. Edwards was just here. She told me how well Kali’s doing at the ballet school he founded. The kids idolize him.”

“Mom.” The last thing I want to hear is how successful my ex is, particularly when his twin is…

No. I force thoughts of Ken out of my mind before I can dissect them. I will not think of him. I cannot. Not of him, not of the most embarrassing sentence I’ve ever uttered in my life.

“Sorry.” She doesn’t sound like she is, though. “You know, I just wonder what your life would have been. What if you had stayed with him? And married him?”

“That would’ve been a little hard, you know, since he dumped me.” Our relationship ending was as hurtful as it was abrupt, but I was somewhat relieved. I was tired of hearing him talk about being in the PBT. It made my own failure that much harder to bear, even if I was moving on already.

“Yeah, but only because you were so mopey after the accident. A man wants joy, you know?”

Gee thanks, Mother.

“I really have to go, Mom,” I start, but she cuts in before I can get all the words out.

“You know, it’s not anyone’s fault you got that injury. I can tell you about my friends’ son’s success without you pitching a fit.”

I can already feel the start of a headache boiling underneath my skull. “I’m not pitching a fit.”

She doesn’t appear to hear me. “Kali is doing so good. You should be happy for him. We should all be happy for him. Besides, if you came home more often, maybe you could reconnect.”

My stomach contracts at the thought of getting back together with Kali. Yeah, we parted on good terms, and I even spoke to him during my first few years of college, unlike Ken. Still, the thought of being touched by Kali after everything with Ken…

I shake my head, forcing the thought out. This time, it doesn’t work as well. I’m brought back to my time in the gym. It was a happy coincidence, seeing Ken exactly when I was talking to Mr. Holloway. I couldn’t imagine a better way to convince Mr. Holloway I was truly married.

But then, things spiraled from there.

Taking me into the changing stall, pining me to the wall, touching me…

I crush my thighs together, heat rising to my cheeks. I’d been repeating the same mantra since Ken came into my life. To never let him touch me again, no matter what. But the moment he put my hand on his gigantic dick, I caved. Suddenly, I was left with the burning need to feel him in me again, right there, regardless of the fact that anyone could walk in and hear us.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, I’d begged him. Actually begged him to fuck me.

And he turned me down.

I hate how much that stung. Hate the fact that it still stings.

And I hate the fact that even the shame from that encounter isn’t enough to make me back away the next time Ken comes for me. I already know I’m going to. My resolve is way weaker than when I was a teenager, and adult Ken is far more capable at unraveling me than my childhood friend.

He’s going to be my undoing.

I try to listen to my mother’s words, but she’s still going on and on about Kali. I wonder whether to stop her by asking about my dad, but I decide not to. I’d much rather call him myself than let my mother use his illness to inform me, once more, how much of a disappointment I am.

“…can see why his parents love him,” she’s saying now. “Successful, handsome, kind. Comes home regularly.” She scoffs, and I feel a thrill of foreboding. “Unlike his brother.”

Great. Fucking peachy.

She waits for me to answer, and I venture weakly, “Ken is a popular hockey player.” I don’t mean to defend him, but my mother expects me to disagree with her on cue. It keeps the conversation going.

“He’s always been a bit of a rebel,” she says with another scoff. “Everyone knows he’s still the black sheep of the family, regardless of what the sports section says.”

“Choosing his own path doesn’t make him a rebel.” Now I’m full-on defending him, and I don’t know why.

“I see why you would think that.” My mother sounds like she’s been waiting to say this for a while. “You have a lot in common. Everything, even.”

Including a marriage certificate.

“Mom, I really have to go.”

“Wait,” she says, just before I can hang up. “I need to tell you something.”

I pause, already certain I’m not going to like it.

“We might be losing the house.”

My body grows rigid. “What?”

“We took out a second mortgage to pay for the experimental treatment.” There’s a twinge of hurt pride in her voice. “We thought it would work, and that he’d be resuming work shortly after. But that didn’t happen. And now, we have to come up with a way to settle the bill.”

Shame burns in me. For once, my mother isn’t accusing me, but I feel responsible regardless. I should be doing something to help out. If Mr. Edwards was sick with cancer, his sons would be able to afford his treatments.

“I’ll help.” I hate making financial promises, but I don’t resent this one. I waited a few months to submit the marriage certificate at the bank to help with validity, but I’ve waited long enough. Today’s the day I go and apply for a loan as Mrs. Edwards. I’ll apply for as much as I can, invest some money into the business, and send the rest back home.

“Really?” My mother sounds doubtful.

“Really.” I wish I felt as confident as I sound, but I’m still certain this is going to work.

It has to.
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“I’m very happy to see you back here, Mrs. Edwards.” Mr. Holloway does sound more animated than the last time we spoke. I grin back, my tension easing somewhat. If he’s this happy to see me, then maybe I have more of a shot than I thought.

“Glad to be here,” I say, as he digs into the files piled on his desk and yanks out a relatively newer one. I can see my name written in bold on front, along with the term “Loan application.” There’s a low rumble in my stomach. I’m really about to do this.

“So, you have some more information for me?” His eyes are practically sparkling.

“Yes.” I falter for a moment, but then, I think of my parents losing the home they’ve lived in for thirty years. “Yes.” Digging into my purse, I produce a copy of my marriage certificate, the one I took great pains to secure.

Mr. Holloway’s eyes light up as he looks down at it. “Well, this does make a lot of difference. He opens the file and slips the paper inside. My heart is banging hard in my chest as he looks over at his monitor and starts to type on the keyboard. Finally, he looks back at me.

“He’s running late?”

He?

“What do you mean?”

Mr. Holloway looks at me like I’m making a joke. “Your husband. He’s coming, right?” He looks at the screen. “We need his social security number, some proof of living together, bills, you know. The bank usually requires that the business should be jointly owned too, but this is a requirement we’re willing to wave, seeing as the loan amount you require is less than…”

“Living together?” I croak. My tension returns two-fold, and my fingers are instantly clammy.

“Are you alright?” Mr. Holloway is staring at me. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. Surely, I heard wrong. This is him playing a joke. A bad one. Mr. Holloway’s going to clear it up in no time.

“You need proof that we’re living together?” I ask, trying to sound like a pleasant wife on her honeymoon, not like a terrified debtor whose life’s unraveling around her. “Why? We’re married. Of course, we live together,” I wave at him dismissively.

Mr. Holloway looks at me like I’m insane. “I mentioned we’ll need paperwork.”

“Erm, no.” I suddenly find it hard to breathe. “You said, ‘a marriage certificate will make all of the difference.’ So, I brought that.”

He gazes in confusion. “Well, I thought I made it clear. This is a loan, a large amount of money, for that matter. We need to have proof that you and your husband aren’t separated. We need to run a credit check on him to make sure you’ll be able to make the payments, that you’re living together, not merely married because you want to obtain a loan. You do understand why we need to make certain of all this, right?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I’m the biggest idiot alive.

I crash back on the chair as color drains from my face. Everything I did—going to Las Vegas, getting together with Ken, making sure he married me and forgot about it—was for nothing. Nothing. I’m back where I was three months ago, only poorer and more aware of my foolishness.

And this had to happen after I made the commitment to support my family.

Ten minutes later, I walk out of Mr. Holloway’s office in a daze, barely paying attention to the dozens of other people streaming around the hallway of the bank. I walk into someone twice, and I’m too stunned to look back and apologize. Outside, with even more people walking past me, I’m dimly aware of dialing Haley’s number.

“Hi!” she says, after answering on the first ring. She’s still at home—we closed down the restaurant after we lost Troy. Temporarily, I promised her. Until I have the loan in my pocket.

A loan I can no longer secure.

I push words through my stiff lips, filling her in on everything that just happened. Then I pause, bracing myself. She could shout at me, call me an idiot. It’s not like I wouldn’t deserve it.

But when Haley speaks, she doesn’t do any of those things.

“Well, Charlotte,” she says. “There’s only one thing you can do now.”

“What’s that?” Eagerness rises up in me. I’m willing to do damn near anything, including mopping Mr. Holloway’s floors for a month.

“Tell Ken that you’re his wife.”


SEVEN
FACING THE MUSIC (KEN)


“Marginally better practice, Edwards,” Coach Tanner calls as I march out of the changing rooms, Blake trailing behind me. “Keep it up, and you’ll be ready to play against teenage girls in about a year.”

Blake chortles as I roll my eyes. “That’s his way of saying you’re improving,” he announces, like I don’t know that already.

“Whatever.” Even if Coach Tanner were to go off on me like last time, I wouldn’t be nearly as upset. My head is not back where it used to be, but things are better. Much, much better.

“We going back to your place, or you plan on stalking an innocent woman again?”

“Fuck you,” I say, throwing a punch at him. It lands feebly on his shoulder. “It’s not stalking when it’s consensual. Also…let’s go home.”

“Okay, now I’m worried.”

The second punch lands more forcefully than the first. Blake winces, and thankfully, he drops it.

We drive back to my apartment in silence. Blake’s focus on the road is far better than Alex’s, but I notice he’s gripping the steering wheel a little more forcefully than necessary. I don’t need to wonder too much about why he’s so tense, though. Whenever his wife Faye is outside the country for a show, Blake becomes a walking ball of nerves.

It’s almost cute if you think about it in a particular light. Loving someone. Giving your everything to them.

The way I wanted to do with Charlie ever since I was a kid.

I lean back on the plush leather seat, remembering. Kali and I were fifteen, and Charlie had just started dating him. It was still in the early days of their relationship, when I was almost convinced that it was some sort of a joke. That she was going to see sense and leave him. For me.

I was back in the kitchen with Mom. We had differences, my mother and I, but she liked me hanging around when it was time to cook. I displayed far more attention to detail than Kali, for one, and I was always ready to clean up. Kali had just walked in from yet another ballet practice as we pored over the lemon chicken recipe.

“It’s Charlie’s birthday in a few weeks,” my mom said to him. “What are you going to get her?”

I remember feeling quite smug. I was sure Kali was going to say something dumb. Plus, I’d gotten my gift already. Charlie had spoken about a few songs she loved over the past year, and I burned them all onto a CD. He couldn’t get anything better.

Sure enough, Kali shrugged and said, “Ballet shoes.”

Even our mother, who usually acted like the sun shone through Kali’s asshole, couldn’t ignore the incongruity of that statement. But Kali was not deterred. “All ballet dancers wear through their shoes really quickly. She’ll be glad.”

For days, I waited in high anticipation for Charlie’s birthday, when Kali’s gift would confirm the obvious, that he wasn’t the one for her. And then, two days before the day, we were hanging out in my room when she randomly said, “I’m really hoping Kali gets me something nice for my birthday.” There was hope in her voice, but also something else. Concern.

Somehow, Charlie knew Kali was going to come up short. Even though she was bracing herself for it, it was still going to sting.

That night, I swapped my gift with Kali’s and gave her the ballet flats that weren’t even her size—fuck Kali to hell, really.

Because I’d rather hurt myself over and over than see her disappointed once.

I repeated the same practice over the next four years. Somewhere in there, Kali managed to figure out the right shoe size. He’d trade them for whatever I got, which was always her most pressing desire of the year.

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. Those times are long gone. Now I get to take pleasure in the fact that Charlie Chapman wants me as much as I want her, and I’m not going to be the loser who blinks first.

I have no idea what game she’s playing with me and that gym dude. I’ve mulled it over a couple of times within the last few weeks, and apart from an unfortunately planned threesome, I can’t imagine what she could be getting at. She did say something about a loan, but then, I don’t see where I come in.

I’ve started to wonder if our meeting in Las Vegas was actually a coincidence. Right now, I kind of doubt it. There’s little chance that she just happened to be in the city the same time I was and also happened to be down for a fuck.

She did everything back in that city knowing she’d have to disappear. And while it displeases me to think that her sleeping with me might’ve been for something other than wanton pleasure, I won’t dwell on that.

All I’m going to do is make sure that the next time I get to have her—and yes, there will be a next time—it’s going to happen only after I’ve dragged it on painfully. The gym episode was only the start of a slow, torturous process.

“Here.”

I look up to see Blake has just pulled up in front of my building. It’s a high-rise complex in the center of Midtown Village. Blake, who had an apartment here before he got married, looks up at the gleaming glass windows. His expression is almost wistful.

“You can get another place here,” I tell him. “They’re always looking for renters.”

“No chance, dude,” he spits, leading me into the foyer.

Using an elevator, we get up to my apartment in less than a minute. I’m not even the least bit shocked to see Alex and Reggie sprawled out on my gray couch, sipping on protein shakes, Alex’s legs resting on my coffee table. I’m only dimly surprised to see that there’s another man in my living room apart from the two of them. He’s perched comfortably on my sofa, and I’m absolutely sure I’ve never seen him before.

“Meet Matt,” Reggie says as we walk in. “He’s going to be taking my place next season.”

“Of course, you’re retiring.” I flash an unamused smile at him and kick Alex’s legs off my delicate table as I sit next to him.

“Yeah, I am.” Reggie seems proud of the fact. “I got a kid and a very pregnant wife. Can’t see that I have a choice.”

I roll my eyes. The TV is turned on and a basketball game is playing. It’s a replay, and I lose interest the moment I look at the screen. For a second, a deep sense of boredom overwhelms me, and I almost wish I was back at the gym, making a play for Charlie.

Almost.

As if on cue, Alex asks, “How was practice today?”

Blake supplies the info before I can. “Tanner likes him a little better than last time.”

“What happened last time? You were playing like shit.” Reggie asks.

“He had a run in with a woman that’s been messing with his head,” Alex supplies eagerly.

“That’s one way to explain the most traumatic event of my life,” I grind out, as Matt mutters something about the bathroom and walks out.

Alex grins at me. “Sorry. Thought you’d prefer the cliff notes.”

Reggie is staring at me, sympathy etched on his face. “Can see how that’ll fuck with your head. Trust me, I’ve been there.”

“That’s not all of it,” I spit through gritted teeth. Now I’m really regretting coming back home. Hell, I’d rather see Charlie flirt with that hot silver fox than be a part of this conversation.

“Yeah, they knew each other from when they were kids. And she’s still not that into him. No one can figure out why.” This time, it’s Blake speaking. His eyes are glued to the TV and he has a water bottle in hand, but he’s still paying full attention to the conversation.

Fuck my life.

Reggie’s now eyeing me like a psychiatrist evaluating a particularly interesting patient. “What does this woman do for a living?”

I expected him to say something aggravating or ask a hard question. This is too easy. “Runs a restaurant.”

“Business going well?”

I squint at him, wondering why he’d want to know. But then, I think of Charlie’s restaurant the day we stumbled in. Success is a million different things, but definitely not that.

“I don’t think so.” I shrug.

“How close were you as kids?”

“She dated his twin brother,” Blake calls. “And Ken kept hanging around, hoping she’d change her mind and pick him.”

Blake’s too far away for me to throw a punch, but I hold onto that thought for later.

Reggie doesn’t seem distracted by the interruption though. He looks at me for a second longer before he heaves a sigh and leans back on his chair.

“Well, I can see why she dislikes you.”

My brows rise. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

“You were childhood friends. But then you went on to become pretty successful. She didn’t. I can bet my right foot that she’s jealous.”

I blink. I was not expecting that. I turn to Alex, thinking he’d voice how far-fetched that idea is. But he merely nods, his gaze thoughtful. “Didn’t you say she was into ballet and had to stop after her accident? Maybe she secretly resents you for still having a full life after hers was thrown off track.”

I pause, realizing that their words make a lot of sense. Charlie cut me out of her life from the day she fell down the stairs. At first, I chalked it up to her needing some space to recover, but as days turned into weeks and then into months, I realized it was far more than that.

Are my friends right? Is Charlie merely upset about having to give up her career, even after all these years? Or is she embarrassed about the fact that her business isn’t doing well?

For the first time, I feel a twinge of pity toward Charlie. This is not life as she imagined it ten years ago, struggling to keep a restaurant afloat, lacking customers. By the looks of it, she’s got only one employee left. I can’t imagine any of that would be easy.

But then…

I think of the early days after Charlie broke her ankle. If she was upset about the fact that I got to live my life without any hitch, why did she keep dating Kali? They dated for a full year after her injury, until my dickhead brother broke up with her. His life was going pretty well, too. Maybe even better than mine, according to her standards.

My feelings of pity are drowned out by a greater surge of annoyance. Charlie might be going through the biggest mess of her life right now, but it doesn’t erase the fact that she cut me out for no good reason.

My fingers ball into fists. Stop thinking, I order myself. The past is in the past. The only way I’m interested in Charlie now is sexually. And she’s going to pay for everything she’s done to me.

There’s a knock on the door.

“Are we expecting someone?” I ask Alex, resigned to the fact that he probably invited half the team over.

He shakes his head. “Not that I’m aware.”

I roll my eyes as I go to the door. It’s probably another one of the guys…or so I think, before the door opens and I’m staring down at Charlie. Her face is bare of makeup, her hair is in a messy knot, and her body…

A ball forms in my throat as I stare at her. She’s wearing a turtle-neck dress with full sleeves, stopping past her knees. Decent, really, except for the fact that it’s a dark green number that clings to every curve of her body.

And I mean every damn curve.

It’s about the worst choice she could’ve made.

“Hi,” she mutters quietly. I tear my gaze away from her body long enough to notice the expression in her eyes. There’s way more humility there than I’m used to seeing from her, but there’s also something else.

Desperation.

Realization dawns on me. This is no ordinary visit. She’s actively seeking me out for the first time in ten years.

She’s finally ready to tell me everything.

Why she was interested in getting together back in Las Vegas. Why she’s been avoiding me ever since.

I’m going to have all the answers.

“We should leave,” Alex announces. There’s shuffling in the background as my friends rise to their feet and start to slip through the doorway. Charlie moves aside to let them pass, but her gaze is fixed on me. I barely pay them any attention. Knowing that she’s going to tell me what’s been going on puts everything else out of my mind—even the damn dress.

In a few seconds, Alex, Reggie, Blake, and Matt are all gone. I take a few steps back, silently inviting her in. Still, she remains by the door.

I raise my brows, fighting back an impending feeling of irritation. If Charlie’s playing another game or trying to imply that she can’t trust me enough to be alone in a room with me, then I’m going to have to strongly consider slamming the door in her face.

Or just straight up fucking her and proving her wrong.

My body grows hot as I imagine it—pulling that sheath halfway up her body, banging her from behind, her ass cheeks bouncing as I pummel into her again and again.

Call it reparations.

Damn it, I want that. Screwing Charlie sounds a lot better than hearing her truth. In a few minutes, I’m not going to be able to keep my hands off her. Even if it means having to deal with the overwhelming confusion.

I close the gap between us by taking a step closer. In that brief second, I’m decided on kissing her, on pulling her in, and taking everything I can.

But then Charlie takes a step back.

Anger burns red hot in me. What the fuck is with her?

But it’s only for a second. Because just then, Charlie reaches behind her into a tote bag I didn’t even see she was carrying. She pulls out a document and holds it up with trembling fingers so I can read it clearly.

The ball in my throat grows larger.

It can’t be. It can’t fucking be.

She confirms it a second later.

“We got married in Las Vegas,” she says.


EIGHT
A MARRIAGE OF INCONVENIENCE (CHARLIE)


The worst is finally over. Now all I can do is wait.

Hopefully for the earth to open up and swallow me whole because this is quite literally the most mortifying experience of my life.

I’m too scared to look up at Ken and see the reaction on his face, so I focus my attention on his feet. He’s pacing. Walking up and down the length of his living room, periodically disappearing from my view. Rage is brimming from his every pore, hot and barely restrained.

This is bad. Really bad.

For a second, I regret coming to confess. I should’ve ignored Haley’s advice. I told her that I’d rather die than do that, and I meant it. But seven days later, Haley was still moping around our apartment because she had nothing to do. I’d also fielded three calls from my mom and one from my dad. I realized that this is not just about me. I’ve got people counting on me.

I can’t let them down.

So before I could talk myself out of it, I got a cab and came over here. I had to call Ken’s mom for his address, which was an awkward conversation. At the very least, I wasn’t dealing with disappointing her, too.

Well, not yet.

And now I’m here. Watching Ken take in the news that he’s a married man. My husband. It’s hard to predict what his reaction is going to be. There’s a disconnect between the Ken I knew and this Ken. Sure, the teen Ken surprised me at times, particularly at the end of our friendship, but I still knew him inside out. Enough to have a firm idea of what he’d say if I ever put him in an awkward situation.

But this man, the one who had me beg him to fuck me, and then left me wanting for no apparent reason, is unreadable. He could do anything, and I still wouldn’t be surprised.

“You came to Las Vegas to trick me into marrying you.”

My head shoots up. His eyes are red-rimmed, and there’s a distant look in them. I’d pored over hundreds of pictures and videos of Ken when I was hatching my plan. I’ve seen that look before. Many times, in fact, when Ken’s playing hockey.

It’s the one he wears when he’s about to attack.

“Yes.” There’s no use sugarcoating it. Not when I still need his help.

He comes closer, stopping in front of me so that there’s barely any space between us. His anger burns off him and makes my stomach crumple.

“I’m going to take a guess and say this is about saving your restaurant.”

It’s my turn to be thrown off course. “How do you know that?”

His upper lip twitches unpleasantly. “Because you don’t give up anything without a fight. If you were willing to find me, then trick me into marrying you, you saw yourself reaping a benefit.”

His tone is smug, self-assured. He sounds like he knows me better than I know myself. I hate that.

Mostly because it puts us on unequal footing. Ken is unpredictable, and yet, he’s still able to read me like an open book.

“I didn’t marry you just to save my restaurant.” It’s the truth, but I only mention it as a weak attempt to stamp down his smugness.

He cocks his head to one side, his blue eyes gleaming. “No, of course you didn’t. No doubt there’s a virtuous or noble reason in there somewhere. But it doesn’t change the fact that you tracked me down because you wanted to use me. Your virtuousness and goodwill don’t extend to me, do they?”

My cheeks burn with a mix of guilt and embarrassment. “Are you saying I took advantage of you?”

“Haven’t you?” He crosses his arms, his blue eyes narrowed to slits. “You literally fucked me because you were dead set on saving your restaurant.”

My cheeks burn even brighter. “You liked it.”

He curves his head over mine, almost eliminating the tiny space between us. “Doesn’t excuse that you played me.”

Heat spills over from my cheeks into my very core. I’m scrambling to defend myself, to register as less of an asshole than he’s making me out to be. “I didn’t fuck you for the marriage certificate.” My voice sounds jerky, out of control. “I wasn’t even planning on it until…”

Ken’s voice is so quiet that I barely hear it. “I know.”

I look up at his face, thrown back by his change in tone. He no longer looks furious. Instead, there’s a glimmer of victory in his eyes.

A sickening feeling rises in my gut.

Ken just goaded me into admitting that I wanted him for him. That’s why he started this inquisition. Not because he was pissed off for being duped. Only because he wanted to flex even more power over me.

I hate him. I hate, hate him.

“Fuck you,” I spit, as his lips tease into a full grin. His eyes are still red-rimmed. There’s a part of him that’s upset by what I did, but I can tell he’s going to enjoy this small victory.

I turn around, set on leaving. I was wrong to think I could do this. No way am I going to stand in front of this man and ask for his help.

Ken’s hand closes around my wrist before I can complete a full arc. In a second, he’s whisked me into his apartment and shut the door behind me.

It happens too fast for me to react. But in the next moment, I’m trying to force my wrist from his grip. He holds on even tighter, his grin slipping off his face and his eyes burning crimson.

“I’m going to lay out what you did, and you’ll tell me if I’m missing anything.” His tone, hard and dead, sends chills through my spine.

My wrist goes limp in his grasp. I’m reminded more forcefully that this man is a stranger, and I’ve no idea what he’s planning to do with me. The only way to get out of this with some dignity is to stay silent. To not let him trap me again. Either with my words or my deeds. My cheeks burn as I remember caving back at the gym.

He got me to beg him once before.

It’s not going to happen again.

He doesn’t react to my sudden submission. Instead, he continues speaking like he’s always had it. “First, you decide that you need a marriage to fix whatever’s going on in your life. Then, you decide that I’m the perfect candidate. You track me down in Las Vegas, get me drunk…”

“We were both drunk.”

He ignores me. “And then, you bank on your body and the fact that as an athlete, I don’t drink all that often to make me forget that we got hitched. You come back to Philly and decide to never see me again, till kismet delivers you into my lap. And now, you’re here to tell the truth because something about your plan is not working out as you envisioned it.”

He does know me. He wasn’t exaggerating.

Shame claws up my throat. My plan sounds terribly silly when laid out like that. It also sounds like I deserve every bad thing that happened to me that threw my plan off course.

“Why would you think something is not working out?” I ask, vying for time.

His blue eyes are merciless. “Because you don’t like me, Charlotte. You never would’ve admitted to this if you didn’t absolutely have to.”

I swallow hard. If I didn’t know already how much of a mess my life was, this conversation would clue me in on it. Having to come back to Ken to request his help…I can’t get lower than that on the failure scale.

“I didn’t use my body to distract you.” That’s the only leg I have to stand on, and I’m going to keep using it. Even if it means I’m falling deeper into his trap and admitting that I want him.

“Didn’t you?” His voice is lower. He pulls me flush against him. “Don’t you, Charlie? Because I’ve got a feeling that you put a lot more thought into the dress that you chose to wear today than any other decision you’ve made lately.”

Goosebumps rise on my arms as my breath hitches in my throat. Damn it. Damn him to hell.

I want to deny it so badly, but I can’t.

Because he’s right.

I was determined to not doll up for him. But then, I saw this dress in my closet. For a moment, I imagined Ken peeling it off me.

That thought was enough to inform my decision.

I don’t want to fuck him. But for some insane reason, I don’t want to know that’s off the table completely, either.

“I’m not…” I start, unsure of what I’m about to say. Defend myself? Reiterate the fact that I want him, regardless of my plan?

There’s no need to, however, because his free hand finds my breast, his thumb brushing across it. Pleasure grips me in its throes. A moan rips from me, both nipples beading instantly. I’m suddenly filled with the intense urge to have him touch me more.

“No bra,” he mutters in my ear, causing the hairs on my neck to stand and sending my skin tingling. “Damnit, Chapman, are you playing this game for me, or for yourself?”

Myself, I think instantly. I’m the clear loser in this game. In all of this. Wanting Ken to notice me, to want me, even after what he did when we were kids.

He spins me around, his palms finding my waist, steadying me. I feel him hard and pressing against the layer of his pants. I collapse against him, unable to keep myself standing a moment longer. Ken supports my weight, leaning down for the hem of my dress, pulling it over my thighs and hips, until its bunched at my waist. It’s exactly what I imagined him doing when I put it on. That thought makes a shiver run through me. I’m suddenly aware of how wet I am, how the string of my underwear has been sucked into my throbbing, swollen lips.

Ken corrects that immediately, pushing the panties down my hips and thighs. I step out of them numbly, barely aware of what I’m doing, only knowing that he has to keep touching me.

Ken steps up beside me and rubs his dick against my ass cheeks. Another moan slips off my lips. The pleasure is blinding, obstructing thoughts of Haley and my parents. Obstructing thoughts of the game I’ve been playing with Ken too, and the fact that I wanted to win.

I’m now playing to lose, I realize, and I like it.

Ken groans, his palms leaving my waist to cup my breasts. “What do you want?” His tone is heated and angry.

You, I think instantly. Still, I force myself to snap out of it and focus on why I’m really here.

“Papers,” I hear myself mutter. He’s rubbing up against me again, turning me into a damn marshmallow, warm and gooey in his arms. I lose my train of thought again, my back bending forward so I can rub against him, relieving some of the tension pounding through my body.

Ken lets out an appreciative grunt as I move my hips in slow, circular motions. His palm comes down on the small of my back, pushing me to go even lower. Something about his grunt seeps into me, gladdening me to my very core.

I want to please him, watch him come undone for me.

I hate myself for my weakness, but I can’t stop myself.

He’s stronger than I ever imagined. He doesn’t pull himself out to claim me. Instead, he dry humps me, going as far as he can with his clothes on. I feel myself unravel, my arousal easing the friction against his pants, letting me feel more of him.

Not enough, though. Not nearly enough.

“What papers?”

It takes me a second to realize what he’s asking about—I’m that lost in the moment. “I need to prove that we’re really married.” I’m almost glad that we’re grinding against each other as I speak. It would’ve been far harder to say those words if we were in any other position. To actually admit that I needed his help.

Ken curses. He’s as frustrated as I am, I can tell. He wants to be inside me. But he’s also holding back. He pulls back from me, and I slam my lips together to stop myself from crying out in protest.

It doesn’t matter though, because a second later, his fingers fill me up, exploring. I moan loudly. It’s not the kind of touch I want, but I’ll take anything at this point. And this isn’t anything, I admit a second later. Ken’s fingers are so large, so filling, that my tension seeps out the second he pushes them in. His fingers are big enough to sate me, but they also fill me with a pressing need. One where I’m desperate to experience all of him. More pleasure bursts within me as moans slip from my lips, unrestrained.

“Fuck, you’re gorgeous.” I’m aware of the fact that he’s leaning backward now, watching himself as he toys with me. He digs even deeper, his movements lacking subtlety or gentleness. Exactly the way I want him. The harshness to his movements brings a twinge of satisfaction that belies our rough past. We can barely stand each other, and this is all just animal magnetism. Two humans sexually frustrating and satisfying each other all at once.

Fitting, really.

“How do I prove that?”

I close my eyes against the surge of pleasure, trying to pick my next words carefully. “Bank statements. Utility bills.”

He stops moving. A second later, he’s pulled his fingers out of me. Desperation rises inside me, and suddenly, I’m crushing my back against his front, moving my hips as I grind myself against him.

It’s like I can’t exist without feeling some part of him on me. I’d been celibate for years before Ken reappeared in my life, and yet, this feels natural. So natural, I can’t even feel shame at my wantonness.

“Utility bills.” His voice is hard, foreign. He grates his hips against mine one last time. A final sound of pleasure bursts from me before he moves away. “You want us to live together.”

Live together.

My ecstasy fizzles into nothingness in that moment.

I knew, of course, that would have to happen. In theory, at least. But I’ve not thought much of it actually happening. What it would mean to live with him, day in and day out. To continuously struggle with everything I feel for him—resentment and desire mashed together.

Ken asks the question that’s running through my mind.

“Really think you can handle that?”

No, I think. It’s the honest answer.

If I’m going to live with him, it will be a couple of months of hot sex day in and day out. And then one day, I’ll have to pack my bags and go back to living with Haley. Plus, deal with the fact that I let Ken have me. Hell, maybe that I begged him for it one too many times.

I’m never going to be able to live with myself knowing that happened, after I spent the last ten years avoiding him.

No doubt Ken would shut me out of his life forever. He’d get way more from the deal than was fair. A woman who spurned him now crawling into bed with him, needing him sexually and financially. It’s the stuff of revenge porn.

I turn around, pulling my dress downward. An icy tension has seeped into the room, one that makes it difficult to remember we were grinding on each other mere moments ago. Only my panties, tossed aside on the floor, give any inkling to the fact that it happened.

Ken has his arms folded. He doesn’t seem any more interested in touching me than I am. He’s waiting for an answer.

To delay my response, I look around his apartment. Lavish doesn’t even begin to describe it. It’s a minimalist bachelor pad, sure, but it’s also one of the chicest living rooms I’ve been in. Wide, airy space, an L-shaped gray couch, several potted plants around the corners of the house, floor-to-ceiling windows that take up an entire wall.

Just like the kind of apartment I’d like to live in with Haley. The kind I promised her we’ll get when I fix the mess that is our business.

Folding my arms across my chest, I watch as Ken settles his gaze on my erect nipples. My cheeks burn again, and I try to ignore the throbbing between my legs.

I managed to pick myself up ten years ago, after that disastrous fall. If I could do that, then I can keep my hands off Ken for a couple of months. Especially since my whole life depends on it.

“I can handle it.”

He’s waiting. Wanting me to explain further.

I look up at him, stashing whatever nervousness I feel deep in my gut. “I need your help. I’ll have to live with you for a while. Pay some bills and gather enough documentation. I’m looking to apply for a loan at the bank. And then we can get an annulment and go our separate ways.”

The corners of his lips are turned up in a smirk. “What would our marriage look like, then? You seem to have it all figured out.”

I ignore the jibe. “If you’re going to help me…”

“You say those words more like a threat and less like a request.”

Fury flows through my veins, burning through what’s left of my desire. He’s waiting for me to actually grovel at his feet before he agrees.

“You’ve some stipulations, I take it?” he says now, as I fight to gain control of my anger. “Something about us sleeping in different bedrooms or me never touching you?”

I swallow. It’s humiliating to have to stand on that ground after what just happened. But I don’t back down. “That would probably make sense.”

His smirk turns into a full-on grin. He takes a step closer to me, tramping on my underwear. I fight the urge to back away. Reaching out with a finger, he brushes one of my nipples. I grit my teeth together, trying my hardest to not make a sound. Moving even closer, he cups one of my ass cheeks, pulling me in.

He’s smothering me in his heat. I moan, a loud, throaty sound that wrenches itself from my mouth without warning.

Ken’s grin is at its widest. “What do you suggest we do when this happens, then? When I touch you and you beg me to be inside you?”

Damn.

He did it again. Teased me just so I’d humiliate myself by admitting I want him. That’s what he planned to do since I first walked into his apartment. And I’d stupidly allowed him to do that.

A second time.

That’s why he didn’t just have sex with me outright. In some weird, twisted way, this is all a game to him. One where he gets to capitalize on the fact that my body wants him, all so he can keep taunting me.

He’s never going to help me.

All he wants to do is to keep toying with me.

I shove at him, hard. He stumbles enough for me to take a step back. Humiliation burns in my face and neck, and tears of rage are tickling the back of my eyelids.

The trepidation I felt when I stepped into his apartment is nothing compared to what I feel now.

“You’re right.” It’s hard saying those words to him, but I get a glimmer of satisfaction, watching his eyes widen in surprise and uncertainty. “I won’t be able to hold up my end of the deal. I’ll find another way to solve my issues.”

His smile slips off his lips.

Good, I think. I’d rather take Confused Ken than Smug Ken, any day, any time.

Holding onto that tiny hint of gratification, I storm out of his apartment.


NINE
PUSHING THROUGH THE PAIN (KEN)


Even before I see him, I can tell that Tools, my personal trainer, is going to be livid.

“You showed up today.” His voice rings out loud and clear, cutting through the entire gym and causing everyone in the vicinity to look around. “I’m pleasantly surprised.”

I force a grin as I stride up to him, ignoring the jibe. Tools is about the only man I know whose height and weight far outstrip mine. At six-foot-five and a whooping three hundred pounds of lean muscle, he’s the kind of guy you don’t want to mess around with. He’s also more than ten years older than me and has no reservations calling me out.

Which is exactly why I wanted him to train me.

“I missed one session,” I remind him, because he’s looking like he’s considering bashing my head in with a hammer. “Let’s not make an international incident out of it.”

He growls and nods toward the weights. I sit down on the bench and wait for his directions. Instead, Tools keeps glowering at me.

“Two. What’s the point of paying me if all you do is play hooky?”

“You should be happy,” I tell him. “Means you get to pocket all that cash for nothing.”

“Also means that people who know I’m training you can prattle about how much I suck. I’ll take a good reputation over good money any day of the week.”

I bite back the urge to remind him that I’m in great shape. The session I missed was a few weeks ago, when I decided I’d rather stalk Charlie at her gym than come to mine. The second one happened more recently, the day after she came to my house to tell me that we were married.

Every recent upheaval in my life is linked to her. Particularly the tumult going on in my head, every damn second of every day.

After a warm-up, Tools puts me to work. I follow his instructions, ignoring the fact that he’s punishing me, pushing me through the stances a little harder than he’d ordinarily do. My muscles strain as I begin to squat. A throbbing burn spreads in my legs, but I welcome it. Hell, I almost like it. Working out, having to endure Tools’s instructions, hearing the low thrum of other gym goers… This makes me feel more alive than anything has in a long while.

A different kind of alive, anyway. One that isn’t dependent on Charlie’s presence.

We move to bench presses. Streams of sweat are running down my face and my arms when we’re done. I stand up from the bench panting, tired beyond words. But I also feel better than I have in months.

“Thanks, man.”

Tools doesn’t seem in the slightest removed from his bad mood. “Miss another session and I’m going to have your head, literally.” He pulls out his iPad and consults his schedule. “Think we should focus on some accessory work now. You’ve missed leg day once, and your calves are looking pretty sorry.”

I open my mouth, a retort heavily loaded, until a voice cuts through.

“He looks pretty good to me.”

We both turn around. Standing behind me is a slim-figured woman. I instantly recognize her as one of the regulars. Her hair, with streaks of red, is in a smooth ponytail, and she’s clothed in a tank top and a pair of leggings. She looks casual enough, but there’s no mistaking the look in her eyes. I’ve had women look at me that way a million times.

I flash a grin at her, but Tools snaps on his usual, brash demeanor for situations like this.

“Not to me. Let’s load the machine. Now.”

She rolls her eyes at him. “I’m Bailey,” she says, winking at me. “See you around.” Then she turns and walks away.

Tools lets out a sound of deep disgust before she’s completely out of earshot.

“I know you’re going to want to get with her, but I’ve got to warn you. We have another half an hour here, and…”

“I’m not.”

My words seem to stop Tools in his tracks. For the first time, he drops the murderous look and simply looks stunned. “You’re not? Atta boy, focus on your recovery properly.”

I bite back a tinge of irritation. It’s only natural he’s surprised, after all. I mean, he’s witnessed this scene play out a million times. And he’s never seen me turn down a girl who approached me during our workouts. The cycle is as trusted as Tools’s regimen: I’d meet up with them afterward, have a nice time back at the apartment, and send them on their way.

“We should get started with those calf raises,” I remind him.

For the first time since I’ve known him, he doesn’t jump into action after hearing me say “let’s get started.” Instead, he keeps gazing at me.

“You okay, buddy?” His tone is gruff, but there’s no mistaking the concern in his voice. “If I pushed you too hard, then…”

“No.” My fingers ball into fists. Tools looks down at them, and then up at me. Something close to worry is etched deeply on his face, but he leads me over to the leg press and starts to drill me.

Bolts of fury roam freely in my skull as I follow. This time, working out doesn’t come with any sort of pleasure. In fact, I get more pissed as time goes by.

Not at Tools. Or at today’s routine. Or at the woman who approached us, whatever her name was.

No, I’m fucking pissed at Charlie.

Over the past few months, she’s messed up so many areas of my life. My job. My friends, who I have to avoid because they keep bringing her up. My brain. Hell, my fucking marital status.

And now, I couldn’t even think of being with another girl while she is back in my life. She’s screwed up that part so badly that even Tools notices.

Any woman who fucks with my head hard enough to get Tools to show concern isn’t just a woman. She is a damned siren.

The worst thing about Charlie is how she manages to screw my life by merely existing. I’ve only seen her a handful of times and haven’t spoken to her at all since she told me we were married. And yet, it feels to me as though I’ve been breathing her in every damn second of the day.

Our last conversation didn’t go the way I expected. Not even a little. From the moment she pulled out that certificate, my brain sort of broke in half. But then, it made a lot of sense. I remember feeling distinctly bothered when the word marriage came up in a conversation with Alex and Blake. A part of me knew there was more to that night than two old friends hooking up. I just hadn’t let myself sift through the memories well enough.

I’m a married man. For months now. Ironically, as I realized then, I am now the husband of the only woman who I’d considered committing to since I’ve been old enough to know what that meant.

My first impulse was to demand an annulment. It was either that or throttle her in fury. Even before she admitted to it, I knew that she needed the marriage to secure a loan—I still remember her speaking about loans with the gym dude. She could’ve come to me and asked for an arranged marriage, and I would have done it. Or just plain asked me for the money. I would have given it to her. This was her way of holding on to control, of cutting corners so she still wouldn’t have to talk to me.

She is holding on to her pride above everything. That pisses me off as much as being lied to.

So, I decided to hold off on asking for a divorce.

Instead, I chose another way to win: unravel her, layer by layer. Watch her let go of her pride and admit how human she is underneath her false bravado.

It started well, I think. Holding her, fingering her… It more than made up for the shock of our so-called marriage. Every single moment felt precious, too good to be true. It was overwhelmingly difficult, forcing myself to not plunge into her then and there.

But I managed it. Reminded myself that Charlotte Chapman is all sorts of dangerous. I wasn’t going to go all the way until Charlie admitted she wanted me, even outside the bonds of her plan. That if we were to live together, our sexcapades were going to be what she wanted, not just an unwelcome side effect.

I hadn’t even gotten her to say that when she fled. It’s what Charlie does best now: run.

I’m used to it. But for the first time, something about her departure feels like my fault.

And I can’t figure out why.

Tools is as good as his word. He keeps me sweating with single leg deadlifts, cable rows, and core work for another twenty minutes before moving me over to box jumps and medicine ball slams. By the end of the session, every single sweat pore on my skin is oozing. I collapse on the mat, exhausted beyond words. Normally, I’d be looking forward to refueling and taking a long nap. That, or hooking up with a puck bunny.

But I feel nothing of the sort today. Because as bracing as the workout was, doing the physical work doesn’t quiet my mind. It’s still muddled up, focused on only her.

Damn Charlotte Chapman to hell.

“I know I put you through the paces today,” Tools says, throwing a towel at me. He looks somewhat mulish. “But I’ve got to apologize, really, if I was a little short with that girl.”

“You weren’t.” Thankfully, I’m able to keep the fury out of my tone this time.

Tools nods and heads off to the showers.

I watch him go, my gut tightening. I came for today’s session hoping that working out would do something to the storm of thoughts raging in my head. But now I’ve got to come to terms with the fact that there’s only one thing that’ll give me the peace I’m searching for.

Confronting the beast directly.
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I know it’s practically unchanged, but Charlie’s restaurant seems even more deserted when I walk through the doors for the second time. There’s an eerie stillness to the place, perhaps because the girl who was taking orders—Haley—isn’t even behind the counter this time. I look around the dim space. Shadows linger in corners, giving the space a gloomy, unwelcoming feel.

I hear a muffled curse coming from beyond the door labeled “Staff Only.” Charlie, I think. My body reacts before my brain can. I stride to the counter. Slipping underneath it, I walk past the half-open door into a quiet commercial kitchen filled with old, worn-out appliances and sparsely stocked pantry shelves. Lots of metal cupboards and tables, very little color anywhere in sight.

Charlie is standing a few feet from me. Her hair is tied back in a tight bun, her head covered with a beanie. She’s dressed in a chef’s jacket that looks a little too big on her. She seems to have just made a burger, the ingredients strewn on the table, and is now trying to cut it in two. She tries twice, but the clearly blunt knife doesn’t so much as make an impression on the topmost patty. On the third try, she curses again, and the knife goes sailing across the room.

“Hi.”

She jumps and looks around. Her face is torn between shock and fear. “Oh my God,” she mutters, taking a step back. “You scared me.” She looks back at the burger, and two blotches of color form on her cheeks. “How long have you been here?”

She doesn’t even sound embarrassed. Just resigned.

“Long enough.” I nod at the knife, lodged in one corner of the room. “You might want to invest in sharper knives.”

I expect a quick retort. But Charlie just stares at me for a few seconds. And then a guttural sound spills from her lips. Laughter, I realize a second later. She holds her palm to her stomach, giggling furiously.

It’s the first time I’ve seen her laugh in ten years. But the sound is hollow. It couldn’t be clearer that she’s not amused in the slightest. Her eyes are cold, and the tinge of sadness in them is hard to ignore.

Somehow, that stings. Makes me remember those times I could make her belly ache with real laughter.

“You’re right,” she mutters, as her giggles die off. “I should invest in sharper knives. You’d think someone who wants to run a restaurant would at least get that right. But I can’t even cut a fucking burger. And I thought I was gonna do something about this place.” She raises her arms wide, gesturing at the restaurant.

I stare at her, thrown off balance. This is not the version of Charlie I hoped to confront when I walked in here. Hell, I didn’t even know that this version existed. Tired. Exhausted. Angry.

“What’s wrong?” I ask her. I want to take back those words the moment I say them. And not because I deem them woefully inadequate. But because I’m slowly shifting gears. Switching from the man who cares nothing about her life…to the teenage boy who’s ready to do anything to bring her joy.

But that version of me is long dead.

It has to be.

Charlie’s eyes widen with angst. “Everything,” she cries. “My dad is sick, and I’m too useless to help out with bills. My best friend invested her whole life into this restaurant, and I can’t get it running. My life’s a mess. Again. And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

There’s a burning in my chest. At first, I think I’m merely surprised because Charlie’s finally opening up to me after so long. Since we reunited, the most I’ve gotten to see of her is the aloof stranger who wants to fuck me and nothing else. To see her humanity spread out this way is disconcerting, almost refreshing.

A second later, Charlie bursts into tears. Holding her face in her arms, she starts to sob, her shoulders heaving and her entire body trembling. Her breakdown rents the air, filling the kitchen with its haunting quality.

Then I realize what the burning in my chest means.

Pain.

Even with Charlie’s betrayal, I still can’t bring myself to see her hurting and not want to right the world for her.

I cross the room instantly. It’s the most natural thing in the world. Going to her, crushing her in my arms. Holding her to console her. Also holding her to stave off the misery threatening to consume me. She buries her face in my chest as my arms wrap around her. She fits against me seamlessly. Like she was made for me.

But she wasn’t.

The hard reality knocks off some of the angst I feel. The woman in my arms has never been mine, truly. She was my brother’s for as long as I can remember. Hell, she’d probably still be with him if he hadn’t broken up with her. They don’t speak anymore, but Kali is always going to hold more of her heart than I ever will. Her newfound sexual attraction toward me doesn’t change that.

All of this is happening because she needs my help. Nothing more.

I’d be stupid to ever forget that.

Charlie pulls away a few beats later, wiping her tears and avoiding my gaze. I try to brush away the storm in my chest. Ignore the urge to pull her back to me and promise to fix everything.

If this is going to work, I’m going to have to suppress all of my inhibitions. I was wrong about my old self dying.

There’s always going to be a stump in my heart that grows stems and leaves the moment Charlie is around.

“I’m sorry for being an asshole,” I start.

Charlie finally looks up at me, her eyes narrowed in confusion. “You didn’t do anything. None of this is your fault.”

“You came to tell me about the marriage,” I say, taking a step closer. “I should’ve known you were going through something horrible for you to do something like that. Instead, I…” I take a deep breath. “I should’ve acted better. I had no idea your dad is sick. I’m sorry.”

It’s the truth. Charlie’s dad was rarely around, but I knew that he was her favorite parent. Not being able to help with his treatment must be killing her.

Charlie stares at me. She’s waiting for my next words, words we both know will define the next few months of our lives.

I pause for a second. As much as I want to help her, I know what this means. I know how careful I’m going to have to be. It’s important we’re on the same page.

“Move in with me.”

She blinks. “What?”

“Long enough till we get the papers for your loan. I’m ready to loan you some money upfront, for your business and your dad. You can pay me back with what you get from the bank and pay them off with your profit. You’ll have your life together in a couple of months, and you can move out again.”

I inhale deeply. The last part of my statement is the most important. I take a step further, focusing my mind on the fact that all I want to do is help Charlie find her feet. Only that. She’s lost so much in life already, and I owe this to her as my old friend.

“We’ll sleep in different bedrooms. I won’t touch you, I promise.”

She lets out a sound between a sigh and a moan. I swipe the thought away of how much throatier she’d be if I was buried deep inside her right now.

“Even if I change my mind?” Her voice is low, almost anxious. There’s an unreadable expression in her eyes. Fear? Worry?

Does she want that caveat to be removed?

I force myself not to dig deeper. “Even then.” I’m hammering a nail into my own skull saying those words, but I know that’s the right thing to do. And not just because it’s the best thing for Charlie’s business.

It’s the best thing for me, too.

Because I don’t think I could survive Charlie Chapman ripping out my heart for a second time.


TEN
WALKING A TIGHTROPE (CHARLIE)


“Have you ever seen this place so…alive?”

I look out over the restaurant, a sense of pride brimming in me. For the first time in a while, there’re more than ten people seated in front of the counter. The kitchen is buzzing with activity: knives chopping, oil sizzling, food being plated. The sounds and the sight almost bring tears to my eyes.

“Looks like the reviews did their magic,” Haley chirps. She’s standing behind me by the counter as we listen to the low thrum of voices around us. “Also helps that we hired a competent chef.”

Yes, I think. Yes to all of that.

It has been three weeks since I moved in with Ken, and a lot has changed since then. He wired me money that same night, and I’d gotten to work right away. First order of business was to hire a chef. With Ken’s generous loan, I was able to offer a salary high enough to attract good candidates. We found Ivory Johnson in a week, a student chef halfway through her program. A temp staff, but good enough to relaunch the restaurant. We also got a sous-chef and three servers.

I tracked down a couple of social media influencers—no one reads the papers anymore—and paid them to come in for a review. Those videos started to generate some buzz. In the last two weeks, we’ve had a regular string of customers. While some people have deemed Ivory’s cooking as no better than average, no one has outright hated the food.

We’re nowhere near breaking even, but we’re on the right path. Plus, I already wired a huge sum back home for my father’s treatment. I feel less like a failure than I have in years.

A win, from where I’m standing.

I scour the restaurant, counting the people currently seated. Twelve. I try not to be disappointed, especially since around this time yesterday there were fourteen.

The numbers haven’t gone up to twenty at any given time yet, and I’m hoping to reach that milestone by the end of the month.

I lead Haley away from the main restaurant and into the cramped spot we use as our joint office. There’s a huge filing cabinet storing all the restaurants’ documents and a desk with two chairs. There’s a thin layer of dust on most of the surfaces—we’ve both been manning the counter for a while and haven’t used this space.

“Any ideas?” I ask Haley, wiping dust off the table with a rag. “We need more customers. Think we should hire another waiter?”

Haley’s eyes are twinkling. “Come on, you’re really going to make me ask?”

I squint at her. “What are you talking about?”

She sits down on one of the chairs and grins at me, excitement dancing in her eyes. “Seriously, how does it feel living with Ken Edwards?”

Now that’s a question I never thought I’d have to answer. Also, one I never thought I’d actually struggle to answer.

“Fine.” The word comes out a little too quickly, a little too calmly. I know that, even before Haley’s eyes widen in pleasure.

“Something has happened, hasn’t it? I knew it!” She screams the last sentence with so much glee I half-jump out of my chair.

“Nothing has happened.” I try to speak slowly and assertively, doing everything in my power to make sure I sound truthful.

Haley stares at me for a few moments. I stare right back, refusing to blink. A few seconds later, she sighs in frustration.

“I can believe it. Ken Edwards is literally a Ken doll. And you’re going to let all that testosterone walk around the same house with you and not take a bite out of it?”

There’s no chance for me to get a reply in. Just then there’s a sharp knock on the door, and one of our new servers pokes his head in. “Miss Donaldson,” he says to Haley. “We’re having an issue with the till, and we wondered if you could help.”

I still haven’t gotten used to the fact that we actually have employees now. Apparently, neither has Haley, because she gets completely distracted by his use of the word “Miss.” Pulling on a serious, I’m-the-boss expression, she walks out after him.

Leaving me alone, filled with relief…and a little bit of guilt.

There’s nothing to feel bad about though, I remind myself. I am telling the truth. Nothing has happened. And nothing will happen, not on my watch.

But then…

I press the insides of my thighs together. The shock of pleasure generated by the friction soothes me somewhat, but it’s not nearly enough to calm the flaming desire that has been awakened in me over the past few weeks.

Ever since I moved in with Ken.

I couldn’t have asked for a better transition. His apartment is miles better than mine in every way: a couch spacious enough for multiple people to lounge on comfortably, a kitchen that put even the one in my restaurant to shame, a king-sized bed in my bedroom, and the bathroom opposite Ken’s room actually has a jacuzzi and heated tile floors. I loved everything about his place.

But the best part of all is that Philly Titans were on the road for a large part of the month, starting the day I moved in. This meant I spent most of my time at Ken’s alone, living luxuriously.

Until he came back three days ago.

Ken’s presence didn’t exactly change my routine. He mostly left early and came home late, going off for practices or team meets. Plus, ever since the humiliating episode where I cried in his arms, the block of animosity between us has been chipped away to almost nothing, like a thin layer of ice. We could actually talk about our day without ripping each other’s head off.

Everything should be fine, really.

Except for the fact that Haley’s right. Ken is a goddamn gladiator, sculpted to perfection. One that is harder to ignore when I catch a glimpse of him at the kitchen counter in the morning, making himself eggs. Shirtless. With his morning wood proudly displayed.

The past few days have been torture. Something about having him close after he promised not to touch me is making me go crazy. Not an exaggeration. Last night, it took hours to fall asleep because I was imagining him breathing in the next room, his beautiful body sprawled on the bed, his dick hardening…

My cheeks burn as I remember sliding my fingers down my body, cupping my breast with one hand and thrusting into myself with the other. I had a choice between pleasing myself or caving and going into his room to beg him to fuck me.

That wouldn’t have gone well. Especially because Ken seems to have found a way to burn off every iota of his desire for me. When he looks at me or talks to me nowadays, it feels like he might as well be talking to a middle-aged woman he met on the street.

He probably found someone to satisfy him back in Dallas.

I’m not jealous, I tell myself as a different burning sensation crawls up my spine. If anything, I’m relieved. Ken is keeping his end of the deal, and I’m finding a way out of the mess I dug myself into over the past few years.

My mind is most likely exaggerating my desire for Ken. Perhaps I’d gotten a little confused after he bailed me out of complete ruin, and my subconscious spilled over my gratitude into passion. It’ll take a few days, maybe a few weeks, to put a lid on that. But I’m going to figure out exactly how to do it pretty soon.

But as I stand up from my chair and head back to the main restaurant, a snapshot of a shirtless Ken flashes through my mind. Hard, broad shoulders, perfectly-sized pecs, smooth, toned stomach. The ideal man’s torso. His nipples, a dark pink shade, sharp small buds that would definitely feel good against my tongue…

Okay, now I’m salivating.

Swallowing hard, I force myself to admit the obvious. I want him. Pretty bad. And all of my defenses are crumbling…or have completely crumbled already. And if I don’t get things in check soon, I’m going to end up doing—or saying—something I’m going to regret.

Ken has proven time and time again that he takes pleasure in edging me. And that was when I was sure he wanted me too. Now…

Keep your dignity, Charlie, I tell myself. That’s going to be the mantra I’ll live with for the next few weeks.
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Hours later, I step into the eerie stillness of Ken’s apartment. I closed a little on the late side tonight—I was brainstorming how to get more customers with Haley. As I stride across the living room, I feel almost frantic. I don’t need to think too hard to figure out why. As per Ken’s schedule over the past three days, he’ll be arriving home in less than thirty minutes.

I have to shower and get to bed by the time he’s back. The less time we spend talking at night, the safer I am. And since I use the bathroom right in front of his bedroom, I need to move as quickly as possible.

I hurry up the stairs. Incidentally, they are my favorite detail about Ken’s apartment. Exquisitely curved, it reminds me of a snake wrapped around a pole. There’s a huge abstract painting hanging over them that makes me think highly of Ken’s taste. I glance at it for a second before I dash past the stairs and into my room. Stripping my clothes off, I slip into my bathrobe and launch myself back into the corridor, heading for the bathroom.

I push the door open and step in. Ken’s bathroom is a wonder on its own. The walls are patterned with white and power-blue tiles that match perfectly with the off-white marble on the floor. The jacuzzi, the room’s main attraction, is a unique hexagonal shape, large enough so that two people can lie comfortably side-by side. Across the room, there’s an antique stone sink and a rustic floor-length mirror that somehow clashes with the rest of the decor and complements it at the same time.

His bathroom always calms me. But not today.

Because the moment I walk in, my feet gliding on the smooth tiles. I’m confronted with Ken standing in front of the mirror, combing his dark hair from his forehead…while fully naked.

All the breath in my lungs disappears in a single instant, rendering it impossible to make a noise. My blood freezes, and I’m suddenly incapable of movement.

All I can do is stare. Take note of all the parts of Ken I hadn’t noticed when we were naked together. The splatter of freckles on his lower back. His ass cheeks, lean and muscular. Even new things, like the drops of water glistening on his skin like shards of ice.

And if I let my eyes go a little lower, I can see it. Him. Hanging between his thighs.

I’m suddenly aware of how dry my lips are. I run my tongue over them, my heart pounding. Under my bathrobe, I’m completely naked as well. If I were to shrug off the material and go to him…

He doesn’t want you, Charlie.

Or does he? What if Ken has been doing nothing but playing a game all along? What are the chances that he’s going to turn me down if I stood in front of him, not wearing anything? There’s no way in hell he’s just going to keep staring at me with that glazed-over, respect-your-grandma expression.

“Fuck,” Ken mutters. My heart jumps in my chest. I think for a second that he’s seen my reflection through the mirror. But he doesn’t turn around. Instead, one of his hands reaches down his body, grabbing his dick and pulling it up.

My heart misses a painful beat. I’ve got no idea what he’s going to do next, but if I’m here for longer than I already am, I’m going to lose it.

I tiptoe out of the bathroom. My heart hammers in my chest as I bolt into my room, locking the door behind me. My fingers are jerky as I reach for the dress I just discarded, pulling it back on.

What the fuck is happening to me? Why am I suddenly unable to keep myself in check?

And what do I do now? Go to bed? Make it obvious that I’m avoiding Ken by not coming out to greet him?

What if he did see me?

I’m still hung up on that last thought when there’s a knock on my door.

This time, I jump along with my heart. My entire body is trembling as I look toward the door. But I don’t feel the trepidation I want to feel.

Instead, I feel…anticipation.

I want him to know I was watching. To have come here only to collect…me.

I take a deep breath. And then another. I’m trying to calm my trembling fingers, but it doesn’t seem to be working.

What if tonight ends with sex? What then? Would I graduate to spending every night in his bed? Let him have his fun until he has to go out of town again and finds someone else?

“Charlie? You in there?”

I pause. He sounds casual enough.

Nothing screams “I’ll fuck your brains out tonight” in his voice.

I walk to the door as slowly as I can manage. Soon enough, I’m twisting the handle and pulling it open. For one wild second, I assume Ken will be fully naked. Or wearing only a towel.

But no. He’s dressed in a T-shirt and shorts. The top is half-wet and clings to his skin in a way that makes me squeeze my thighs together.

“Good. You’re here.” He grins at me, and I’m almost disappointed to note that he’s still wearing the casual gaze from the last few days. “Got a notification on my phone about someone walking into my house. Wanted to make sure it was you and not one of the guys.”

I swallow hard. “Yeah, it’s me.” Taking a bold stab at a conversation, I ask, “How was practice?”

Ken runs his fingers through his wet hair, slicked backward so the sharp angles of his face are more prominent. “I swear the coaches are trying to kill us. I just tried to drown my sorrows in an hour-long bath.”

My stomach buckles. Now, we’re firmly in the roommate territory, talking about work and showers.

Why can’t I convince myself this is a good thing?

His eyes suddenly pop with realization. “Damnit, I forgot there’s no bath in your room. That’s the bathroom you’re using, isn’t it? My bad, my ensuite bathroom isn’t big enough to fit a jacuzzi in, so I use the guest one when I need it. You know, after an awful practice.”

“That bad, huh?” If he’s going to keep talking to me in this way, I’ve got to find some better rejoinders.

He clamps his right palm on his left shoulder. “It’s killing me, Charles. And you know the hockey massage therapists do their job like they’re trying to kill us or something.”

“I could give you a massage.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I feel the color drain from my cheeks. Did I really just say that?

I take a deep breath and think back on my words. Am I so fogged by my sexual desire that I am willing to literally massage Ken in order to get close to him?

No, I realize a second later. I didn’t offer a massage to Ken because I am turned on by him.

I did it because he talked about his training in exhaustive detail. And called me Charles. Just like he did when we were kids.

And just like that, I’m offering him a massage. The way I used to.

Guess who’s still living in the past.

I raise my gaze to him, mortified. But if Ken is surprised by my offer, he doesn’t show it. He merely shakes his head. “You’re too tired. I’ll get over it.”

I surprise myself by shaking my head too. “I’m not. I’ll do it. Do you have massage oil?”

Now I’m actually offering to do it wholeheartedly. First, because I know from our childhood just how brutally sore his muscles could be. Second, because I kind of like that we’re easing back into friendship territory.

Maybe seeing Ken in this light is exactly what I need to get over him.

In five minutes, I’m standing behind Ken seated on his couch. Some sports show is on the TV. I’m grateful for the noise that cloaks the awkward silence as Ken strips off his T-shirt. I pour some of the coconut oil he gave me onto my palm and rub fervently. A strong feeling of déjà vu overcomes me as I place both palms on either of his shoulders. His skin is warm, muscles rippling underneath as he moves his arms.

“Damn,” he mutters, as I start to knead the muscles gently. “That feels amazing.”

A smile tugs on my lips. Something about visiting the past this way isn’t nearly so bad. I continue to massage him, spreading oil over his skin and working it in. His muscles stiffen as I reach a particular spot on his shoulder.

“Some fool whacked me with his stick here,” he says, jabbing at the spot. “A rookie. Says it was a mistake.” He huffs.

My smile broadens. “At least you weren’t drenched in hot oil because the chef you hired mistook you for the sink.”

He turns around to look at me, his jaw slack. “Really? Your new chef did that?”

“No,” I say quickly. “Actually, it was the first chef I hired when I bought the restaurant. He was a nervous wreck. I knew even then that it was a bad idea, hiring someone who was a ‘self-study.’”

Ken lets out a bark of laughter. “A self-study chef? Come on, Charles.”

I give him a quick jab on his sore spot. He winces. A strange feeling bubbles up in my gut. Warmth, I realize a second later. I actually like talking to Ken like this, as it was in the old days.

“A lot of world class chefs didn’t go to culinary school,” I remind him. “Your mom is one of them.”

He shrugs. “Agreed. She taught me a lot about cooking. Hey, maybe I can teach your new chef some of her recipes.”

“Coming from the man who makes eggs for breakfast every morning? I don’t think so.”

We’re now deep in friendship territory, and it feels good. So good I can almost forget my wanton desire for him.

Almost.

Still, it makes me remember how it felt being around him. How Kali could never measure up to someone I could lose sense of time speaking to.

An old memory comes to mind. It happened after Sasha, my best friend in high school, hung out with me and Ken for hours.

“You guys act like a real couple,” she’d said, sounding disgruntled. “Laughing together, inside jokes. You’re more in sync than you and Kali. Why aren’t you with Ken? You clearly like him better.”

I’d swatted her off with some mediocre response, but I still remember the strange emotions that had flared in my heart at her words. Deep down, I knew she had raised a valid point.

But I also knew that I’d never dare to think about going for Ken. It would be like taunting the universe. And I decided that it’s better we preserve our sweet, easy friendship than ask for more and get burned.

Cause you can have anything, just not everything.

A lesson from my mom.

But she’s full of shit. Even though she has been proven right so far. For instance, just look what happened when Ken decided to tell me about his feelings.

But I should be able to have everything, damn it.

“Only because it’s training season and I’ve got to get my protein in,” Ken pulls my mind out of the spiral. “I can still cook. It never leaves you.”

I stash away the bitterness that arises in my gut when I think of Ken confessing his feelings. This is a new phase in our relationship, one I’m grateful for.

“I bought the restaurant because I was inspired by your mom’s cooking,” I admit. It’s the first time I’ve ever told anyone, but I don’t feel self-conscious about it. “I thought it would be easy to learn. Even tried by myself for a whole week. But I sucked.” Something about sharing my failures with Ken feels freeing. Not at all as embarrassing as I thought it would be.

Maybe because even after all this time, I still trust him to want the best for me. I know he and his mother never got along, except when they were cooking together.

“You probably had a horrible tutor.”

“It was a cookbook and a few YouTube channels, actually.”

“Well, lucky for you, I’m here now. And I can teach you how to do it properly.”

I surprise myself by chuckling. Ken’s shoulder muscles are completely relaxed now, and so I move outwards, going to his arms and forward till I’m spreading the oil on the topmost part of his chest.

I hear it before I feel it, a change in my breathing. It’s suddenly getting harsher, thinner.

Without thinking, I snake my arms lower, going for his pecs. My fingers spread across the light hairs on his chest, brushing, massaging. The reality of my attraction is swinging back in my face, as hard as a punch to the gut.

Fuck it, I want him. No amount of polite conversation is going to make me forget it.

Ken most likely thinks the same because he’s fallen silent. His muscles are tensing again, and this time, it’s not from pain. He’s…anticipating? Wanting to see how far I’ll go.

As discreetly as I can, I brush a thumb over one of his nipples. It hardens into a bud.

Ken inhales sharply.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I’m weak at the knees, and there’s heat between my thighs. For once, I’m completely clear-headed on my next move.

Moving back again, I start to massage his shoulders. My movement flows naturally. But I’m aware that there’s a new sensuality to it, a nuance that wasn’t there before.

I let my fingers trail to his neck, dwelling on the soft skin there. Ken groans, reminding me of how he sounded when he first pushed himself into me in Las Vegas.

Okay. Now I’m on fire.

I run my hand down the side of his neck. Another low groan. Suddenly, he’s shifting. My heart catches in my throat. I recall what he did when we first met at the club and back at the gym. Ken Edwards is not a man of subtlety, and I half expect him to pull me down on his thighs and…

He jerks to his feet and turns around. I take a step back, unsure of what to expect.

Then I see it. He’s completely hard. Completely obvious underneath his shorts, in his full glory.

Saliva dries in my mouth and throat. In one short second, I’m filled with the pressing need to get on my knees in worship of him. To take him in my mouth and suck until he comes. Multiple times.

He’s that glorious.

“Thanks for the massage,” he grinds out.

His teeth will shatter if he grits them any harder.

Confusion seeps into my very core. I gaze up at him, feeling myself deflate. Is he going to keep pretending that this isn’t inevitable? I mean, he’s harder than a rock.

Ken stares back at me, then takes a deep breath, an easy grin spreading over his face. “I’d love to continue, but I did promise you that I wasn’t going to touch you while you lived in my house, and you’re making it harder to keep that commitment by the second.”

Okay, so he is acknowledging the elephant in the room. But why he sounds this casual, this calm, with none of the passion I’ve seen him display over the past few weeks, is beyond me.

Ken is silent, waiting for an answer.

And then it hits me.

He’s not going to do anything because I made him promise. He’s going to keep backing away and putting this wall between us until I tell him the truth.

That I want it to happen. Us to happen.

A ball forms in my throat. I swallow hard, not wanting to imagine what it’d be like asking Ken to screw me again.

No, I’d rather die than do that.

Or would I?

He lifts his arms up his own body, spreading the oil more evenly from his shoulders down to his chest and abs. Slowly, expertly, he works until he’s half coated his torso in the light liquid that makes him shimmer like gold.

Damn. Damn it to hell.

My knees feel weaker than ever, and I need to do something to stop myself from falling on them. Particularly since he’s still erect and ready to fuck from the looks of it.

I’m this close to spilling my guts to him.

“Really, you were born to be a masseuse,” he carries on easily, like we’re nothing but old friends. “I didn’t feel even an ounce of pain. Meanwhile, the ones back at the Philly Titans attack like starving sharks.”

My lips tease into a watery smile. “Thanks.” He’s steering the conversation back onto firm ground, and a pool of disappointment forms in me. But there’s no need for that, I remind myself. I would never have admitted that I wanted him.

“Did you learn how to massage while you were a ballet dancer?” he asks.

It’s my turn to stiffen. I look up at him, and the bitterness I could manage to keep back a few minutes ago floods back in. Maybe it’s because this is the first time in ten years that Ken is asking me a pointed question about ballet.

Or maybe it’s because it’s easier to hold on to the past than consider telling Ken what I want now.

“No,” I say. I take a firm step back. It’s now becoming easy to ignore the bulge in his shorts and his body. I'm carefully filling my head with what happened the last time I let him get too far with me.

Ken’s eyes narrow. He’s detected a change in my tone, I can tell. His lips part, and I know he’s about to ask what’s wrong. About to make me explore my most painful memory.

I’m not up to it tonight…or ever. If I find that I still want Ken badly enough, I’m going to think of some way to get it across to him.

But for now, I’ll keep doing what I do best: bury my memories deep inside me.

“Goodnight,” I hiss.

I don’t wait for a reply before I walk across the living room, heading for the stairs. Only when my door is closed behind me do I feel like I’m able to breathe again.


ELEVEN
A RECIPE FOR TROUBLE (KEN)


“Didn’t expect to be back here, you know, ever.”

I ignore Blake, pushing open the door to Charlie’s restaurant so the rest of the guys can saunter in. Almost everyone on our team wanted to eat out after the workout today. About a dozen of us pile in. Blake waits until everyone else is inside before he follows, falling in step with me.

“Don’t you think it’s weird that you didn’t even have to be the one to suggest we eat here? Looks like business is going well for your….” he snickers “…wife.”

I look around the place. It couldn’t be more obvious that a lot of things have changed. True, the walls are still in need of a fresh coat of paint, and the furniture is rigidly the same. But the place has come alive. There are servers at the counter, and the blackboard on the wall lists several dishes in a feminine, cursive script. Also, even though it’s almost ten p.m., there are still half a dozen customers in the restaurant, some of whom throw us curious looks as we settle across three tables.

Blake’s right, sans the annoying comment. This place is doing well. Good enough that it was another player who suggested we eat here before going home. So, we squeezed into several cars and drove to Charlie’s place.

Blake leans across from me after we sit down. “We haven’t had time to talk, you know, about how your marriage is going,” he snickers again.

He would’ve almost fooled me if his lips weren’t twitching at the corners. “Fuck you, asshole.” Two servers come bustling up to us. I take one of the menus offered, scouring through the choices.

“Can I have a cinnamon bun before we order food?” I ask the waitress, jabbing the words on the menu.

“We don’t have those right now,” she says, smiling politely. “We ran out. But could I interest you in a pecan pie, if you want to start with something sweet?”

“No, I’ll have steak with a side of vegetables and potatoes,” I say, my gaze focused on the menu again. I’m dimly aware of Blake giving his order, as well as the other guys doing the same. When the waitress leaves, Blake turns back to me.

“Let’s hope you enjoy your wife’s food.”

My fingers fold into fists. “Say that again. Only louder, in case someone hasn’t heard you.” The other guys at my table are speaking to each other in low tones, but if Blake repeats “wife” one more time, everyone will start noticing.

“Oh, come on.” Blake chuckles, giving me a friendly clap on the back. “You know I’m kidding.”

All things considered, he could be making things a hell of a lot harder for me. My friends took it in stride when I announced that I’ve been in an arranged marriage for months. There has been almost no teasing. Mostly because this is the first free night we’ve had in ages.

“I can tell you hate the menu,” Blake says now.

“Not really.” I scour down the list again. I hadn’t had the time to look thoroughly the last time I was here, but it’s obvious Charlie gets her inspiration from my mother. Most of these dishes were a staple in the Edwards household.

Blake pulls my attention away from what I’m looking at. “How’s married life treating you? Really?”

I’m almost convinced he’s not joking this time, and that makes me answer more easily. “A whole lot of nothing.”

Blake raises his brows. “How so?”

“We sleep in different rooms.” I keep my voice in a careful monotone, not wanting Blake to drag more information from me than necessary. “She’s as busy as I am, so we barely have time to interact.”

Except for that one night when I could almost swear that Charlie was coming on to me.

There’s no use talking about it, though. Or even thinking about it. It happened three days ago, and I’ve barely seen her since. Hell, there’s nothing much to it, especially when you consider that it had ended awkwardly. Or normally, if I think about it. Charlie closing up faster than a clam and backing away for absolutely no reason.

Got to say, I’m getting sick of it.

That night was torture. Charlie’s hands on me, somehow a million times better than it felt when we were teens. Her palms brushing past my chest, fingers scraping my nipple…

What I wouldn’t have given to throw her down on the floor and explore every damn inch of her.

But I made a promise. I knew being around her was going to be hell. And yet, I went for it.

Maybe not total hell.

I look down at the menu, and a reluctant smile tugs on my lips. Our conversation about food did feel good. A bit like old times. Me helping Charlie with a problem. She did consent to me helping her out with the menu. Her shutting down at the end of the night doesn’t change that.

Our food arrives. It’s good. Could be better, though. I glance at Blake for his opinion, but he’s already deep in conversation with our other teammates. In fact, all of them are now paired up, discussing the last game. But I’ve got other things on my mind.

Maybe I can get started on helping Charlie right now.

Rising to my feet, I look around for the nearest server. “Where’s Charlie?” I ask.

There’s a brief look of confusion on his face that disappears almost instantly. “Back in the kitchen. Probably trying to close up for the night.”

“Where are you going?” Blake calls after me, looking almost wary.

I flash him a smile. “To check on my wife.” The server’s jaw goes slack instantly. “Take me to her.” I chuckle.

Waving goodbye to Blake, I follow the stunned man. This time, he doesn’t take me under the counter, instead he slips into a small corridor. He nods toward a door and disappears.

I open it and walk in. The space is instantly recognizable as part of Charlie’s kitchen. Only that this room seems to be an offshoot of the main one. She’s alone. Her hair is tied up in a neat bun, wearing a fitted shirt and a long flowy skirt that reaches her ankles. And she’s making—or at least trying to make—cinnamon buns.

She’s in the midst of a huge mess, and I can spot two discarded trays with the pastry. One of them has all the dough burned to a crisp. Still, something about the image makes my groin tingle with need.

Everything Charlie does makes me want to ravish her. Even messing up my favorite treat. Maybe it’s for the best that she keeps shutting down.

Makes it easier to keep my promise.

She looks around the second I walk in. “Ken,” she says, clearly startled. “How are you here?”

“The guys decided to get a bite to eat here. Wasn’t even my idea. You’re getting more popular than you know.”

“Well, then,” she says, in a more relaxed tone, “I better learn how to make these, and fast. Someone ate here and made a video about it online. Said our cinnamon buns are the bomb. And I can’t figure out how to make a good batch without ruining it.” She nods morosely to the two discarded trays, before looking down at the mess in front of her, a new batch of dough she’s trying to mix.

My lips are twitching much like Blake’s right now.

“I’m going to kill you if you laugh at me,” she says, waving a finger in my face. “I know I suck at it, but you did imply that with practice, I’ll get better. I’m putting in the effort. Downloaded a dozen recipes this morning, and I’ve been working on it since. I really want to figure it out before going home tonight.”

“Oh.”

Charlie’s been coming home later than usual over the past three days. I thought she was avoiding me. It’s only now that I realize she must’ve been trying to work on her recipes since our last conversation.

“No mocking.” I raise my hands in surrender. “Only…I think I can figure out what was wrong with your previous batches.”

“I know,” she says quickly. “I left the burned ones in the oven for too long,” she says, pointing at the tray. “And for that one…” she nods toward the second tray, loaded with bumpy looking rolls. “I probably forgot to add enough milk or something.”

Classic Charlie, can never admit not knowing in any situation. It’s going to feel good to knock her down a notch. Still, I decide to hold off on that until later.

“Let me see you work on this batch, then,” I say, crossing my arms.

She nods, her face registering my challenge. Turning back to the table, she starts to knead the too-dry dough. Her movements lack the grace and effortlessness they had when she was touching me.

“I’ve got to say,” she mutters, huffing and puffing with each breath. “Kneading didn’t seem this hard in any of the videos I watched.”

My lips are quivering again. “Maybe because they put enough eggs in the dough.”

She looks up at me, a face a mask of horror. “Oh my God, that’s it! How did you know?”

Brushing past her and heading for the refrigerator, I retrieve a crate of eggs and hand it to her. “I just do. The dough is way too dry.”

“Damn,” she spits at me as she reaches for an egg and tries to crack it open with a fork. There’s barely an indent the first time. She applies more force. The egg shatters, content spilling all over the counter and her skirt, missing the dough completely.

“Great,” she says, looking down at the skirt. “Just freaking great.”

It’s too much of an effort to hold back laughter. I walk over to her, coming up behind her. An idea forms in my mind. “Remember when I said that you were the best masseuse I’ve ever known?”

She stiffens, and I wonder if she’s bracing for me to ask her about ballet again. Something about me mentioning it makes her shut down. As determined as I am to figure out why, this is more important.

“Well, yeah,” she finally says. The warmth of her skin is evident, even with the sliver of space between us. It gives me a slightly heady feeling I have to work through.

“What makes you a good masseuse?”

She scoffs. “Not skill, that’s for sure.”

“You’re partly right.” I take her dough-soiled hands in my bigger ones. Charlie shivers, and I long to press myself against her ass. Instead, I try to focus on the lesson at hand. “What makes it easy for you is that you go with the flow. You don’t try to make everything perfect, according to some recipe. You follow your instinct.”

I crack two eggs in the dough. Taking Charlie’s hands again, I start to help her knead it. Something about our fingers mixing together in the dough makes its own kind of magic.

One that makes it fucking hard to remember my name. Or my promise.

“This is good enough,” I say, a few seconds later.

Charlie gives a rueful thanks as she steps back and examines the mess on her skirt. “I knew I should’ve worn an apron. I just thought making this wouldn’t take a lot of time…and that was five hours ago. I hate wearing stained clothes.”

“There’s an easy fix for that,” I smirk. “Take off your skirt.”

Damn it. Didn’t mean to say that. Something about the tension building up in my groin is making it hard to sort through the thoughts that should just stay in my head.

Charlie stares at me for a few seconds. I hold her gaze, trying to read her expression and decide whether she’d want an apology or not.

But then…

Bringing her hands to her waist, she slides her skirt defiantly down her thighs. It slips past her knees, forming a puddle at her feet. Then she steps out of it.

I let my eyes trail up the expanse of smoothly toned legs and thighs, and…

She’s wearing a tiny black thong. The triangle-shaped piece of fabric barely covers a quarter of her pubic area. Her naked hips flare out underneath her top. Perhaps I never quite appreciated how damn curvy she has become since she stopped dancing. Or maybe I’m just noticing that for the first time.

Her gaze is still fixed on my face. I look into her eyes. Charlie’s unreadable half the time these days, but I can see her emotions in them as clear as day.

She’s challenging me. Trying to make it that much harder to hold on to my promise.

I take a deep breath, silently accepting the challenge. This is a fun game. One where I’m going to see just how long I can hold on.

She turns around to take the rolling pin. Her ass cheeks are completely bare, the G-string lost somewhere within her folds. Miles and miles of unblemished skin taunt me as she leans over the dough and starts to roll it out.

Fuck.

I want to help out with the cooking. Hell, that’s why I came looking for her. But Charlie is putting on a once-in-a-lifetime show, and to stop looking at her cheeks bouncing with each of her movements is death itself. I can’t—won’t stop watching her move.

Plus, the moment I close the gap between us, I’m going to thrust my throbbing dick into her.

Charlie continues to roll out the dough. The silence between us lengthens. From far away, I can hear some noises from the main restaurant that clues me in on the fact that the place is closing. My crew must have left by now, Blake probably having figured out that I’m busy. Also, Charlie’s employees clearly don’t check in with her before they leave.

We’ll be alone. That’s only going to make this so much easier…or harder, depending on whose side I’m on.

I keep watching her roll the dough, letting myself focus on the more alluring details about her. The wisps of her hair that have slipped out of her bun and are now across her forehead and nape. Her nipples, hard as buttons, clearly visible behind her shirt. The shiny, taut skin of her toned legs.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

If I thought that massage did something to me, I was wrong. It’s taking every ounce of will in my body to remain where I am.

“Think it’s thin enough?” she asks a while later, turning to face me. Her voice is casual enough, but the quiver in it is hard to miss.

She knows damn well that I don’t give a damn about the buns right now. That I haven’t been watching the roll for the past few minutes.

Still, I tear my gaze away from her body and look down at the dough. It looks like she followed my advice on not thinking too deeply about it. Either that or it’s easier for her to let go of control when she’s standing butt naked in front of me.

“Good,” I say. “Let’s see you add the cinnamon and sugar.”

Charlie’s ass jiggles as she rises on her tiptoes. Her fingers scrape the edge of an overhead cupboard, and she pulls it open. My chest tightens at the sight of her nipples pointing upward, following the direction of her hand as she tries to pull down a transparent plastic container, which seems to be filled with brown sugar.

“Here,” I say, striding up to her. Charlie gasps as I take hold of her hips and hoist her up. She’s perfectly capable of reaching for the container all by herself, but damn it, I’m going to go crazy if I spend one more second not touching her. She feels like water in my grasp: light, easy, flexible, hard to touch without getting soaked.

My groin is crying with need now. With a groan of frustration, I throw all subtleties out the window.

“Damn it, Charlie. Take whatever you need right now. Cause I’m this close to burying my face in your ass.”


TWELVE
CINNAMON BUNS (CHARLIE)


If I still want Ken badly enough after tonight, I’m going to think of some way to get it across to him.

I remember having that thought only a few days ago. It was a throwaway one that I didn’t think I’d dwell on for too long.

How wrong I was.

The past three days have been nothing short of miserable. I’ve relived massaging Ken a million times, particularly when it was dark outside, and I was alone in bed. Not even touching myself could cool the wildfire that the so-called massage started inside me. Every single hour of the day, I was filled with the desperate need to have him in me. I considered having a fling with someone else for a night, but I discarded it almost immediately.

It’s Ken or no one. And now, my desire for him has morphed into a constant, never-ending pulse.

All things considered, it’s amazing that I lasted three whole days. Or so I told myself this morning, when I decided that enough was enough.

I wanted to seduce him tonight.

I hadn’t worked out a strategy yet. I assumed I’d figure something out while trying the new recipes. But then, my first few tries at the pastry turned out so awful, I’d half forgotten about my plan.

Until he showed up in my kitchen.

I thought of that as a problem, at least at first. Far harder to seduce someone who just saw you make multiple messes in front of him. But then, he guided me through it, holding my hands as I kneaded the dough, his body deliciously close to mine.

And he taunted me to take off my skirt.

Talk about manifesting.

I could tell he was joking. He has been the perfect gentleman since I moved in. Done his best to color within the lines.

If I wanted to break his restraint, I had to push a few buttons.

So, I let go of the skirt and proceeded to do the most sexually stimulating thing I’ve ever done in my entire life. No iota of shame or self-consciousness clung to me. On the contrary, I had never felt so free, working on the dough while Ken watched me, pushing back his animal instincts to take me on the spot.

Ken versus Ken.

And I could tell he was fighting because I was going through the same struggle. My primal self was ready to go to him and literally beg. But something about teasing him and watching him unravel held its own pleasure.

Even up until now.

“Damn it, Charlie. Take whatever you need right now. Cause I’m this close to burying my face in your ass.”

My pulse flies into a sprint the moment I hear those words. Victory burns in my veins, but there’s a deeper flush of pleasure that creeps up my face.

I did it.

Unraveled him. Made him let go of his calm, polite demeanor. Turned him back into a fire-spitting, lust-filled ravager.

It wouldn’t be right to not keep going now.

Say nothing, I order myself. My reply has got to be non-verbal.

Holding my breath, I move my hips slightly. My cheeks graze his chest once, twice.

“Charlie.” Ken’s voice is so sharp, it makes my heart jump into my throat. “What the fuck are you doing?”

No reply. I curl my hips backward, pressing against him as hard as I can.

“Do that again, and I…”

I curl my hips again, and then, even before I can pull away, he turns me around and lays me on the counter, lifting my legs over his shoulders and burying his face in my core. And then I feel him. Ken’s tongue, skipping past my thong and darting between my folds, teasing my lips apart and greedily lapping.

Arching my back, I let out a scream. The restaurant should be closed now, but some of my employees might still be around. Still, I can’t help myself. The pleasure from his touch is so earth-shattering, so visceral, that I can’t hold back.

He plays in my wetness, dragging his tongue up and down as my legs tremble over his shoulders. I moan again, goosebumps rising on my body. My senses are all tuned in to him, waiting, hoping desperately for him to claim me.

But then, he abruptly pulls his face away.

“Get the sugar.”

Something about his commanding tone forces me into willing submission. I sit up, and he lifts me to grab the containers with the sugar and the cinnamon. Ken sets me down a second later.

I turn around and glance at him. His nose is smeared with my arousal, and his blue eyes are blazing red. He looks like he wants to kill me and fuck me all at the same time.

I’m kind of down for both.

“We still have the rolls to make.” He jabs a finger toward the dough, his eyes focused completely on my tits.

I swallow, my gaze darting to his erection before I look back up at him. “Yeah. Right. Not like we could serve this batch anyway. But I guess practice is important.” Turning around, I make the sugar and cinnamon mix quickly.

“I think I got the wrong batch of sugar,” I mutter, my brave attempt at conversation. “It kind of tastes less sweet than I was expecting.”

“Most likely tastes less sweet than this.” And as I watch, he swipes a finger across the fluid on his nose and runs his own tongue down the wet finger.

Oh, fuck.

With a force of will, I turn back to the cinnamon mix. My fingers shake as I attempt to spread it over the dough.

“Not like that.” In a few seconds, Ken is back behind me, his erection digging mercilessly into the spot between my cheeks as he starts to spread the mix. I let out a moan, unable to hold myself back any longer. Palms spread over the counter to support my weight, I push backward and rub myself against him. Exactly how I did back at his apartment the day I told him we were married. Only difference is that I’m sure Ken is not about to humiliate me like he did before. Bursts of pleasure rise in my stomach at the motions, calming and fueling my passion all at once.

“Fuck,” Ken says, his free hand grabbing my waist. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to have your ass bouncing on me.”

His words are undoing me faster than his touch. “Ken…” I hear myself groan.

“Wait,” he mutters, reaching out to take my bun out. My hair spills down my back, half the strands falling over Ken’s face as he burrows his face into my neck. “Since you can’t serve these buns anyway.” He grins.

He steps back again, and when I turn around, I see that he now has my arousal splattered over the front of his pants. Something about that makes me even needier. As does Ken’s ability to keep calm even now.

“I’d like to see you make the rolls and cut them.” His voice is even, solid. He crosses his arms, his eyes glittering with a strange light. “And I’d like you to do that with your top off.”

My breath catches in my throat. His demand isn’t a ludicrous one, seeing as he just had his tongue in me. But I’d chosen my underwear today with a little bit more attention than usual.

Because that’s exactly what I planned to wear while seducing him tonight.

Ken’s eyes are on me, waiting calmly. Releasing a deep breath, I pull my top over my head. My already messy hair is most likely even messier now, and I try to untangle it with my fingers as the top drops to the floor. I look down at the black lace triangles that only really cover part of my chest.

One look at Ken, and it’s obvious he was not expecting this.

“Fuck,” he mutters. I can tell I’m fulfilling some kind of fantasy for him, one he’s likely held on to for a long time. His hand goes to his pants, and I lose the ability to breathe as he finally, finally, pulls his dick out of his pants.

I stare at it, my eyes doubling in size. He looks…marvelous. Insane. He’s beautiful, big and filling, and I want him in my pussy now. And as if the sight of him isn’t bad enough torture, he starts to stroke himself.

“Cut those buns and get them into the oven. I’ve got something for you here.”

I practically run to obey him. I start to roll the bun, but my feverish fingers don’t seem to be working anymore. A second later, Ken steps up beside me. I pause, expecting him to help with it.

Instead, I hear him mutter, “You’ve tortured me for far too long, Charlie. And damn it, I deserve this.”

With that, he buries himself inside me. No niceties, no gentleness. He goes straight in, only stopping at his hilt.

The world splits into two. I cry out, a scream that goes on and on as Ken continues to pummel me mercilessly. I’ve thought of this a thousand different times and in a thousand different ways, but nothing compares to actually feeling him inside me. His hands find my tits, jerking them out of the flimsy clasp of my bra, and tweaking my nipples as he continues to thrust in and out of me.

“Come on, Chapman,” he sighs in my ear. “You’ve got those buns to make.”

It’s the kind of torture I never thought I’d experience. My eyes streaming with pleasure, I continue to roll. Something about having him in me makes my movements smoother, surer. Ken slows his thrusts, slipping in and out as slowly as he can, causing my knees to quiver as I work.

“Continue,” he orders. His hands find the small of my back and push me downward, thrusting me as close to the counter as I can get. My breasts dangle inches from the dough as I now start to prepare a dental floss to cut it into individual buns. Something about this new angle makes the pleasure even more intense, and I hear myself scream as Ken starts to thrust again.

“Don’t be shy, baby. Say my name. Your husband’s name.”

My very first instinct is to refuse. A lot has changed in ten years—case in point—but Ken is still my childhood friend. Moaning his name while we’re fucking seems almost obscene. But then, I feel his fingers on my clit, swiping back and forth over the throbbing bud, and the word bursts forth anyway.

“Ken,” I groan.

Somehow, I finish cutting the buns, managing to slice them into messy pieces. My eyes are streaming with full-on tears, and I know I’m seconds from falling apart. Ken reaches overhead and pulls out a baking pan, and I fit the rolls onto it.

“We’re going to hold off on the baking for later,” he mutters, swiping the tray to the side. His hands find the small of my back, pressing me flat against the counter. I obey him, my boobs squashing against the surface, made slightly dusty by the flour.

Ken deepens his thrusts and his strokes, and I close my eyes, screaming even louder. If my staff is still here, they’re going to hear me clearly. But I can’t bring myself to care. With each thrust, Ken pushes me closer and closer to the edge.

His fingers are still on my clit, and he starts to squeeze gently. “Come for me, Chapman. Let me hear you fall apart.”

I hold my breath as my climax bursts through me without warning. I scream his name, my whole body trembling. Ken holds me against him, giving a guttural grunt as he spills into me. I feel him shaking too, as our universes collide and collapse together.

Even as the pleasure recedes and we keep holding on to each other, I know things have changed between us.

Possibly forever.


THIRTEEN
GIVING THANKS (KEN)


Even though I haven’t seen my childhood home in almost four years, everything looks the same, down to the spot the turkey is placed on the kitchen table. Hell, it looks like I might’ve just stepped out after the last Thanksgiving I attended and came right back.

“You look amazing, Mom,” I say as I come down the stairs. She’s standing at the foot of them, her dark hair pulled in a tight ponytail, her trim body clad in an elegant jumpsuit. She looks stunning, having maintained her figure well into her sixties, same as my dad. They were both ballet dancers who met in a dance troupe.

Guess that’s why Kali always had a special place in their hearts.

“Did you comb your hair?” she reprimands, her brows furrowed. “I told you, we’re expecting visitors.”

I shrug. I’d barely listened to her speech yesterday, instructing me on how to behave on Thanksgiving Day. I’d just gotten in from the city. The last thing I wanted was to hear her order me around.

“The food looks good.” The view over the banister offers a great view of the Thanksgiving spread.

That comment seems to mollify her. “Come down,” she says. “I need your opinion on the gravy.”

I bite back a smile. Even after all this time, my mother and I still see eye-to-eye on food. It makes me remember just how many Thanksgiving dinners I cooked with her. There’s a strange tightening in my belly as I walk down the stairs, most likely due to thinking about Kali. The remnant of my childhood jealousy is rearing its head. He and my mom bonded over almost everything.

She scoops up a portion of the gravy with a spoon, and I give it a lick. “It’s perfect, Mom.” I can tell she knows it is. She’s a terrific cook, and everyone is aware. Hell, she inspired Charlie to open a restaurant.

Charlie. My gut tightens even more, and I realize the real reason I was so tense coming down the stairs. Our house’s staircase still sours my heart even after all these years. It’s the place where Charlie broke her ankle and ended her dancing career.

Her shoulders sag with relief. My mother has always trusted my cooking judgments. “And the turkey? Is it a little too brown?”

I note its golden shade. “It looks just right.”

Her face breaks into the first smile I’ve seen since I arrived, but it disappears when she looks up. “You should comb your hair,” she points out again, her tone snapping back to critical. “Really. Now.”

Bonding moment over.

I start to go back up toward my childhood bedroom, a sense of déjà vu hitting me with each step. Still, I’ve now got another prevailing thought to distract me from memories, and I sink into it gratefully.

Charlie: the whole damn reason I’m here.

Two weeks ago, we ended up having explosive sex in her kitchen. I hadn’t given much thought to what would happen after that. Neither had she. In that moment, we craved each other, and we went for it.

A lot of good things happened after. Charlie’s father is well on his way to remission, and she hasn’t had reason to worry about money for a while. Also, the restaurant now serves cinnamon buns. Coach Tanner hasn’t snarled any negative remarks about my game for a while now, and that’s good because we’re playing our biggest match of the season in a couple of weeks.

On the other hand, though, the air between Charlie and me has been tense. Damn near scorching. We’ve barely had time to speak over the past two weeks. On the few occasions we’ve crossed paths back at the apartment, things were…strange.

Hard to say what’s going on in Charlie’s head, because she’s almost completely closed off again. It’s much easier to figure out where my mind is at. In theory, at least. Because every time I think of what I did, I wonder what the hell got into me that night.

It wasn’t just my normal horny self. There was a primal, feral force within me, a beastly nature I didn’t think I had. I’d taken her, not holding back. The fact that Charlie welcomed it doesn’t make me any less conflicted about it. About how I caved and fucked her, even though I swore I’d keep my hands to myself.

As far as I could tell, she was goading me. I planned to hold on even if she did that, but I caved.

We still have a couple of months to go until we can stop being husband and wife. If we’re here already, there’s no telling how much farther we will crash. How much farther I will crash.

Charlie told me only a few days ago that she planned on going back to her parents’ home for the holiday. It was a suggestion I both hated and didn’t mind all at once. Both of us stuck in my apartment for a long weekend was not a good idea. But then, the alternative was for me to stay there all by myself, her scent hanging over the rooms and torturing me.

So, I opted to come home instead.

However, I’m already regretting it. I drag my comb through my hair. Hopefully I’ll manage to survive the next few days stuck here without being reckless.

Like sneaking across the hedges to see Charlie.

When I return downstairs, my father is at the head of the table. He gives me a clap on the back and asks about my stats as my mother begins to bring in the plates. I fill him in as briefly as I can. Still, I notice his eyes start to glaze over rather quickly. But at least he’s making the effort, bless his heart. He’s about the one man in the world who knows nothing about sports. Just my luck. If Kali were here right now talking about pirouettes or pas de bourrées, he’d be paying rapt attention.

As though she’s reading my thoughts, my mom mutters, “What I wouldn’t give to have Kali here right now. He’s always so fun around Thanksgiving.”

I resist the urge to scoff. All I remember about our Thanksgiving as children is Kali hijacking the holiday to treat the family to a dance in front of the TV. Always pissed me the fuck off. He already got a lot of attention every damn day for “inheriting the gift,” as my dad called it. He didn’t need any more.

“You’re doing a great job on the ice though,” my dad interjects. “I had some friends over last Sunday, and they were raving about you being the forward⁠—”

“Center.” I can’t believe that my father doesn’t know my position, even after all these years. Turning away from him, my mother has set three more places at the table. “Are we expecting guests?”

Before she can answer, there’s a knock on the door. My father flashes a grin at me before he stands up. “You’re going to enjoy this,” he says over his shoulder.

“You and Kali haven’t made it back home in years,” my mother says, glaring at me. “You don’t think we’ve been celebrating alone this whole time?”

Before I can respond, I hear the sound of my father opening the door. I turn around, and a brick wall forms in my chest.

Our next-door neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Chapman, are standing in the hallway.

With their daughter in tow.

I stand up, my heart racing wildly. Mrs. Chapman looks almost the same: prim and proper, foreboding, dressed in a stiff navy dress and pearls that greatly recall the Queen of England. A few more wrinkles on her face don’t hide the vibe of the coldest mother in town. She’s holding on rather tightly to a plastic food container. Mr. Chapman is his usual charming self, though I notice he’s a lot frailer than he was the last time I saw him.

My gaze sweeps over the couple for a second, before coming to rest on my wife.

I regret coming here a whole lot more than I did a few minutes ago when my mother was still hassling me about my hair. Charlie looks shell-shocked by this situation, and it couldn’t be more obvious that she wasn’t expecting to run into me here. Hell, I can tell by her dress. She’s squeezed herself into probably the most formal outfit she could find in her teenage closet, a plain navy dress with a square neck.

And when I say squeezed, I mean it literally. The garment manages to accommodate her new womanly curves, but only just. Her breasts are bursting out at the neckline, and the hem stops several inches above her knees. Her shiny black hair spills down her shoulders and back like a waterfall. She’s not wearing any makeup, but hell, she doesn’t need to. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

Damn. Fucking damn.

It’s near impossible to not stare at her. My knees are about to give way. I don’t know how the hell I’m not falling at her feet right now.

I’m now wondering if Charlie’s got on the same kind of underwear she had back in her kitchen.

Fuck everything I decided about holding back.

I’ve got to have her now. Anywhere will do. In my childhood bedroom, in the bathroom, in the backyard, as long as…

“Ken?”

I start. My father was saying something to me, and I completely missed it. Pulling my gaze from the enchantress, I look at him. “What?”

“Charlie,” he cries, holding his arm out toward her. “Aren’t you glad to see her, finally? It’s been, what, ten years?”

Ten years. Of course. Our families still think we haven’t seen each other in a long time. They are expecting a different reaction, probably one that’s more like shock or surprise than disengaged silence.

I force my facial features into a smile. “Yeah. Ten years. Good to see you, Charlie.” She looks like a deer caught in headlights, a frantic expression dancing in her eyes. She’s silent. She doesn’t need to say anything before I realize what she wants me to do.

Crossing over to her, I pull her into a bear hug. Relieved laughter rings around the room from our fathers as she hugs me back. For a second, I wonder if I got the right message. But then she whispers, “Thanks,” as her arms wrap around my back.

Guess our ability to read each other’s minds wasn’t extinguished with our friendship. Or maybe being back in this house brings all that stuff back.

Charlie pulls away a second later, but not before the feel of her tits against my chest has started to stir my groin.

The next few hours are going to be hell.

My mother leads the way to the kitchen, already apologizing for the slightly overcooked turkey. Charlie’s mother nods primly—both women share similar perfectionism. She thrusts the plastic container toward my mother.

“Here. The yams. They are a little overdone.” She casts a very obvious glare at Charlie. “I had some help, and I couldn’t correct the damage.”

Charlie catches my gaze and rolls her eyes as her mother looks away. I grin back, strongly reminded of our teenage years. We spent a lot of time this way, being criticized by our parents and trading looks back and forth as Kali, the golden child, was showered with accolades. The strong sense of déjà vu that hits me now fills me with a different kind of longing. I kind of want to experience those moments again.

But then I also want to end tonight by tearing Charlie’s dress off her and having her ride my dick until morning.

My mother sits Charlie next to me, with her father on the other end of the table and the two older women across from us.

Great. As though the blaze in my veins wasn’t hot enough.

Standing up, my mother raises a glass of wine. “I’d like to start tonight by everyone sharing what they’re grateful for. And we can all drink to it.”

Of course, Mrs. Chapman goes first. “I’m grateful that my daughter finally has a job. We’ve been waiting for her to find something suitable ever since the fall. You know, the one that happened right here on these stairs.” It’s hard to tell if she’s blaming our family or her daughter for falling.

I feel Charlie stiffen beside me. “I have a job, Mom. I’ve had one ever since I recovered from my injury.”

“Running a restaurant in the red is not a job,” she says, downing her glass in one gulp.

“Ariel…” her father intervenes, his fingers kneading into his temple. “Don’t. We have a wonderful daughter, and she’s always made us proud.” My mother looks between the couple uncertainly and takes her seat.

Ariel Chapman looks doubtful. “Well, she’s starting to make us proud.”

A sickening feeling grows in my gut. Yeah, this has become way too familiar. Sitting around, watching Charlie become the punchline of the joke for no damn reason. We went through the exact experience as teenagers, and we managed to make it fun for ourselves.

There’s nothing funny here anymore.

“If she’s only started to make you proud now, I’d question your criteria for deeming your child successful.”

A strange chill descends on the table. My mother glares at me, and Ariel merely stares.

My father tries to break the tension. “We should start off with the yams.” He turns toward Mr. Chapman. “James, I was just telling Ken that we only just spoke about how good of a forward he is…”

“Center.” This time, it’s Charlie that corrects my father, seemingly automatically. I glance at her, and there’s a knowing, almost tired look in her eyes. This isn’t the first time she’s had to do that for me. Just like this isn’t the first time I’ve been furious at her mother’s statements. Still, there’s an almost pleading look in her eyes, one that warns me to back off from her mother.

The two men start to talk about hockey, James Chapman correcting my father and explaining, once again, the main details of the game. Ariel is still staring at me, no doubt waiting for another explosion. Before I can decide what to do, I feel Charlie’s slender fingers on my knee underneath the table.

I crash against my chair, my heart pounding so hard I can barely hear anything else around me. What her touch only serves to do is awaken the other fiery beast within me, the one that wants nothing more than to be with her. In her, to be precise. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, forcing myself to dwell on something else. Anything will do. But thinking about Charlie’s mother causes a different ember of flames to spike through me, one that makes my teen rage against her seem like childish annoyance.

I always felt overprotective of Charlie, but it’s way worse now. And not just because we’re older now and Ariel should have gotten tired of putting her daughter down. It’s because Charlie isn’t just my best friend or my brother’s girlfriend anymore. She’s my wife. No one at this table is aware of that, but damn it, she still is.

And I’m going to keep protecting her.

As the two men fall into a pointless discussion of politics, my mother leans over to Ariel and apologizes on my behalf. My stomach steels, but Charlie shoots me another glance, bidding me to stay quiet. Her hand is still on my knee, and I return her look with a raised brow, conveying what I feel with my eyes.

Your mother’s behavior is the only distraction I’ve got against thinking of how badly I want to fuck you right now.

She swallows hard, snatching her hand from my leg.

Looks like she got the message.

Half-amused, I turn back to the table. Teenage years were fun, but I much prefer this version of our life, one where I get to make her uncomfortable by reminding her how much we want each other.

Beats the four years I spent thinking she wanted Kali instead of me.

“Oh, that’s fine, Elizabeth.” Ariel’s response to my mother’s apology is so loud that everyone stops talking to look at her. “We all know Ken’s always had a little crush. Looks like it’s still the case, after all these years.”

“Mom,” Charlie protests, glaring at her mother.

“I’m joking.” Ariel rolls her eyes, as though she thinks her daughter is being overly sensitive. “Ken knows I’m joking. Right?”

Ariel’s jabs about my crush on Charlie are as old as our friendship. This time, though, I refuse to give the obligatory smile or chuckle. I stare back at her, unsmiling, the chill from my silence settling heavily over the table.

James, Charlie’s father, clears his throat awkwardly as he darts an anxious glance my way. “Ken has always loved Charlie as a sister, and we’re all grateful for that.”

Ariel downs another glass of wine, smirking. “Oh well. Call it motherly intuition. Ken always looked extra furious when Kali was around Charlie.”

“Mom,” Charlie hisses again.

This would have been the kind of Thanksgiving conversation that evoked laughter and fond memories with another group of families. But this… I meet Ariel’s eyes, and the revelation dawns on me. Charlie’s mother isn’t just trying to joke around for the fun of it. I stood up to her because of Charlie, and she’s trying to make me pay for it.

Two can play at that game.

I grin back at her, my glass raised. “I did have a crush. A really big one. Good of you to remember.”

Charlie stiffens beside me, and my father lets out a cackle of uncomfortable laughter. Ariel suddenly looks uncertain, like she didn’t expect me to throw myself under the bus so willingly.

“Kali and Charlie made the perfect couple.” That comes from my mother now. Always eager to mention her dear Kali.

“Yes,” Ariel agrees, taking another sip of wine. “I sort of wonder what it would’ve been like if Kali and Charlie got married. We would’ve been in-laws, for one.”

The first comment in a while Ariel hasn’t directed toward me, and yet it’s the one that burns a sizzling hole in my belly. Imagining my brother doing the things to her that I did, that I still plan to do, is too much to bear. Particularly when I’m in the same house where I watched them be together for almost half a decade.

“Well, we’re not married.” Charlie’s voice cuts like a whip. It’s her first real contribution to the conversation. “That was a high school relationship, and it ended ten years ago.”

My mother looks thrown off, but Ariel flashes a knowing smile at her daughter. “I know, I know. Still, it’s fun to imagine, isn’t it?”

“Not really.” Charlie’s voice is even sharper now.

The sizzling in my belly grows louder. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she is still somewhat upset for losing Kali.

But damn it, I do know better. No way in hell she wants me this much and is still torn up over him.

“Oh, come off it, Charlotte.” Ariel waves her hand, dismissing her daughter. “Let your old parents have fun.”

Charlie says nothing. She merely resumes eating, and the conversation at the table gradually slips back into neighborhood issues.

I glance at Charlie. Something about how she’s sitting has caused her tits to be thrust out even further, half hanging out of her neckline. A desperate need seizes me, one that propels me into wanting to touch her, wanting to know for sure that Kali isn’t an unspoken ghost in her mind.

Turning back to my plate, I let myself revel in the irony for a second. I’d gone from putting Charlie behind me for a decade to worrying about Kali appearing in her life again. A visit to the past is all it took to bring that part of me back.

Without thinking, I let my fingers rest on her lap. Charlie reacts instantly, her body jerking forward on the chair. She meets my gaze, her eyes frantic and wide.

I ignore it. Frustration about this whole situation is piling up in me and has finally reached a breaking point. And damn it, I’m a saint for making myself hold back.

I drive my fingers upward, underneath her ridiculously tight dress, heading for her center. My fingers brush across the warm insides of her thighs, skating past them until I reach her core.

Charlie takes another deep breath, but she doesn’t move to stop me. I let myself feel her underwear. A fucking lacy, skimpy excuse for panties. A feeling of victory resounds deep in my skull as I look up at her. When she meets my gaze this time, the words in her eyes are clear.

She wore that for me. Hell, she probably wore the whole outfit with the hope she’d drive me mad enough to take her as soon as we had a chance.

That knowledge feels almost as good as an orgasm.

As our parents’ conversation flows above our heads, I curl a finger around the lace and push it to the side. Her entire body trembles as I rub my thumb over her clit. Her thighs squeeze my palm in between them, locking me in.

Another flush of victory threatens to overwhelm me.

Kali who?

I look sideways at her face. Her cheeks are reddened, there’s a slight sheen of sweat on her forehead, and her teeth are gritted, but there’s a sparkle of excitement dancing in her eyes.

Now, that look is one I haven’t seen in a while. She looks like the excited, mischievous girl I once knew. A girl who dared to test the boundaries and rebel.

Almost makes me forget the sheer recklessness of fingering her under the table in front of our families.

I glance up at our fathers, noting for a brief moment that James is still trying to teach my father about hockey. Before I can decide whether to hop into the conversation, I feel her fingers brushing against my erection.

Fuck. Me.

This girl is like all my fantasies rolled in one. I turn to her. She raises her brows at me, that excited spark in her eyes. It’s clear that she’s about to do something I’m going to hate and love all at once. A new wave of need spills over me, one that cannot—will not—be quenched by some under-the-table groping. I want to let her know that she’s got to meet me in the bathroom now.

“… tabloids say about Ken, though. Isn’t that right, Ken?”

I jerk toward my mother at the same moment I feel Charlie’s fingers fly off my dick. Withdrawing my fingers from her, I flash a pleasant smile, a perfect picture of innocence. Beside me, I sense rather than hear Charlie’s restrained giggle.

“Yeah?” I say to my mother, amusement bubbling in my throat. This is far from all the games we played on our parents as kids, but it also feels achingly familiar. As does sharing a laugh without even having to look at her in the face.

“We were just talking about your love life.” Ariel sounds annoyed that we weren’t listening.

Charlie’s amusement seems to die on the spot. “Mom, are you really going to keep going on about that?”

“Not yours, dear,” my mother says to her. “Ken’s. And Kali’s. Kali just broke up with that dancer—he still refuses to tell me why—and Ken is always being speculated about in the sports tabloids. But you’re not dating anyone now, are you, Ken?”

Charlie makes a small sound that’s somewhere between a snort and a giggle. No doubt she’s thinking about how hilarious it is that I am in fact, married to her.

I bite back a smile. “No, I’m not.”

My mother darts an uncertain look at Charlie, and I already know what she’s going to say even before she does.

“Of course, Kali and Charlie are the perfect couple, but⁠—”

“Were,” Charlie hisses.

“Heard you the first time,” I say at the exact same time.

My mother ignores us. “But you’re both single. So…?” She looks from face to face, hope coloring her features.

Now this train has just veered from the “slightly eccentric” to the “insane asylum” track. I glance at my father, hoping he’ll weigh in on the ludicrousness of my mother’s suggestion, but he’s still engaged in a conversation with James. Charlie, on the other hand, is merely staring at my mother in confusion.

I open my mouth to say something, but Ariel gets there first. “Oh, Charlie is not going to go for Ken.”

I’m torn between amusement and surprise at her cavalier tone.

“You sound pretty sure about that,” I say, keeping my tone as light as I can make it. Charlie is stiffening beside me once more.

“Well, yeah.” Ariel takes another gulp. Her eyes are sparkling with something close to derision. “You see, Charlie is more like me than she’d like to admit.”

“I’m nothing like you, Mom.” Charlie’s voice is hard, almost snappish. Out of the corner of my eyes, I see my mother’s jaw drop.

Ariel doesn’t even seem perturbed. “Of course, you are,” she says, pouring a new glass. “You’re exactly like I was at your age. Could never settle for the nice guy. Had to be with the other one.”

What…the hell?

I look between Charlie and her mother, thoughts exploding in my brain. They’re staring at each other, her mother’s gaze vindictive, Charlie’s furious.

Why do I get the sense that they’ve had this conversation before?

And fucking hell, why do I feel like Ariel is the one on my side in this?

The silence stretches between the two women, taut and long. My mother’s still watching them, her jaw slack.

“What are you all talking about?” James shouts at us. His face is red with laughter. Thankfully, his interruption causes Charlie to look away from my mother. Ariel returns to her wine, and my mother makes a quick, hasty apology.

Confusion brims within my very soul. A strange, dark weight is spilling forth from within me, channeling me back all the way to my teenage years.

What the fuck did Ariel mean by that? Nice guy? Other one?

I glance at my wife. Her gaze is locked on her food, all trace of warmth gone.

Something just happened, I can tell. Some knowledge was exchanged between the two women that concerns our past. Maybe even knowledge that explains why Charlie didn’t speak to me for ten years.

A new bout of frustration seizes me. I’m fucking mad at myself for wanting to know what happened. I’m even madder about not knowing. As both forces wrestle within me, I push myself toward a conclusion.

I’m going to find out the truth, even if it’s the last thing I do.

Before I can figure out how to get her away from this table, we’re interrupted. There’s a knock on the front door. Everyone turns to the hallway.

“I’m not expecting anyone,” my mother says, looking perturbed. “I hope it’s not some sort of emergency…”

The door is flung open with such force it hits the wall behind it. Someone walks into the hallway, holding onto two travel bags. His straight dark hair is in a ponytail, and his muscular body is wrapped in a leotard and some shorts I’d never be caught dead in. Still, there’s no mistaking that face, the darkness lurking in those eyes.

Even after all these years, it’s like looking into a mirror.

Brother dearest is back.


FOURTEEN
REUNION (CHARLIE)


It’s amazing how one person’s entrance can change the vibe of a room.

In less than five minutes, Kali’s seated at the head of the table, his adoring parents flanking him. My own parents are right beside them, all of them drinking deeply from the well of his charisma. They laugh giddily as Kali tells them about his students and the latest adventure in his school. Not like he even has to talk to get them to surround him. Some people are just naturally beloved.

I look down at my slightly shaking fingers. Even after all these years, hearing Kali talk about his accomplishments in ballet triggers me. I don’t want to hear about it, especially considering that the steps of my literal downfall are a few feet away.

Sliding off my seat, I slip out of the dining room. No one even turns around. They are all too invested in Kali, who gives me a small smile as I walk past. I force one back.

He’s the spitting image of Ken, at least facially, but when I look into his dark eyes, it feels like I’m looking at a complete stranger. It’s confusing. At least I was able to summon something for Ken when I saw him for the first time in ten years. Hatred, lust, longing.

But with Kali…nothing. As if he wasn’t my first love.

Ken is standing in front of the doorway. His face is expressionless, his arms crossed, as he gazes at the scene unfolding in front of him. At first, I think he’s merely trying to register his disgust about the fawning, making some sort of statement by not sitting down. Then I realize that Kali took his chair, and no one has even noticed.

I slide up beside him. Funnily enough, this feels familiar. Standing on the outskirts, watching the golden boy. This was our whole teenage life. When I started dating Kali, I got to bask in his light from time to time, particularly when I was selected for the PBT. Still, being here with Ken feels more comfortable than standing in the limelight with Kali.

“Just like old times,” Ken drawls.

Smiling, I turn to him to tell him I was thinking the same. But then, the look in his eyes causes the words to die in my throat. He looks exactly like he did back in my kitchen just before he fucked me, his blue eyes tinted with red. But unlike that time, there’s no trace of lust in his eyes.

He’s mad at me.

My stomach tightens. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out why. My mother’s insane comments about him being the nice guy must have ticked him off.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. In front of us, our parents are chuckling furiously—Kali just made a joke about his newest dance team. Humiliation and frustration twist around in my gut. Having to hear my ex drone on and on about the life I almost had makes me so mad I want to punch someone.

Or fuck someone.

Ken.

I glance at him. My pulse races as I remember what just happened. His fingers on my skin, brushing past my panties, pleasing me… I feel my nipples harden underneath my dress. I’d expected that our tryst a few weeks ago would satisfy my desperate hunger for him, but it did the exact opposite. Even though we hadn’t necessarily had time to see each other, I thought of Ken every waking moment.

It was foolish to think that I could have him once more and be done with it. Wanting Ken is the gift that keeps on giving.

And like my mother was so kind to remind me earlier, I’ve wanted Ken for far longer than I let myself admit. To him or to myself.

Don’t think of that, I chide myself. To stay sane, I’ve got to bury the humiliation I feel about what my mother said. Pretend that conversation never happened. I also have to stop listening to Kali as he drones on about his life, or I’m going to blow my brains out.

Turning to Ken, I let my gaze rest on him. He faces me a second later, his eyes darting past my face and straight to my breasts.

Something about his merciless glare makes a lump form in my throat. I swallow hard, newly realizing how badly I want him to make a move. Steal me off to the backyard, the bathroom, underneath the stairs. Anywhere. As long as they don’t notice.

And speaking about the stairs…

I look up at them. They’re completely unremarkable, a straight flight of stairs with a landing in between. And yet, this was the place that changed my life forever. And because of the man standing beside me.

My heart starts to beat slightly faster as the memories come swimming up to me. This time, though, I’m prepared. I don’t dwell. Instead, I turn around, keeping my gaze focused on Ken.

Truth is, I might never find out what really happened that night. If he did it on purpose or out of carelessness. Just like he might never find out the real reason I turned him down, except he must’ve somehow figured it from my mother’s diabolical rant a second ago.

The point is that the past is the past. And there’s absolutely no use revisiting it.

Ken is still staring at me with eyes full of resentment. A sudden bout of exhaustion and remorse fills me. I want that to be in the past as well. There are far better things in the present.

For instance, a scenario where Ken and I sneak away and do something more fun than listening to Kali talk about his charmed life.

“I'm sorry,” I mutter to Ken, hoping that will suffice. I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for or if he’s going to have follow-up questions, but it doesn’t hurt to throw the dog a bone.

Ken, however, doesn’t seem to be listening. “Remember how weird I used to feel back in high school? I was about the only jock whose parents didn’t celebrate them. How do you explain to your friends that both your parents care more about your brother’s pirouettes than your hockey game?”

I glance at Ken, newly appreciating how much he’s matured. I’ve heard him say stuff like this a lot when we were growing up, but this is the first time I’ve heard him talk about it without any trace of bitterness.

“Yeah, you were an enigma, Edwards,” I say, a small smile teasing my lips. “I remember Coach would talk to your dad about you possibly getting into the league one day, and your dad wouldn’t even realize what a big deal that was.”

Ken gives a mocking smile of his own. “Yeah, and he wouldn’t bother to come for games, either. A lot of fathers thought my family was weird.”

Our parents laugh uproariously at yet another one of Kali’s jokes, and I feel another wave of exhaustion wash over me. This is how it felt being with Kali even when we were kids. Like he was the sun. Standing too close to his brightness would cause me to explode into smithereens. No wonder I liked hanging around Ken a whole lot more.

“People were just amazed that your dad was obsessed with ballet to the extent that he didn’t care that he had a child that was going to play in the National Hockey League one day.”

“Not you, though.” Ken glances at me. His smile is no longer on his face, and there’s still a hardness in his eyes. Yet, his words come out softer than I was expecting. “You always knew the whole story. My parents were planning for just one kid, and they got saddled with two.”

My heart surges with emotion. Comfort, I realize. No matter how far apart we’ve grown these last few years, Ken and I are always going to have the friendship that defined our childhood. The one place we always felt safe.

Without thinking, I reach out and take his hand. I’ve done it a million times before, held on to Ken while he was watching his parents fawn over his brother. My heart contracts strangely. I never thought this would happen again, that I would let Ken close enough to want to bond with him again. But life can surprise you. Somehow, Ken has been a much better friend to me this last month than he was back in high school. And that’s saying a lot.

His body stills when I touch him. For a second, I think he’s merely feeling the awkwardness of being held by me after so long. But then, I feel him stiffen. With a forceful, deliberate move, he yanks his hand from mine.

I glance up at him, equal parts surprised and hurt.

He keeps his gaze fixed ahead. The anger emanating from his body is beyond visible.

Taking a step back, I try to keep a lid on the emotions burning inside me. No one saw what just happened, of course. But it doesn’t change the fact that when I’m finally trying to put the past behind me, Ken rejects me.

Life does surprise you.

“…really and truly amazing. Really, Kali.”

Even through the haze of hurt I’m feeling, those words catch my attention. Mostly because they are from my mother. I snap my gaze back to the table, stepping away from Ken. He doesn’t even seem to notice my departure, and that makes the rejection sting even more.

I try to focus on the table, to leave Ken in the past. Where he belongs. My mother has her arms around Kali now, giving him a bear hug as she lists his wonderful qualities.

Being judged by my own mother doesn’t hurt so much nowadays, but I still feel a dull throb as I look away. If Ken hadn’t just hurt me, I’d probably make a joke about how she’d like me better if I was married to Kali.

But now, I know something for a fact.

To stay sane, I need to stay away from both brothers. The moment this deal is done, I’m going to file for an annulment and move as far away from him as I can.

“Oh, come on. Your daughter is amazing.”

I hold my breath. At the same moment, I feel Ken freeze beside me. And I know exactly why. We’re both familiar with this ploy of Kali’s, a sort of humble brag where he pulls either Ken or me under the scrutiny of our parents. It comes off as innocuous, at least at first, but it always somehow ends up in them heaping praises on him while comparing his achievements against our own shortcomings.

Like clockwork, my mother rolls her eyes. “Yes. Well.” She sounds like she was just forced to swear allegiance to Satan. “Charlie has struggled all this time to make a name for herself, and she only recently has found success.”

I guess it’s now the appropriate time to list out my misgivings in front of both my ex and his brother, who also happens to be my secret husband.

Kali has a sanctimonious look on his face as he pats my mother’s hand. “Well, yes. She’s trying.”

“Not like you.” I swear my mother’s eyes are lit with stars as she looks up at the son-in-law that got away. Beside her, Kali’s mother is beaming appreciatively. The men have fallen into a private discussion of their own.

“Well…yeah.” Somehow, Kali manages to accept the praise while maintaining the absolute picture of modesty.

I stare at him, wondering why it took me so long to notice how damn self-centered he is. I’d dated him through four years of school, and yet, I only got the memo when he broke up with me on my sick bed in an email. Apparently, my frequent messages to him were “too depressing” and making it difficult for him to “flourish” at the PBT.

But as he rakes a hand through his long hair, undoing his ponytail as he goes, I finally see it. I see it in how he lets all the parents dote on him without minding it a single bit. How he hasn’t said one word to Ken or me since he walked in. How he throws us under the bus so he can receive more praise. I see how damn arrogant he is. Hell, I’m starting to understand why Ken can barely stand him.

Not that Ken was perfect, either, a small voice whispers in my head. I can hardly believe it even now, but no other explanation makes sense. Ten years ago, I was running down this set of stairs, the way I had millions of times in the past. But that day, I tripped and broke my ankle.

Because someone left a set of dumbbells lying around haphazardly.

Even then, I knew Ken enough to know that he wouldn’t have done such an act out of pure malice. It could’ve been anything. Maybe it was childish upset I rejected him, wanting to get back at me without thinking it all the way through. Maybe he wanted to fix the blame on Kali. Or maybe he was just plain careless.

But those were his weights, and he was the one to leave them there. And with that one act, he changed my life for good. If that night hadn’t happened, maybe I’d be sitting in Kali’s chair now, my parents telling me how proud they are of me. Maybe I’d have even dumped Kali along the way and started to wonder if I didn’t make a mistake, turning Ken down. Maybe…

“…and we know the injury was probably for the best.”

Again, my attention is drawn back to the table. Kali and my mother now have their heads turned over to us. Kali has an appraising look on his face, while my mother seems to realize that I’ve been standing here all along.

“What did you just say?” I hear myself ask. There are jolts of electricity shooting down my spine, and I’m already fearful of what I might do if I heard him right. Still, that doesn’t stop me from wanting to know.

Kali turns more fully in his chair. “I’m talking about your ankle.” The glare he gives me reminds me strongly of how he looked at me in high school, just before he was about to go into mansplain mode. “I know it was hard and all, but it really brought out the best in you, didn’t it?”

“No.” It’s about all I can say without breaking into hives from the fury spilling through my veins. How dare he talk about my injury like it was not the single most traumatizing thing in my life?

Kali’s smile broadens. “Come on, pumpkin.”

“Don’t call me that,” I hiss. The fact that he dares speak to me like I am still a little girl makes me even more furious. My mom shoots me an irritated look—she’s evidently annoyed by my rudeness. It doesn’t matter, though, because Kali just keeps going.

“The thing is…” He pauses, most likely to build anticipation for his next proclamation. I’m disgusted to remember how well that used to work on me in the past. “The PBT was the most exhilarating part of my life, but it was also the most exhausting. Going through that program might’ve made you realize you didn’t want to be a dancer after all. That you wanted—want something less taxing.” Beside him, my mother is nodding thoughtfully.

I’m at a complete loss of what to do. Scream until I bring the house down? Punch him in the face? Walk out? There’s no need to decide though, because Ken steps in front of him, his shoulders taut with barely suppressed rage. “You weren’t even selected in the first round, did you somehow forget that? You were on their waitlist, you genius.”

“But I did get in, and I danced with them. Nothing you say changes that,” Kali replies like a petulant child, his face turning a ruddy color.

I glance at Ken’s angry profile, confusion boiling within me. This is the rollercoaster I have to go on with Ken. Five minutes ago, I was sure I wanted to forgive him. After he hurt my feelings, he reminded me of what he did in the first place to cause my injury.

And now, this. Defending me, again, in front of our whole family.

I don’t even know what to feel. But underneath the confusion, there’s a saner emotion stirring within me. Peace. Because even if I absolutely have no idea what to say to Kali, Ken does. And I trust him to stand up for me in this situation…and any other, for that matter.

“Even Mom and Dad remember that you stayed in your bed for days because you didn’t get accepted. Maybe if Charlie hadn’t broken her ankle, you’d still be in your bed upstairs, pushing thirty and on the waitlist.” He crosses his arms, an ugly sneer on his face. “You know, you should really be thanking Charlie.”

Kali jerks up to his feet, his fists clenched. A strange silence descends over the table. Our parents seem to have forgotten how to move, maybe even breathe. Or maybe they’ve forgotten how to act since this is the first time Ken and Kali are fighting in years.

“Are you saying that I didn’t earn my place in the PBT? Because male and female acceptances have nothing to do with each other.”

Ken’s eyes are burning with disdain, but he keeps his voice as light as a summer breeze. “Well, no one on the Philly Titans had to drop out for me to take their spot. So, you know…”

Kali takes an angry step toward his brother. In the next second, their father is in the middle of them, pushing Kali backward. “Come on, boys,” he says, his voice sounding exhausted. “It’s Thanksgiving. We should be one big happily family, no?”

Kali doesn’t seem to be hearing him. “That’s it, isn’t it? No one in this family cares about sports, so you put that on me. Grow up, Kenneth. We’re not always going to fawn over you like those girls out on the ice.”

“I guarantee you’re all going to care about sports if Kali keeps talking about Charlie like that. At least, you’re going to care about how to defend yourself from a mean right hook. You know, in case you need that knowledge in the future.”

Someone makes a small sound. I turn to the table. Beside Elizabeth, who is looking up at her sons in utter shock, my mother is gazing at me. She has a calm, knowing smile on her face.

The meaning behind her look is as clear as day. Vomit claws up my throat as I look away from her, back to the men. My own heart is hammering in my chest.

Kali mutters something. Ken doesn’t hear it either apparently, because he roars, “What the fuck did you just say?”

“Language,” their father mutters, still pushing his sons apart. His motions are reflexive—he’s gotten used to doing this over the years. “Cut it out, both of you,” he adds, but I notice he’s glaring at Ken.

I’m aware that my mother is still observing me. Barely able to breathe, I focus on Ken, on what he’s going to do next. But he just glares at his brother. The hatred recedes from his eyes for a second, and the emotion underneath it sends arrows to my heart.

Pain.

Ken shrugs off his father’s hand, turns around, and walks out of the house.

I stare down at my feet, my mother’s look and words filling my head with a dull ringing. Ken is used to his family hurting him. I knew that, I helped him get through it a million times.

But only now am I realizing that I never accounted for all the many ways I hurt him.


FIFTEEN
WALLS OF GLASS (KEN)


She doesn’t come back to the apartment until three days later.

I’m lounging in the living room, drowning my frustration in a can of Diet Coke and barely paying attention to the show on TV, when I hear the door creak open.

I whip around, and there she is, standing by the door, her hair in her usual loose bun, dark rings under her eyes, and a bag slung over each one of her shoulders…still wearing that too small dress she had on at Thanksgiving dinner.

I’ve grown to hate it. Especially since it’s been appearing in my dreams for the past few days.

“Welcome back, wife.” It’s hard to keep the tinge of bitterness from my voice as I stand to greet her. The irony is not lost on me. Once again, I ostracized my entire family for a woman who clearly wants nothing to do with me.

Except, of course, in those moments she’s suddenly and inexplicably into me.

Not that I care, I remind myself. Charlie Chapman satisfied the voracious lust she awoke in me, and I’m glad for that.

Still doesn’t mean I’m not pissed at myself—and her—because I’ve not grown out of my kneejerk reaction to watching her get insulted.

She looks up at me, wariness etched in her gaze. “Ken, I don’t know what you’re playing at, but…”

“Nothing.” Crossing my arms, I stare down at her, my face carefully expressionless. “Not like I deserve to know why you’d stay back with your parents after the way they treated you. Or why your mother said what she did.”

She sighs, the bag sliding off her shoulder and onto the floor. “I told you how important it was that I celebrated the holiday with my family. It’s been years, and my mother has been a pain in the ass, demanding that I come home. Until this year, I didn’t even feel like I was good enough to go back there.”

Why does her explanation sound like she crafted it to make me look like a petulant teenager?

“Get to the point.”

Her eyes flash with anger. “Fine. I kept my cool back at the house because I didn’t want either of our families suspecting anything about our…arrangement.”

“Are you speaking of our marriage or of the fact that we fucked? Cause I could swear you’d have been fine with me stealing you away to have my way with you while Kali had the room distracted.”

Her cheeks flame red. To her credit, she ignores my jab. “I just wanted things to go well, and⁠—”

“Sorry I ruined the cute get-together, then.” Now, I’m behaving like a child, and as much as I hate myself for it, I can’t help it. Kali pissed me off enough for me to leave the house and drive back to Philly the next day. Meanwhile, Charlie stayed. In the worst of my imaginations, she got back together with Kali and spent the weekend reconnecting with him.

“I just wanted things to go well,” Charlie repeats doggedly. “But Kali went too far with that little sociopathic comment. I only hung around the house long enough to tell him what a jackass he was. But when I came out into the driveway, you were gone. I ordered a cab and came back to the city. I thought you might need time to think, so I spent the last two nights at my old apartment with Haley.”

My anger deflates out of me like a balloon.

Damn this woman.

Damn the effect she has on me. But I can’t deny I like her version of what happened better than what I’ve been imagining.

“I’m sorry,” she says, looking up at me. “All of this is a little bit too much, I know. I’m sorry you still have to hear Kali talk to you like that. I’m sorry⁠—”

“That you’ve kept me in the dark all this time?”

Charlie blinks up at me, evidently confused. “What do you mean?”

I let out a sound that is half-grunt, half-growl. Charlie sticking up for me—allegedly—does not change everything else that happened during that awful dinner. Or the last ten years. In a few seconds, I feel my anger seeping back in, furious and more unrestrained than it was a moment ago.

“What the hell did your mother mean by that ‘nice guys finish last’ comment?”

I can tell that she’s going to pretend ignorance even before she utters a word. As sure as rain, she croaks, “What?”

That word breaks the reins of my anger and propels it toward piping hot rage.

Wrapping my fingers around her tiny wrist, I yank her to me. A sound of surprise spills from her lips as she collides against my chest. Her second bag slides over her shoulder, and I’m already pulling at her before it even hits the ground. Away from the door, from my couch and the TV, over to the other side of the living room where the true selling point of my apartment lies—the floor-to-ceiling windows that spread Philadelphia at our feet.

“No,” Charlie mutters. Her dark eyes are wide with fear.

Now this is one of the upsides to screwing someone you’ve been friends with for years. She knows exactly what I’m about to do.

But she’s responding to this situation differently than I expected. I intensify my grip on her wrist, my rage still boiling within me. “What the hell does that mean?” If this woman is going to keep playing the unsure game, I’m going to lose it.

She directs her eyes to the front of my pants. I follow her gaze, mildly surprised to note that my dick has created a huge outline against the fabric. Hell, Charlie evokes so many emotions in me—passion, rage, lust, fury—and apparently, I’ve lost track on how to keep them apart.

But there’s no need to worry about it this very minute, while she’s driving me up the wall.

“I’ve had it up to here with you, Chapman.” My deathly calm voice manages to not betray the depths of my anger. “First you have me promise I’m never going to touch you in our sham of a marriage, and then you’re practically begging me to lick you dry in your own kitchen. And now, I come to learn—from your mother, no less—that you’ve wanted me for far longer than I ever dared imagine.”

Panic rises in Charlie’s eyes, but I pay it no mind. I’ve thought about that inane sentence more times than I’d like to admit, and I know I’m right. Ariel said something about how Charlie had to choose the other guy. I’d assumed that Charlie fell in love with Kali so completely she’d never considered anyone else.

But I was wrong. Somewhere within those four years, she chose.

And she’s kept me in the dark ever since.

There’s no use pretending that doesn’t vex me. That, and the fact that Charlie is set on not admitting how she truly feels about me.

“I don’t know for certain what my mom meant with that,” she starts, but I cut her off.

“I’m positive that you do. And while you’d like to keep lying to me, I’d rather save us some time and cut to the chase. This little game was fun at first, but no more. I’m not going to let you keep pretending that you don’t want me. Since obviously, you do.”

For the first time, her eyes flash with irritation. “So what? You’re going to force me into admitting I like you?”

A smirk forms on my face as I close the gap between us. “Force?” I swipe one of my fingers across the front of her dress, catching her nipple in the process. Charlie closes her eyes, a small sound of pleasure spilling from her lips. “I don’t need to force you, baby. You’re going to be full of words by the time I’m done with you.”

Charlie drags in a harsh, shallow breath. Her eyes are wary, but I can see clearly what I saw back in the house.

She wants me. Bad.

There’s absolutely no need to waste any time, even if I still have an agenda in mind. I look around the house, my gaze settling quickly on a chair by the TV. Going over to it, I plop myself on it. Then, after making sure Charlie is staring avidly at me, I pull my dick out of my pants.

Her response is a dry, ragged breath.

Wrapping my fingers around the hard organ, I start to stroke it. Charlie’s eyes are fixed on my movements, and she seems to breathe harder just from watching me play with myself. It couldn’t be more obvious how turned on she is by it. Her nipples are dotting her dress like two tiny pebbles.

“Ken,” she whispers after a while of staring. “You’re…”

My hand stills. The faster she confesses, the faster I can get to fucking her. “What?”

“You’re…” She takes a deep breath and releases it. “… absolutely crazy.”

My smile widens. “And you’re more scared than I’ve ever seen you.”

Her nostrils flare, her annoyance masking her obvious desire for a second. “I’m not scared of you, Edwards.”

“Too scared to admit what you want, though.”

She’s full-on glaring at me now. “That’s a freaking lie. I’m not walking around here hiding. If I want something, I’m going to damn well let you know.”

Classic Charlie. Throw her a challenge, and she’ll leap right at it before she even knows what she’s running after.

It’s hard to keep a grin off my face when I say, “Then tell me exactly what you feel when you see me getting ready for you.”

I grin even harder against the anger on her face as she realizes she’s just been played. She looks like she’s seriously considering cursing me and storming off. But then, as I continue to stroke myself, I watch as her anger melts off like ice. Her breath grows ragged again, and I’m almost surprised to hear her say, “It makes me want to touch myself, watching you do that.”

I’d have settled for her talking about sucking me or riding me. But that visual literally makes my heart pound with anticipation.

“Do it.” Every nerve in my body is screaming those words anyway, and I’m plagued with sudden desperation for that sight.

For once, Charlie does exactly as I ask. Arching her neck backward, her eyelids flutter shut. Her left hand moves slowly across her body, up her stomach. I watch as she cups one of her breasts, squeezing gently. And then her other hand comes up, slowly pulling down the neckline of her dress so it can spill free.

She’s perfect. This is worth every second I had to endure Kali’s yapping. Hell, it’s worth even having to decipher Ariel’s cryptic comments. Watching her do that to herself makes my dick grow harder than it ever has been.

Charlie flicks one finger across her taut nipple, moaning. And then, just when my veins are about to burst, she drags one hand back across her body, heading for her center. She slips her hem up her thighs and over her hips.

She’s fully naked underneath that dress. Not even a flimsy pair of panties like last time.

Knowing she came here ready to fuck is my literal undoing.

At least, until she starts to walk over to me. Slowly. One foot after the other. Drawing out my anticipation even more. With each step she takes, I let myself focus on something different about her. Her hair spilling out of that messy ponytail. One tit hanging out of the dress, catching the light in the most sensual of ways. The slickness between her thighs.

I don’t even have time to admire it all before she’s right in front of me. There’s that mischievous look in her eyes again, the one that reminds me of how she was when she was a teenager.

I part my lips to say something, but before I can even get a word out, she turns around and sits herself right down on my dick.

I groan, a shudder running through my body. Being submerged in her wetness like that, all at once and without warning, feels like heaven on earth. Blinded with ecstasy, I press forward, wanting to maintain my grip on her hips and lead her into grinding me.

But Charlie gets off me in the next second. Her laughter tinkles in the air as she floats away. I storm to my feet, intent on forcing her to behave. But she’s already skipping ahead to the glass wall. She turns to face me when she gets there, her eyes burning with amusement and something hotter.

“The first time I came to your house, I thought of this.” Her gaze burns into mine. “What it would be like, you fucking me against this window.”

It is in this moment I know it for sure. That Charlie Chapman is my damn soulmate. There’s no other person on the planet who can read me as well as she does.

I stumble toward her, too tense with desire to even get my limbs to walk properly. Still, I’m right in front of her in a few seconds. Charlie turns her back to me, the globes of her ass up in the air before I even have to ask. Raising her hem, I thrust into her, my body trembling with relief as I sink to the hilt.

Charlie yells, pushing her lower body up against me, wiggling her ass.

I hear myself groan again as I pull back and slam against her even harder. Raising her so we’re in a standing position, I push into her from behind. She’s pressed up completely against the glass, and I thrust into her again and again, feeling my nerves shatter with pure bliss.

“Ken,” she moans, arching her back even further, begging me for more.

Reaching between the glass and her body, I tear her dress off. The material gives way, falling onto the floor. Charlie is now completely naked, while I’m still fully dressed. Something about that multiplies my desire, as does the fact that I’m fucking her where someone could potentially spot us.

I’m finally claiming Charlie as mine. And damn it, I don’t want to ever wonder where her head is at, as long as it concerns me.

“I need to know you want me,” I hear myself growl against her ear. “That you’ve always wanted me.”

Charlie lets out a wordless moan. I plunge into her again, and she screams out my name.

“Not good enough, Chapman. I need to hear you say it. And I need to hear it now.”

“I…want…you,” she mutters through gritted teeth. “I’ve always…wanted…you.”

My final thrust into her comes with an earth-shattering release. The loudest groan yet escapes from my lips. As I spill myself into her, even in the wake of the bliss that follows, a bigger discomfort is etched in the center of my chest.

Because Charlie just confirmed that my love for her was never one-sided.


SIXTEEN
BREAKING FREE (CHARLIE)


“Okay, how many seconds until you start drooling?”

I jolt, turning around to glare at Haley. She’s standing right beside me in the corner of the restaurant, an annoying little smirk on her face. She looks like she just caught me with my hand in the cookie jar.

And to be fair, she sort of did. A second ago, I was staring across the room at Ken like he was a work of art brought to life.

“Shut up,” I snap at her, turning around and marching through the side door to the narrow hallway. A childish, inane thought crosses my mind, one that hopes Ken noticed me leaving. Doesn’t matter, anyway. With the riot storming in my belly, I’m going to be back in the seating area to gawk at him in only a few seconds.

Haley is right beside me. She seems to be reading my thoughts when she mutters, “Things look like they’re going well between you and your husband.”

Butterflies spark in my belly. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget that legally, I’m Ken’s wife. A couple of months ago, that news would’ve sent vomit rising up my throat. Now the feeling I get is a lot different.

Haley follows me right into our tiny office, shutting the door behind her. I instantly have déjà vu as I remember the last time her inquisition happened. It was barely two months ago, but so much has changed since then.

For one, our restaurant is full-on thriving now. Thanks in no small part to Ken, who’s made it a habit to entice his buddies to have dinner here after their workouts. Half of the people who troop in do so because they hope to catch a glimpse of the Philly Titans, but the other half come in for our food. Also thanks to Ken, I’ve incorporated more dishes from the Edwards’s family menu. Now we have two full-on chefs who’ve mastered Mrs. Edwards’s recipes, and people love it. Plus, since more influencers have been reporting well on the dishes, our public image has gotten a makeover too.

We’re doing well. Good enough to start paying off the bank loan.

But that’s not the only thing that has changed. My cheeks warm with embarrassment as I remember my sexual escapades with Ken. Especially the last one, involving him fucking me against the window after I teased him. It’s been a few weeks, and Ken has been away for the most part. But that memory still keeps me up at night.

As does the fact that I’m desperate for something like that to happen again. Sooner rather than later, even. Maybe, just maybe, Ken will be willing to slip away from his friends and come right into my office. I’ve been hoping that would happen from the moment I saw his crew walk in.

“You’re not going to make me ask this time, right?” Haley says, brandishing a pen at me like a little knife.

“Fine.” I collapse on the chair. I don’t even need much prodding; I’ve been desperate to share this part of my life with her since the first time Ken and I had sex. “We did it.”

Haley’s eyes pop out of their sockets. “Tell me everything,” she squeals. “Now.”

It’s a mark of how close our friendship is that I obey her command. I tell her everything, from lusting after him to having sex with him in the kitchen… Up until Thanksgiving, when he touched me under the table and Kali arrived and ruined the moment. After I brush over our last encounter, Haley stares like she barely recognizes me.

“This is crazy,” she mutters. “I’ve seen you through two relationships, and you didn’t have anything close to a wild streak. And now…with Ken, it looks like he’s pulling forth a whole new side of you.”

I don’t know what to feel about that. She’s right, of course. Prior to my injury, I was the most carefree, happiest girl alive. Even with my mommy issues. But losing out on my career changed me. It’s weird to think that the same man who caused the shutdown is the one helping me find myself again.

Weird…and scary.

If I let Ken make me back into the person I once was, he’s got the power to unravel me all over again.

And I don’t think I can survive Ken betraying me one more time. Not that I can even imagine what would constitute a betrayal this time.

“I like this new Charlie,” Haley continues. “Just…”

“Be careful?” I feel my stomach lurching with the thought. If even Haley is asking me to be careful, then I have a lot to worry about.

But she shakes her head, smiling. “Enjoy it while it lasts. This is just temporary, and it’s going to end soon. Have your fun. Live it fully.”

I’m almost relieved. Ken is not going to be in my life for longer than our sham of a marriage lasts. He won’t stick around long enough to betray me. That means in half a year at most, we’ll move on to being strangers again.

And that’s how I prefer it.

“You ready to go back out there?” Haley’s eyes are twinkling. “He was totally checking you out too. Maybe you can catch him before he leaves.”

“Haley!”

She rolls her eyes and slips out of the office, thankfully before a foolish grin forms on my face.

There’s no use denying it. I do want to enjoy this part of my life. I’m never going to be able to truly let go of the accident, but I can enjoy this regardless. Especially with just how much he’s helped me.

The first thing I notice when I return to the seating area is that Ken’s entourage has now doubled in size.

“Who are those girls?” Haley whispers behind me, nodding toward the handful of women who have joined the players.

“Wives. Girlfriends.” Of the group, I recognize Britney, who is seated with her husband Alex. The remaining women seem to be short-term girlfriends. The whole group is spread across three tables, talking rather quietly but still drawing attention and looks from the other patrons. Apart from the hockey thing, it’s not difficult to see why. The Titans are all breathtakingly gorgeous, and I don’t doubt that a few women in here are hoping to get a proper introduction.

And apparently some of them have decided to take matters into their own hands. A stunning girl untangles herself from where she’s sitting at the other end of the restaurant and makes her way to the Titans. To Ken’s table.

A lump forms in my throat as she goes straight to him.

“Uh-oh.” I can hear the grin in Haley’s voice.

“Shut up,” I hiss, annoyed.

Ken looks up at the girl. He’s smiling back, talking easily. The lump grows larger.

“Wanna tell her to leave?” Haley whispers in my ear. “C’mon, you can totally do it. He’s your husband, technically, and you own this place.”

I open my mouth to tell Haley to back off—even if I’m sort of considering her suggestion. But just then, Ken turns around and stares right at me.

The lump dissolves. I stand transfixed, unable to do anything other than look back at him. His blue eyes bore into me, filling me with tingles.

I want you, his eyes tell me. Only you.

Somehow, he sensed my insecurities from several feet away and sought to reassure me.

He stares at me for about two more seconds before he turns away and carries on talking with the girl.

Goosebumps form on my skin. Something about being known like that, to the very depths of my soul, both scares and uplifts me. Makes me want to do things too. Like go up to the table and kiss him in full view of everyone. Or ask him to come back to my office. Or…

The door of the restaurant crashes open, distracting me. I turn toward it, excitement already forming in my gut at the prospect of another new customer. There are already way more than twenty people seated in here, but it doesn’t hurt to have a few more.

But my excitement dies as suddenly as it began.

Because the newcomer is none other than Kali Edwards.

Almost no one gives him a second glance. Even Haley is now looking down at her phone. But the air seems to still the moment he walks in. My universe collapses into three people: myself, Kali…and Ken, who I know has noticed his brother come in. I don’t even need to look. I just know.

A low murmur starts on the side of the Titans, and I can imagine why. Most of his buddies are seeing his brother for the first time. Kali doesn’t seem to care. His gaze is scouring the place, settling on my face. He makes a beeline to me, slipping past the people and chairs in his way like some sort of well-trained snake.

“Took me a while to find this place.” He flashes a grin that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Can we talk?”

Behind me, I’m aware of Haley finally looking up. Her jaw drops to the floor.

I bite back a sliver of annoyance at Kali’s impetuousness. “Good day to you, too. Also, your brother is seated right over there.” I chance a glance at Ken, who has turned his back to us. He’s still talking to the girl who approached him, and it appears he’s openly flirting with her. Only his friends are looking in our direction.

That hits me like a gut punch.

“I’m busy,” I say to Kali. Right now, I want to get as far away from both brothers as possible.

“Well, this won’t take much time. It’s about Thanksgiving.” There’s a familiar smirk on his face, one that reads, “You’re going to want to hear this…because who wouldn’t want to hear me speak?”

“Fine,” I spit through gritted teeth. Maybe if Ken cared enough to notice his brother talking to me, I’d have put an end to this. But it’s best to get this over with now. Especially if it means I don’t have to see Ken flirting with that puck bunny.

I turn around and march toward the small hallway, Kali following me. In a few seconds, we’re back in my office. Kali seems amused as he takes the seat Haley previously occupied.

“Nice…um…space,” he drawls.

Seriously, fuck him.

“What do you want?”

He finally stops smiling. “To apologize. Thanksgiving was sort of a fiasco.”

“You could have waited until Christmas.” I’m well aware that both Edwards brothers are going back home again this year, as am I.

Kali merely waves my words away and keeps on talking like I never interrupted. “My mother is still upset at Ken for starting that argument, and I know what you must think of us⁠—”

“You didn’t even get five sentences in before you threw your brother under the bus,” I mutter. Not that I want to defend Ken right now, but I’m sick of Kali’s theatrics.

He raises a brow. “Look, Charles, I know you’ve always had a soft spot for my brother. I mean, he’s eating in your restaurant a couple of weeks after he started a brawl in our home. Not sure he even bothered to apologize for that.”

I think of Ken slamming into me over and over against the glass wall of his building. “He did,” I say, almost amused. “In his own way.”

His eyes narrow suspiciously. “I’m just doing what I can to keep the peace. You’ve known Ken since we were kids. You know his manipulative nature.”

“Do I?”

“Come on.” He sounds impatient. “Inviting you over to our house to cook because he knew I couldn’t stand being in the kitchen? Pretending to be interested in your ballet practices on days I couldn’t make it? And⁠—”

I stand up. It was wrong to think I could handle being in the same space with Kali for longer than three minutes. “All of those things sound like a ‘Kali’ problem. I’ve got a ton of work⁠—”

He interrupts me, not seeming to register my annoyance. “Don’t be obtuse, Charlie. You know what he is. Damnit, he tried to get me to break up with you year after year. Saving up for ridiculously expensive birthday gifts and making me look stupid.”

I’m too tired to even be incensed at his insult. “Ken got me a pair of ballet shoes for my birthday every year, genius. Not exactly bank breaking.”

Kali rolls his eyes. “I got you those. He always insisted we switch our gifts. Always had that little insane grin on his face. Basically telling me he knew you better than I did.”

I collapse into my chair. My brain is reeling, but significantly less than I would have thought. Underneath the shock at the realization, there is a firm wall of certainty somewhere in my heart. All along, there’s a part of me that knew those gifts couldn’t have been from Kali. That Ken had to be behind them one way or another.

I look up at my teenage crush, the boy I convinced myself I was in love with. The one I thought I wanted to be with. My mother’s jabs during Thanksgiving dinner had poked a hole in my denial, though I kind of knew it for a long time already.

I never wanted Kali. Never felt for him the same way I felt for Ken. My mother was right. I didn’t want to choose the nice one. Didn’t want to risk the chance of dating Ken and having him break up with me when I’d fallen too deep. It was easier to keep him at arm’s length, make sure we stayed only friends. Things were sure to last between us that way.

Or so my mother thought. And I’d listened.

My heart lurches in my chest. Confronting that, after all this time, makes me feel a lot of things. Disgust at myself for being a coward.

“You know,” Kali says now, and I snap back to attention, newly realizing that he’s been talking all along. “He likes to play mind games. Trying to convince you that I didn’t know you well enough, trying to convince me that⁠—”

“He was right,” I say, standing up. I feel almost dizzy, but I’m certain of what I’m about to do.

Kali blinks up at me. “What?”

“He was right,” I say again. “You don’t know me. Neither of you do, in fact.” Ken was happy enough to stick around as the underdog, but the moment I took away his hope, he took away my career. Neither of the Edwards twins are to be trusted. I got it right the first time—I should stay away from both of them.

“Get out,” I hiss at Kali. It feels good to finally say it, like I’ve been waiting to all my life.

He reacts as if I slapped him. “What did you just say to me?”

If I wasn’t still reeling, I’d probably be amused now. Darling Kali, the man who’s never been told no, now taken aback. “Get. Out. Now. I never want to see you again.”

Kali rises. “I’m just going to warn you this once about Ken. He might seem⁠—”

“Now!”

He stares for a few seconds, his face contorting monstrously, and then he storms out of my office, leaving me with the relieved feeling of having yanked off a lifelong burden.


SEVENTEEN
BREAKING POINT (KEN)


She’s standing by the sink when I walk into the house the next morning. Her back is turned to me as she makes coffee. A host of emotions rise in my chest as I walk past the hall and into the kitchen, my eyes never leaving her. Waves of silky dark hair are cascading down her back, and she’s wearing a shocking pink robe of some slippery material.

I’m going to bet she’s naked underneath. Hell, I’m going to bet that she slept like that, waiting for me to show up.

I don’t want to think about that, though. Because all it does is make me hate Kali more. I could have been here all night, fucking the woman I desperately want more than anything. That’s exactly what was supposed to happen after that look we shared back in the restaurant.

And then my asshole brother walked in and ruined the moment. Like he always does. I couldn’t even bring myself to come back home after seeing them together. It would’ve been too much, just having to imagine what he was talking to her about.

She turns around just as I reach the counter and slip onto a stool. Her eyes are red-rimmed with exhaustion. Good. I’d hate to know I was the only one who had a horrible night.

“Oh. You’re here.”

“Expected a lot more enthusiasm.” I’ve got a feeling that something about Kali has got Charlie veering off the other end. You know, where she starts treating me like the fucking enemy for no reason.

Before I can decide on that thought, Charlie rolls her eyes and gives me the shadow of a smile. “Not to sound like a nineties housewife, but you didn’t come home last night.”

I guess I was wrong. I return her half smile. “As I have been doing all month.”

Her lips twitch for a fraction of a second. “After a considerably long conversation with a puck bunny.”

Now this is new. Charlie is flat out telling me she’s jealous. It’s an interesting development, one that I welcome with open arms. “Meanwhile, you were talking to my brother.”

A look of alarm crosses her face. I can imagine why. For the first time, all our cards are on the table. Charlie and I have always known each other well, but we never quite keep it straight with each other. That’s changing now.

“I only stayed with him long enough to hear his jackass apology and kick him out.” Another new development, Charlie stating the truth even if it makes her look like she wants me too much.

Somehow, I wonder if this new version of her will last.

Or whether I can finally get her to tell me everything she’s been keeping from me since we were kids.

Charlie always wanted me. After all this time, the realization still fills me with a degree of shock. My crush on her wasn’t just a foolish one-sided fantasy. It was real and it was mutual. Even then, she enjoyed spending time with me more than she ever did with Kali. It was even hard to get jealous seeing them together as adults because they are so obviously mismatched.

She was in love with me. But for some damned reason, she chose him. And as much as I’ve promised myself to not get sucked into my past with Charlie, I can’t just let that go. I need to know.

Thankfully, I know exactly how to get her to fess up.

“So…what happened?” Charlie asks as she pours out two cups of coffee. “Looked like you left with her.”

“I didn’t.” I’m newly distracted by the outline of her breasts under her sheer robe. I was right. She’s wearing nothing underneath it, a fact that my dick registers.

“Interesting,” she murmurs. It’s very clear she doesn’t believe me. But I’m losing track of the conversation, unfortunately.

“Take off your robe.”

Charlie’s eyes widen. “What?”

“Take it off. You can make the rest of your breakfast without it.”

She swallows, her eyes trained on me. Looks like she’s fighting some sort of internal battle. For a moment, I think about the fact that Kali managed to get to her yesterday.

“Only if you take your clothes off first,” she demands after considering my request for a beat.

Now that surprises me. “My body isn’t nearly as interesting as yours.”

Her eyes are boring into mine. “I beg to differ.”

Why does that feel like the most honest thing she’s ever said to me?

“Fine.” I stand up and walk around the counter so she can see me fully. I unbutton my shirt first and slip it off. I quickly shove my pants down next. When I straighten, I’m fully naked in front of her.

Charlie’s breath has suddenly turned shallow and fast. I’m almost amused as she fixes her gaze on my dick.

“Didn’t realize this would do anything for you.”

Her cheeks turn a cute pink shade. “Oh, this does very nice things for me.”

It’s almost absurd how normal this conversation sounds. At least, that’s what I think before Charlie takes off her robe and causes my brain to stop functioning.

She’s stunning. Every time I see her, I appreciate her a little bit more. Her nipples are fully beaded, pointing up to me in a silent offering. As much as I want to go to her, I need to prolong this moment. To make it that much more rewarding for me. For her.

“What were you going to make for breakfast?” I drawl.

She finally tears her gaze from my cock. “I was toying with the idea of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

I lean against the counter and fold my arms. “Let’s see you make it, then.”

It’s a pleasure like I never knew before, watching Charlie walk around my kitchen, grabbing items from the fridge and working over the counter. I keep my gaze on her, my blood spiking a little hotter every time she bends over and blesses me with a view of her ass that jiggles as she works.

My hands close around my dick. I stroke it once before I pull back again. Something about this torture begs me to see it through.

“Want some?” She looks over at me, and I’m glad to see no teasing smile on her face. On the contrary, she looks every bit as frustrated as I am.

I call the shots on this maddening game, though. At least that brings me some comfort.

“Sure.”

I couldn’t fucking care less about breakfast right now. All I want is to continue watching her. Opening the fridge, she bends over to grab the loaf of bread, giving me a full view of herself. It takes a lot of control to stay put and not drive myself into her.

Charlie straightens and heads back to the counter. I can tell from the frown on her face that she didn’t think I’d be able to hold back. When she opens the jam jar this time, a considerable amount dribbles down her chest. It’s quite clear that it’s on purpose. However, she’s got me where she wants me.

“Let me,” I say, approaching her. Charlie turns to me, pushing out her chest as I bend over her. My tongue rakes over her nipples, sucking off every bit of fruit preserve from those delectable tits. Charlie moans as I suck, letting myself flick over her pebbled beads one last time before I withdraw back to the counter.

She’s pouting at me in frustration. I can tell she’s not sure why I’m holding back, what I’m waiting for.

To be fair, I don’t know either.

Charlie makes the toast quickly, placing mine on a separate plate. She pushes it over to me. I take a bite, my gaze never leaving her. I expect her to mirror my movements. However, she’s still staring at me.

“Don’t tell me eating with a naked man made you lose your appetite.”

“No.” Her sparkling eyes find mine. “Only…there’s something I’m dying to do before I eat.”

“What?”

In answer, she drops to her knees. My chest tightens as she takes me in her mouth.

My body shatters into two, the sandwich slipping from my limp grasp and onto the floor. I barely notice, not with Charlie working on me, making me feel things I never have before. My hands find the top of her head, guiding her into a steady, rhythmic movement. Not that she needs it. Something about looking down at her as she struggles to take all of me in her mouth makes me want to explode.

I stave off the moment of climax by closing my eyes, focusing on the fact that this is a dream come true. But in the next second, I’m opening my eyes again, wanting to hold her in my gaze. Charlie seems almost as desperate to give me pleasure as I am for her. Her eyes are trained on me, her tongue flicking past my tip as she laps me up greedily.

This girl is going to be the end of me.

“I’m about to come,” I growl.

Charlie replies with a harsh grunt of pleasure.

“I’m about to come,” I repeat. “And I want to do it in your pussy.”

My dick still stuffed in her mouth, she shakes her head in disagreement. She wants me to do it in her mouth, clearly.

“Fine.” My fingers tense on her head. “I’ve got one question to ask you, though.”

Her eyes flicker up to mine. Slowly, I pull away from her heat, forcing myself to focus on how much I’ve been waiting for this. She lets out a sound of annoyance. Damnit, she’s quite literally panting to have me inside her again. Makes me almost want to forget asking her.

Only…I’ve waited way too long to find out.

“Why did you stop talking to me all those years ago, Chapman?”

She stills. Even her eyes don’t move. The air, which was crackling with sexual energy only a second ago, fizzles into severe tension.

She rises to her feet, her eyes clouded in suspicion. She starts to turn away, but before she takes a step, I pull her to me, crushing her against my front and lifting her ass up. Her legs wrap around me effortlessly. My dick finds her slippery entrance, sinking in. Earth-shattering pleasure bursts in my head as Charlie moans, both of us taken by surprise. Still, Charlie makes no move to draw away. In one second, she’s transformed back to a woman in desperate need of me, grinding herself against my dick and urging me to fuck her.

Reaching forward, I grab one of her taut nipples and hold it between my thumb and my index finger. Charlie winces as I squeeze.

“No more,” I whisper in her ear, grinding my hips against hers. She moans loudly, wiggling against me. I can tell it’s one of the fiercest inner battles she’s ever fought, deciding whether to pull back or to stay. “Tell me, Chapman. I deserve to know.”

She’s trembling in my arms. “I can’t…”

I move in her again, and her sentence ends in a high-pitched moan. “You can and you will. I want to know why you froze me out. Did losing a career in ballet make you decide you hated me?”

At the mention of ballet, Charlie finally breaks through. She unwraps her legs from my waist, drops down and pushes herself from me, retrieving her robe and slipping it on. When she turns to me, I’m surprised to see her face is wet with tears.

“What the hell is happening, Charles?”

“Maybe I couldn’t stand to be around you because you ended my career in ballet.”

I blink. “What?”

“The dumbbells,” she shrieks, totally losing control. Something in her must have unraveled after all of my goading. “Your dumbbells, Edwards. The ones I tripped over the night I broke my ankle.”

I grab my briefs and pants and pull them on. She’s staring at me with eyes so filled with hate, it’s impossible to believe she wanted me with an equal ferocity only five seconds ago.

“What are you saying?” I finally growl.

“I really need to spell it out?” she hisses. “Let’s put all the facts together, shall we?” She smacks her palms together. “You tell me you love me. I tell you I can’t do it. And then, five minutes later, I trip over your equipment. The day before I was supposed to begin a career that would catapult me into outer space. You sabotaged my life because I rejected you.”

She’s panting hard, her chest heaving.

I stare at her, more dazed than anything. Finally getting hit in the face with why she avoided me for so long, and I literally don’t know what to think. What to feel. Hell, I’ve got no words.

So, I slip on my shirt and march out of the house.


EIGHTEEN
THE PORCH SHOWDOWN (CHARLIE)


There’s bile squelching around in my gut as I step up to the Edwards’ porch, milling with neighbors and acquaintances. The mild December weather and the overhead heated lamps have allowed the guests to spread the party outside, enjoying the unusually balmy night.

“You don’t need to look like you’re about to witness an assassination.” My mother, who is at my elbow, rolls her eyes at me. Under her white cashmere coat, she’s wearing a knee-length, A-line emerald silk dress, subtly shimmering in the light. Her slender wrists are adorned with delicate bracelets. There’s a glimmer of amusement in her eyes. No doubt she’s hoping that tonight will end in what she thinks is another entertaining scene.

I don’t know whether to resent her for it.

“You saw what happened the last time we came here,” I remind her as she rings the doorbell. Inside the home, we can hear the sounds of festivities. The Edwards decided to throw a Christmas party. Half of the neighborhood is probably in there, spread out between the porch, the living room, and the kitchen. As nervous as I feel about seeing a community of people I haven’t interacted with in years, nothing beats the fact that I will be running into Ken for the first time in weeks.

My heart constricts with the memory of our last conversation. Since I reconnected with him, I struggled between wanting him and hating him for what he did, but I never considered telling him. Ever. But then, while he was holding me with his dick deep inside of me, teasing me and turning my body against me, I considered the fact that Ken didn’t even know enough to feel guilty about what he did. He went on living his life these past few years, unbothered by how I suffered for his actions.

I decided I couldn’t live with that anymore.

Not that it made a difference. Ken didn’t even react. His expression hadn’t changed. He’d walked out of the house and didn’t come back.

Meanwhile, I spent the whole day crying.

Even now, I feel ridiculous for hurting about it. What did I expect? Besides, nothing he could say would change the past. A part of me will always resent him for what he did, even if my business is doing well now.

But then a huge part of me had also hoped for something. That Ken would at least acknowledge his mistake. Apologize. Tell me he hadn’t meant to. Do anything that would make me feel better. Especially since this life, our new life, was something I was starting to get used to. Something I was starting to want.

“I should have stayed with Dad at home,” I mutter, more to myself than my mom.

She gives me a stern look. “Definitely not. You’ve got nothing to hide. On the contrary…” Her lip twitches, and I get a sense that she hates whatever she’s about to say next. “You’ve done pretty well. A lot of my friends talk about your restaurant and how well it’s doing.”

Knowing that my mother wouldn’t have anything good to say about me if Ken hadn’t handed me the loan only stokes the riot raging in me. I ignore the feeling as best as I can.

“Plus…” My mom looks like she’s trying hard not to smile. “Your presence always makes the Edwards household…interesting.”

I resist the urge to scream in her face just as the door opens. I turn around, my heart already in my throat. But I relax almost instantly. The tall, dark-haired man standing in front of us in a suit is only Kali.

“Oh. Hi.” He takes our coats and fixes a broad smile on his face. “You look stunning as always, Ariel.” He gives me a once over and adds, “You too, Charlie.” Then he extends his arm to my mother. “Some people have migrated to the porch but let me show you where the real party is.”

Grinning broadly, my mother follows him, leaving me alone at the doorstep.

I glance down at my outfit. It’s a simple gray jumpsuit, dull enough to blend in with the background. I take my first tentative step into the house. As I suspected, there are more than two dozen people around, lounging on the couches, playing chess on the dining table, a few women drinking wine huddled in a corner. I’m relieved to see that most people around are my parents’ age—this isn’t going to be another high school reunion, apparently. I slip past the living room and the kitchen without anyone noticing me. Still, my heart is hammering in my chest, and it’s not hard to figure out why.

Ken is in here somewhere.

Just weeks ago, I was certain Ken wouldn’t betray me again. But now, he sort of has.

The first time he did it, I avoided him for ten whole years. Who knows how long I’ll go this time around.

And I’m ready to start.

Over the past two weeks, I poured over the internet, researching an annulment. I plan to move out of his house after Christmas and end our marriage permanently.

It’s the only way I can move on. Thankfully, this version of Ken’s betrayal doesn’t come with total career ruin.

“Charlie!”

I turn around, dread forming in my chest. Thankfully, it’s just Elizabeth, Ken and Kali’s mother. She’s wearing a Christmas hat and, compared to my mom, is dressed down. She’s tucked away in a corner with a gaggle of ladies I vaguely recognize. After a few awkward introductions, she takes me by the hand and leads me back to the porch.

“I’ve been seeing photos and reviews of your restaurant,” she says with a cheeky grin. “Your menu looks awfully like our weekly rotation.”

My cheeks burn with embarrassment. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I should have asked you before I took your ideas for inspiration.”

She waves a hand. “It’s the best compliment you could have given me. Please, use what you want. You’ve always been obsessed with my cooking, and I’ve got myself some bragging rights. Looks like you’ve perfected the recipes too. Ken is a good teacher.”

It’s hard to maintain a smile now, but I do it anyway. “You’re right, Ken walked me through a few steps.” A sinking feeling forms in my gut as I acknowledge the obvious. No matter how many walls I build between myself and Ken, I’m always going to have to live with the fact that he helped me rebuild my life.

And I don’t even know how to feel about that.

“You’re doing great, sweetie,” she says, giving me a warm hug. “I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks,” I say, some of my tension oozing out. For a second, I wonder what my life would have been like if Elizabeth was my mom, how much more supported I would have been. But then, I recall what Ken’s life was like and push away that thought. We did bond over feeling rejected by our parents.

“Where’s Ken?” I ask now, in as casual a tone as I can muster. Maybe I can keep a physical distance between us until I return back to the city.

She rolls her eyes. “You know him, moping around the house and casting a dark cloud over everyone. He only came back this morning, but I think he’s slipped out again. Or maybe he’s back, who knows?” With another cheeky grin, she turns back to her friends.

Moping around the house. My mind instantly goes to wondering if Ken’s upset about what I said. But then I hate myself for thinking that. I don’t want to know what Ken feels like about anything. All I know is what he did.

Out of the corner of my eyes, I catch Kali coming out to the porch with my mother. He’s talking rather loudly about his flight, catching the attention of everyone. Bile rises in me, but I decide to follow them. Ken’s going to be anywhere but near his brother, and maybe I can use that to my advantage.

Most of the people seem to be drinking wine while chatting about their upcoming cruises or grandchildren. Kali walks past them, stopping under a lamp.

“Didn’t I tell you that you were going to love this?” Kali mutters to my mom. “Beats talking about your children’s marriages, doesn’t it?”

My mother beams lovingly at him. “Yeah, especially when I’ve got nothing to report.”

Disgust swirls within me as I watch them nibble on finger food. Ken isn’t exactly the poster child for a great romantic partner right now, but it still stuns me that I wasted so much time with Kali. How was I so blind to what a dingbat he is?

“You know, Bettie’s kid is getting married,” my mother is saying to Kali, who is nodding thoughtfully. “She keeps going on about color schemes and whatnot.”

“Charlie’s going to get married soon.” Something about the evil grin on Kali’s face is a giveaway that he’s merely saying what he believes to be a consoling lie. “You’ll be in the thick of it soon enough.”

I try to muster the urge to go up to him and punch him in the face, but I can’t bring myself to. I’ve dealt with the Edwards twins long enough to tire of them for a lifetime. I’d rather listen and boil with fury than immerse myself in this mess even more.

“I don’t know. We always hoped Charlie and you would get together, but…”

My mother stops talking at the sound of someone shuffling around. I turn toward the direction of the noise.

Ken is suddenly standing on the porch, seemingly appearing from nowhere.

My entire being ossifies into stone. I want to disappear back into the house and keep running from there. If I have to endure being around him even for one second, I will combust into flames. But somehow, I find myself drawn in. Compelled to just look at him, unable to move.

He’s wearing a Philly Titans tracksuit, the brown color contrasting oddly with the Christmas decorations strung around the porch. His face is a mask of cold indifference. He looks like he’s gotten a new haircut over the last two weeks, and something about that makes me hurt a little, to know that life has proceeded normally for him.

All the while I’ve been with Ken, I’ve been scared of many things. Of being hurt again. Of getting too attached. Of forming a real friendship.

But it’s the one thing I never thought to fear that is now happening to me.

The fact that I’m in love with him. No matter how much I fight and run, it’s the truth. Deep down, I always loved him. Even when I turned him down because Kali was the safer option.

Ken takes a few steps toward the entrance, raking his eyes over the crowd huddling under the lamps. Suddenly, there’s an uproar, most of the men turning to him to greet him and thump him on the back. Outside of his little ballet-loving family, Ken is a hero in this town, the only kid good enough to play in the league. He barely seems to notice the adoration. His gaze keeps sweeping over the porch…looking for me.

My heart stops beating as our eyes meet. I notice a few more details, the bags under his eyes, the fact that he’s not even smiling—a rare occasion. For a second, I wonder what he’s going to do next. Come to me? Take me upstairs? And—my cheeks glow with heat—claim me as his?

I hate myself for it, but I wouldn’t mind that one bit. Picking up from where we left off.

But Ken’s eyes stay on me for only a second longer. The next moment, he’s looking away, his eyes moving to the man standing with my mother and enjoying a drink. His eyes stay on Kali, and I notice them darken.

Even before it happens, there’s a sickening feeling in my gut.

Ken shoulders through the crowd congratulating him, literally pushing some of the men out of his way. There’s a general sound of surprise and disgruntlement, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He heads right up to his brother, who only has time to turn and flash a cocky grin at him before Ken throws a punch at his face. Kali’s nose breaks, blood splattering everywhere.

I hear myself yell, but the loud gasps from people nearby muffle the sound. Within seconds, Ken has got Kali flat on his back. He punches him over and over, turning his face into a bloodied mess. I stare at them, my ears ringing, hardly believing what I see. All around us, pandemonium is reigning; people are running onto the porch from the main house, three men are trying to pull Ken off Kali, and their mother is screaming for Ken to stop.

Ken keeps punching for what seems like a full minute before he finally stands up. Kali’s suit is torn and muddied, and I can barely distinguish the features of his face. His parents go to him instantly, dragging him to his feet. Elizabeth is already yelling at Ken, and some of her words—“How dare you attack my son?”—still manage to surprise me.

But again, Ken doesn’t seem to notice. His dark gaze finds Kali. There’s no trace of satisfaction in them, even as he watches him spit out a tooth. I’m aware of my mother sliding up beside me, but I don’t even look at her. I can’t, not now.

Plus, I already have a feeling about what she’s going to say. That this display of rage is connected to me.

Only, there’s no way I could have caused this.

“Say it,” Ken says. His voice, hard and furious, makes me flinch.

A second ago, their mother was yelling, their father trying to restore calm, and there were murmurs all around from the thick crowd of people that surrounded the family. But Ken’s voice brings a hushed silence to the place.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Elizabeth says.

Ken doesn’t look at his mother. “Say it. Tell her.” And then, he raises a hand and points. Everyone follows his finger as it lands on me.

This cannot be happening.

“Want to tell me what this is about?” my mother asks.

I shake my head, unable to speak with the eyes watching us. A ball of anxiety forms in my throat. What the hell is Ken doing? Trying to play a game because I reminded him of what he did?

“Say it,” Ken’s voice is louder now, and everyone turns right back to him, dislodging my fear only by a breath. “Or I swear I’m going to fucking kill you.”

Elizabeth steps protectively in front of Kali. Murmuring starts again. Underneath his bloodied face, his eyes are flickering nervously. From trepidation? Or…guilt?

“Tell her. Tell her right now.”

“I don’t…” Kali spits out a mouthful of blood. He’s no longer smiling, and he sounds more like a scared little boy than I’ve ever heard him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“My dumbbells? Ten years ago? You fucking better remember like your life depends on it.”

My blood turns to ice.

No, no, no.

Kali gazes at Ken. His eyes are still flickering, but there’s a stubborn set to his jaw. “Dunno what you mean.”

Ken’s fist clenches just as Elizabeth yells, “Stop terrorizing your brother. You’ve been bullying him all his life, and now⁠—”

“I’m going to tell you what your darling son did,” Ken says, his cold voice cutting across his mother’s. “Ten years ago, when Charlie had that injury? Know what caused it?”

A few eyes flicker to me before turning back to Ken. Elizabeth’s eyes narrow at her second son. “That’s what you’re talking about? A ten-year-old injury?” She sighs in frustration. “You know, Ken, I’ve had it with you and your obsession with everything your brother does. You’re an adult now. You⁠—”

“Your son,” Ken cuts her off. “Kali. He placed my dumbbells on the stairs. Charlie tripped on them, and he set me up to take the blame.”

The crowd gasps. My mother makes a strange noise behind me. Kali’s parents turn to him, their faces white.

“Why would he do that?” one of the neighbors asks.

Ken keeps his gaze fixed on his brother as he replies. “Don’t know. Maybe he thought he’d have a better chance of getting into PBT if she was delayed. Maybe he just wanted to give everyone another reason to hate me. Or maybe out of pure spite, who knows. Why don’t you enlighten us, brother dearest?”

There is total silence on the porch. Fifty adults gathered, and you could hear a pin drop. My body is bursting with goosebumps, my mind too frazzled to process new information.

It can’t be. It just can’t be.

And yet, it makes perfect sense. More sense than the story I’ve been holding close to my heart for the last ten years.

The reason I cut Ken out of my life a decade ago.

It was not Ken. It was Kali all along. He’d set up Ken, knowing that I would see the weights and assume it was his brother. He did it when he walked out of the room, before Ken came in. It was a cunning plan, especially considering that Ken was about to tell me how he felt about me that same night. He threw his girl and his own brother under the bus and stomped on the accelerator.

And I was right there with him. Hating Ken. Thinking that the person who loved me the most in the world would be capable of causing me such pain. Maybe I even wanted it to be true, to make up for the fact that I didn’t necessarily believe anyone could love me without any strings attached.

At the end, I treated Ken even worse than his family ever did. He always expected them to mistrust him without cause. But I shut him out without even seeking an explanation. I believed the worst of him for no damn reason.

I’m not even aware that I’m crying until I feel tears spilling down my cheeks.

“No,” someone mutters. I wipe my tears away to look. It’s Elizabeth, who’s staring at Ken again. “No. I just can’t believe Kali would do something that awful to Charlotte. He loved her. He would never have done that.”

Ken’s shoulders sag. “But I would?”

There’s a deathly quiet as Ken looks at his parents’ faces. They say nothing, merely stare back. His gaze roams over the crowd, most of whom are also silent. Their backs are turned to me, and I can’t see their expressions. Yet, I get the sense that most of them are thinking, that’s a lot more probable than Kali doing it. You’re the violent one.

Ken, eternally scorned. Even on the verge of proving his innocence.

My heart breaks into pieces. I want to go to him, to tell him I believe him. But I’m way more undeserving than anyone else here. He should hate me a lot more than Kali. My betrayal was worse.

The stillness lasts for a full thirty seconds. And then Ken mutters, “Fine. Think what you want.”

Then he shoulders out of the scene the way he came, leaving a ringing hush in his wake.

And also leaving in his wake, very much in the manner of Ken, my own heart shattered into a million little pieces.


NINETEEN
LOVE AS AN ACTION (CHARLIE)


I wake up to a hammering on my door, one so loud and forceful, it literally knocks me out of bed.

“What?” I scream. I pick myself up from the floor as I rub my eyes and look around my bedroom. It’s the one I shared with Haley before everything happened. Right now, it looks more like a mess than it ever has. Wrappings of cookies and chips are strewn all around the comforter and the floor, crumb stains on the sheets, and my half-open laptop, still replaying The Breakfast Club. It’s the movie I’ve been rewatching all week.

All things considered, it’s been a fantastic few days.

My door is still being hammered. I look toward the noise, hate brewing inside me. I know Haley is my friend and she always means well, but fucking hell, if she could leave me alone for two seconds I’d be the happiest person on earth.

I stumble to the door and drag it open. Haley has stuffed herself into the narrow hallway. She’s fully dressed for work and actually has the audacity to glower at me.

“What?” I spit. All I want is to slam the door in her face and stomp back to bed. It’s either that or burst into tears…again. Because the only two emotions I’m capable of summoning now are intense despair or intense rage.

Despair was easy enough to understand, if not to feel. But what I’m angry about, I don’t know.

“What?” Haley repeats, her eyes popping with surprise. “You promised to come with me to the restaurant today, remember?”

I scrunch my brows, dimly remembering a conversation I had with her the night before, after she waded through the mess in my room and gave me a tongue-lashing for not showing up to work in days. Apparently, someone leaked the news about a famous superstar visiting my restaurant, and the place has been bursting to capacity all week long. I don’t even care. I just want to stay in my room.

“I’ll come to the restaurant today.” I’m lying, and I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help myself. “I’m just too exhausted right now. I’ll take a nap and then join you.”

Haley raises a brow. “Come join me when? It’s four in the afternoon, Charlie. Plus, literally all our employees have been calling me back-to-back for the last thirty minutes. There’s an emergency or something, one I don’t want to attend to by myself.”

I stare at her. And then, for absolutely no reason, I feel tears well in my eyes.

Oh, fuck. Now this is what I hate most about despair.

In seconds, I’m wailing, my sobs loud and unrestrained. I bury my face in my hands, too embarrassed to look up at my friend. She lets out a sound of sympathy, her arms enclosing me. I’m barely aware of her guiding me out of the room and into the hallway, but when I manage to look up, we’re in our living room.

She pushes me gently onto the recliner, then sits cross-legged on the floor in front of me.

“Come on now, Charlie,” she says, looking less pissed and more comforting. “Let it all out. The sooner you free yourself of it, the less it has the power to harm you.”

I blink, wiping more tears from my eyes. There’s a giant black hole echoing inside of me, one that is so damned large nothing will be able to fill it. Not a successful business, not approval from my family, not even having my ballet career back.

Only him.

“What are you talking about?” Sometimes, it works to distract myself by speaking to other people. Or so I like to tell myself. “Let what out?”

“Everything you’re feeling,” Haley says. “You know, I still don’t know what happened. One second, you’re shooting each other jealous looks across a crowded restaurant and living together. The next, you’re back on my doorstep, wailing your eyes out and refusing to get out of bed. I let you wallow for a bit, but you’ve not even slightly improved. You need to tell me precisely what happened so I can figure out how to help you.”

Emotionally stable me would have balked at the idea of doing that. But Haley’s right. I am a mess, and I’m tired of sorting through this on my own.

“We aren’t together,” I hear myself mutter.

Haley scooches closer. “What?”

“We aren’t together anymore.” I look into her prying eyes. “Not at all. Right before Christmas, he was pissed at me. Because,” I swallow, “I told him why I shut him out. And he had no reaction whatsoever. He just left.”

“So, there’s a real reason? I knew it!” She glances at me and rearranges her face into a somber expression. “Sorry.”

Quickly, I fill her in on the ten-year-old tale, including Ken admitting he loved me and my ankle breaking. Haley sits wide-eyed as I conclude the story with Ken accusing Kali of planting the weights and how no one seemed to believe him at the party.

I don’t need to tell her the most agonizing part of it though, what has happened over the last four days. Ken has disappeared. There were no games scheduled over the Christmas break, and I wasn’t able to look for him at the stadium. He changed his locks, his number, everything. I haven’t heard from him since the Christmas party. Every day, I wait for Haley to leave for work and go and check his apartment.

I know now what it was like for him when I ghosted him all those years ago. And it feels even worse than I would have ever imagined. It’s a million heartbreaks in one, especially when I recall that I was too scared to even tell him that I believe him.

He’s never going to know that. Nor that I’m in love with him.

Realization hits me then. The rage I feel is directed toward one person only. I’m angry at myself for doing that to Ken. For letting go of him and never giving him the chance to explain.

Haley reaches out and squeezes my hand when I’m done with the story. “Gosh, Charlie. I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t deserve your sympathy,” I say, gently pulling my own hand away. “I caused everything. It’s all my fault.”

“No.” Haley sounds so sure I almost believe her. “I can imagine how you must have felt then, tripping over the weights and knowing they were his. You were a kid and dealing with a lot. You couldn’t have been expected to have a rational reaction.”

I’m shaking my head before she even stops speaking. “That’s not it. I could have asked. I could have chosen to assume that there was an explanation. He would have. But I didn’t.”

“Why?” Haley’s question is silent and simple, but it’s one I don’t have an answer to.

At least, not an answer I can verbalize.

So, I settle for one of the foremost thoughts in my brain. “We got the restaurant back because of him. He saved me… He let me stay married to him with absolutely no strings attached. Because I asked him to.” More tears leak out of my eyes. Just thinking about everything makes me want to burrow into a literal hole and die of misery.

Or fear. Fear is definitely one of the emotions I’m feeling.

“Look,” Haley says, grabbing my knee tightly. “I know you made a mistake. Haven’t we all? But you can’t keep beating yourself up about it. You’re sorry, and the moment you see him, you’re going to tell him.”

I think of Ken’s last gaze as he looked around the party for someone to be in his corner. “I’m never going to see him again.” I know that as well as I know my own name. He completely lost faith in everyone. In ever receiving love from his family.

“You never know.” Haley gives me a quizzical smile. “This guy has been in love with you since forever. Nothing—not a single damn thing—can stop that kind of love. He can’t stay away for much longer. He’ll have to come out soon for his training and the next game.”

Inexplicably, I feel an undercurrent of fear pulse through me. Being loved like that, wholly and without reservations, scares me to hell. Somehow, it scares me more now than it did back as a teenager.

Haley’s phone starts to buzz loudly. She takes it out of her pocket and frowns at it. “Okay, this is like the thirtieth time the chef’s called. We need to get down there. Get dressed and come with me. Trust me, working will take your mind off things.”
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I know something is going on from the moment Haley and I step off the curb and start to head to the restaurant. For one, the whole sidewalk is packed. Several dozen people are crowding around the front door, most of them looking like they’re fighting to get through. My heart seizes with panic—did a fire break out?

“Why do they all look excited?” Haley murmurs to me as we walk up to the gigantic crowd. “I mean, I know our food is good, but is it this good?”

I open my mouth to respond, but something distracts me, the flash of a camera. I turn around. There are more people milling about, taking photographs.

“Now I’m really glad I asked you to come,” Haley says. “I don’t think I’d want to push through by myself.”

“Let’s go around back,” I mutter.

We push our way through the teeming crowd, going over to the side entrance. With each step we take, I’m even more convinced that there’s some sort of a mistake. None of the people pushing against us seem to acknowledge us. Both our pictures are on the restaurant website. We should get a bit of recognition, shouldn’t we?

We go down the narrow path, stopping at the backdoor to the kitchen. It has already been flung open, and Denise, one of our waitresses, is standing right by it. From the looks of it, she’s been waiting for our arrival.

“Finally!” she sighs. “I called both of you a million times.”

“We’re here,” Haley says, stepping through first. “What the fuck is going on?”

I look around the kitchen, distracted. Both chefs are working on whipping up food at breakneck speed, assisted by the waiters. I want to ask them who is taking the orders and serving the meals, but all I can think of is the fact that I’m back here, in the kitchen where Ken first told me he was going to give me a loan and help me make my business successful.

And judging by the people outside, he kept his promise.

Pain slices through my heart, and I feel tears start in my eyes again. I close them and take a deep breath, an undercurrent of frustration plowing through me. I can’t live like this anymore, waking up and existing in misery, bursting into tears at all times of day.

“Um, Charlie?”

I force my tears back and focus on Denise and Haley, who are both staring at me with perplexed faces.

“Yes?” I slap on my most stoic mask. This is the business I fought so hard for. I’m going to run it, even if it’s the last thing I do.

“Did you hear what Denise just said?” Haley’s face is white with shock.

“No. What?” I feel a thrill of foreboding as I glance at Denise. It’s difficult to tell whether it’s good news or bad news. She looks stressed, just like everyone else here.

“It’s true.” Haley’s voice is barely a whisper. “A celebrity is here.”

Even in the depths of my sorrow, I feel a smirk coming on. “Sure, there is.”

Denise looks shocked by my reaction. “Are you sure you heard what Haley said?”

“Probably some kid-famous YouTuber with two million subscribers.” Good for business, of course, but it only means that I’ve got to spend the next three hours doting on a narcissist used to first class treatment.

Haley rolls her eyes at my cynicism. “So, who is it?”

Denise, looking scandalized, opens her mouth to respond. Then she slams it shut. “I think you better see for yourself.”

With those words, she turns and marches out, leaving Haley and me to exchange puzzled looks before we follow her.

Stepping through the kitchen door to the dining area feels like being transported to another realm. It’s not as full—everyone in here is seated, at least. Still, that barely matters. Dozens, maybe even hundreds of people, are screaming at the windows, blocking out every ounce of sunlight with their bodies pressed against each other. My heart lurches with fear. Behind me, Haley lets out a whimper.

“What did we do to them?” she mutters to me.

I barely hear her, noticing four bulky men standing guard at the door and preventing more people from entering.

“Who are those guys?” I ask Denise, fully distracted from the thoughts of Ken for the first time in a while. “Did you hire security? Are we in trouble?”

Denise is smirking now. In answer, she nods toward the serving counter.

I turn to where a handful of people are gathered, taking orders. I recall the question I thought of earlier, about who they got to serve the meals since the waitstaff is helping to cook. But before I can even utter the question this time, I spot the answer all by myself…

…Faye Strummer.

Faye fucking Strummer, global pop icon and double-platinum musician, is standing behind my counter, serving my patrons.

My body breaks out in a cold sweat. I blink frantically, trying to make sure I’m not seeing an apparition. This could be just my imagination. There’s no freaking way.

Behind me, Haley literally crashes to the floor. I hold out my hand to pull her up. She takes it and stands up, but her jaw is still very much on the ground. She looks like she’s forgotten how to speak.

“See?” Denise seems to be enjoying our reaction. “I told you it was epic.”

I look around at the mass of people. Everything is slowly making sense. The article that was released, the crowd, even the fact that they are still ordering food. Faye seems to be taking selfies with doting fans, and her staff have developed an efficient system in the space of a few short minutes. I watch as a sobbing girl walks up to the counter and orders a cinnamon bun—my heart thrums with pain again. There are a couple of other girls behind the counter with Faye, assisting her in taking orders and handing them to my staff.

“Wow,” Haley mutters under her breath. She seems to have finally regained her voice. “She’s doing our job better than us. Wonder if she’ll want to get paid at the end of the day.”

“She said I should let her know when you come in,” Denise chimes in. Her face clouds with excitement as she slips behind the counter, heading for Faye. I watch her, paying closer attention to the women next to her.

Am I imagining it, or do they look familiar? Too familiar, even.

“I can’t believe it,” Haley is whisper-screaming. “Faye knows us? She wants to meet us? You think she read our website?”

“No.”

Haley glares at me in surprise, but I’m too focused on the girls helping Faye. A pit forms in my stomach as I attach names to the faces. Britney Steinmann, wife of former Philly Titans player Alex Steinmann, is handling the cash till. Beside her is the beautiful, curvy brunette, Harper Turner, who also happens to be the wife of another hockey player, Reggie Turner.

Faye Strummer—Blake White’s wife—didn’t just find this restaurant by accident. This isn’t a chance meeting, one where she tries to help a local business.

It’s an ambush.

I’m suddenly filled with the urge to turn and walk out of the kitchen, hell, to keep walking until I’m back in my room and swaddled underneath a dozen blankets. And yet, all I can do is watch as Denise strides up to Faye, the glee still evident on her face. One of Faye’s guards, who is shadowing her, lets her pass. I watch as Denise whispers into Faye’s ear.

She turns around and fixes her warm eyes on me. The other two women follow her gaze.

“Oh my God.” I know from Haley’s voice that she just realized what’s going on. “Is this about…Ken?”

I swallow a large ball in my throat. It’s the epitome of irony, really. The first day I decide to stop wallowing about Ken and go to work, I’m waylaid by the wives of his buddies.

The next few moments pass by in a blur. I’m dimly aware of Denise shuttling me toward Faye, and my exchanging hugs with all of the women. Faye introduces herself, or she must have, because I can barely remember. The next thing I know, Faye’s chatting with Haley, taking a couple of selfies with her and asking if she can borrow me while Haley takes over.

I’m prodded into my office in less than ten minutes by the three hockey wives.

“It’s really nice to meet you, Charlie.” Up close, Faye seems…normal. She’s still as breathtakingly beautiful as her music posters and in her dance videos, and there’s an ethereal glow about her, like a quantum field that pulls you in. Yet, she seems human. She’s taller than me, her red hair cascading down her back, a few freckles painted on her nose.

Plus, she’s talking to me like we’re old friends.

“How do you know me?” It’s a lame opening question, especially since I know the answer, but I can’t think of anything else to say.

“You’ve been making all our husbands miserable,” she snorts.

“What?” I croak.

The three women exchange glances and start giggling. It’s like they are in on a secret joke. I’m positive they are not making fun of me, but I still feel tears threatening. It appears all I can do nowadays is cry, really. I blink furiously, hoping they don’t notice.

“Sorry,” Britney chokes out after a while. “You haven’t been making our husbands miserable, of course. But you did do something to Ken Edwards, your husband.” She emphasizes that last word. “Remember him? He’s sulking and sad, so all our husbands are in on the ‘I’m feeling sorry for myself vibe.’”

My chest burns. The women could not be more cordial, and it’s obvious they’re joking to get me to relax. Still, I feel like I’m standing in front of a tribunal.

“You know about our marriage,” I mutter, as Faye links her arm with mine and leads me to sit in my chair. “He told his buddies?”

They exchange glances again. Faye speaks up first. “Ken has been really chatty lately. Told his friends all about you, and it traveled down the pipeline. But I suspected there was more to it.”

Of course. Blake was always around in the beginning, when Ken and I first got together.

“Ken has been staying with us,” Britney explains. “It’s the thick of the season, and he needs to concentrate on his game. Playoffs are coming up.”

Why does it feel like she’s trying to explain away Ken’s absence? Like she thinks I’m really his wife or something.

“Our marriage is—was fake.” My voice is a little higher than I would like it to be, and it sounds like I’m on the verge of tears. Still, I have to make this absolutely clear. “It wasn’t real. We got married to help my business. It’s fake. That’s all there is to it.”

Not that I’m ever going to need help with this business again. Faye Strummer walking into my restaurant and taking over the service, even for a few hours, was groundbreaking. Overnight millionaires have been made with less effort from a less iconic popstar.

Even now, I realize how much my life will change, starting immediately. Still, all I can think of is the fact that an annulment is most likely on the horizon.

Stashing that thought away, I look up at the three women. None of them seem surprised by my words.

“Doesn’t seem fake to Ken,” Faye mutters, a gentle hand on my shoulder. “And it doesn’t seem like it is to you, either.”

Something about her tone causes a burning in my throat. I fix my gaze at my feet, suddenly unable to look them in the eyes. “How is he?” I sound pathetic, but I’ve just got to know.

“Looks about as well as you do,” Britney says. “Like I said, even his friends are shocked to see him this way.”

I brush away the tears before they can fall down my cheeks. While we were growing up, Ken maintained a smile even during the worst of times. Knowing that he’s now a full-on mess doesn’t help with my misery at all.

“I know he doesn’t want to see me, but…”

“On the contrary,” Harper pipes up. “We think he does want to see you.”

That forces me to look up at them again. If they believe that, they’ve been living under a rock. “What did he tell you about…what happened?”

“Not much,” Faye admits. “I know about your marriage and that something happened. Something involving your families. But we are sure he does want to see you.”

I hate that her words make me cling to hope, even after all I’ve been through. I will sound clingy and desperate, but I still want to know more. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because it’s obvious.” Harper shrugs.

I feel a mix of exasperation and envy rising inside me. Things are way too easy for these women. In their fairytale world, romance is a simple, reciprocal thing. None of them can understand the rollercoaster Ken and I have been through this past year. They can’t even begin to comprehend the trepidation I feel about seeing him again.

Hell, even now, I don’t know what the best-case scenario would be. Even if Ken were to come back, what then? Do we get together for real? Stay married?

Even now, that thought makes me want to lurch out of my chair and keep running. Sometimes, I don’t know what’s stronger, my love for Ken or my fear regarding everything that could still go wrong.

The three women are looking at me, waiting for a response. It’s hard to compose my thoughts, and I mutter, “It’s not that simple.”

They exchange glances for what seems like the hundredth time. And then, before anyone can say anything, there’s a loud wail from the main restaurant, followed by someone screaming, “We want Faye!”

Britney and Harper roll their eyes, but Faye just chuckles.

“Sounds like your staff might need a few extra hands,” Britney says, pushing her way through to the door. “I better go see what’s going on.”

She slips through the door, giving me a brief glimpse of two of Faye’s guards. The door closes and they vanish out of sight again.

Faye hops on my desk, and Harper takes a seat across the table. I realize that I feel more comfortable with their presence than I did ten minutes ago. This feels almost like the conversation I had with Haley this morning.

“I can relate to your story more than you might realize.” It’s Harper speaking now. “Reggie struggled with the idea of falling in love. He hadn’t even had a real relationship before he met me. It was turbulent there for a while.”

“Blake was the same way,” Faye says. “Had a whole lot of commitment issues.”

I look from one face to another, surprised despite myself. I was already concocting a perfect romance for each of these women in my head. Still, when I think back over our story, I know we’re not in the same boat. Ken confessed his love to me ten years ago and never looked back.

“Ken doesn’t have commitment issues,” I say.

“I know.” Faye laughs. “But you do.”

I’ve never been so gob-smacked in my life. Being told you have commitment issues by an international pop star while sitting at my office desk is the most shocking thing that has happened to me in the last year. And that’s saying a lot.

“What?”

“Blake told me a little about your history,” Faye confesses. “He seems to think you wanted his brother more, and that’s why you didn’t say yes to him. But that didn’t make a whole lot of sense, to me at least. Ken’s brother seems a little…toxic. Plus, Blake said you and Ken were best friends. I knew something was off.”

Commitment issues. I want to deny it, but all I can think of is what my mother said, “Exactly like me. Couldn’t settle for the nice guy. Had to be the other one.”

Faye seems to be reading my thoughts. “Take this from someone who literally ran away on her wedding day. Sometimes, we accept the kind of love we think we deserve. Growing up in an emotionally twisted household convinces us that we are not worthy. And then we settle for a subpar relationship, not only because it’s familiar and we think we don’t deserve better, but also because we know it will hurt less when they leave us.”

Faye is speaking casually, but her words cut deep, right to my very soul. For the first time in months, maybe years, my thoughts seem to finally make sense.

I consider her theory. Dealing with the emotional desert that is my parents, living my childhood and teenage life for the sole purpose of pleasing them, yet always coming up short. Then finding a kindred soul next door in Ken, the boy I quickly got attached to because we understood each other. Dating Kali because he was safe. Turning down Ken because I’d rather never have him than possibly have to deal with losing him.

She’s right. She’s so fucking right, it feels like she just shined a beam of light into my dark soul.

Commitment issues, passed down from my mother. What a cliché.

“You look like she just punched you in the face,” Harper says with a wan smile.

I nod, too struck to even think of what to say. Thank you? You’re right? Nothing seems appropriate in the light of this groundbreaking revelation.

How could I not have known this about myself? For ten years, I thought I was running from Ken because he betrayed me. But even before the fall, I was scared. Even after learning who was really responsible, my fear is still churning in the chambers of my heart.

The problem has never been Ken.

It’s been me all along.

“I know it’s a lot to unpack. I had to deal with a lot of that when I fell for Blake. But to really move forward, you’ve got to ask yourself one question.”

Now I’m back to thinking that she doesn’t understand. Yeah, I might have commitment issues, but our problems far surpass that. He’s never going to forgive me for not taking his side back at that Christmas party. He’s never going to be able to look past the fact that I believed he was responsible for my accident.

If I factor in my commitment issues, I think that he may just go straight to hating me. Because a part of me is starting to think I decided to believe that Ken hurt me intentionally. It was safer to assume he did it, so that I could bury my feelings under a brick wall of resentment.

Only that didn’t go the way I had hoped. Even before last week, when I knew for sure that Ken was not the one responsible, my love for him had broken through the cracks. How could it not? While I was playing him like a fiddle—and after he found out I was using him—he’d helped me through one of the worst moments of my life, not complaining even once.

But I’ve gone ahead and ruined it now. I’m not the only person in this equation anymore. Ken’s feelings matter. I’ve hurt him way too many times. I hurt him enough to estrange him from his own family.

Things are much too complicated. I know it, even if Faye doesn’t.

“You’ve got to be really honest and ask yourself one question,” Faye repeats. Her green eyes are fixed on me; she seems to be staring deep into my soul.

“What?” I ask, in spite of myself. Still can’t help hoping that this is as simple as she makes it seem.

She pauses for a moment. “You’ve got to ask yourself if you love Ken enough.”

Of course I do. The thought springs instantly to my head as my eyebrows knit in confusion. Faye knows that.

“Do you love Ken enough to let go of your fear and chase a real future with him, even though it scares you? Do you love him enough to do something about it?”

Her words resound heavily in the silent room. I stare at her, my heart and mind churning.

Harper lets out a low whistle. “Damn, Faye. If you weren’t a successful pop star already, I’d be recommending you write a therapy column in my magazine.”

Faye chuckles. “I’ve read a few of Rumi’s love poems.”

I stare down at the floor again. For days, I’ve been on my bed, moping about Ken’s departure from my life. But I’ve never considered what would actually happen when I finally see him. What would I do? Apologize? Confess my feelings? Tell him I want to make this official? Or settle for that weird in-between place that I’ve gotten used to over the past few months?

I replay Faye’s words over in my head.

“Do you love him enough to do something about it?”

Fear is clawing up my throat again. But for the first time, there’s an undercurrent of peace beating away in my heart.

For the first time, I know what to do.


TWENTY
THE GAME CHANGER (KEN)


The first round of the playoffs. Biggest game of the season so far, the one that determines whether we drop out or continue on the path of winning the Stanley Cup.

And I’m on the fucking bench.

My teammates come streaming out to momentous applause. My jaw tightens as I watch them take their positions. Carl Strafer, one of the newer players on the team, takes his position as the center.

My position. Just seeing him there makes me want to punch something. Punch him, more like. Not that it’s his fault, anyway. I’m the sole reason for my downfall.

The commentators overhead seem to have reached the same conclusion. “The Philly Titans have decided to bend to the overwhelming criticism and stick with Strafer over Edwards for this game.”

“Yeah, after their devastating brush against failure during their last game, the coaches knew they had to make some changes.”

A loud groan echoes around the stadium. I don’t need to look up to know that the media team is currently replaying the events of our last game a week ago on the screens overhead. I’d somehow managed to whack both the puck and my stick straight at our own goal, securing a win for our opponents.

“Don’t know what’s going on, but Edwards is not in the right mindset this season. Plenty of close shaves for him. Just look at that awful play up there. What the hell was that?”

“Might be time for the Titans to think of retiring him permanently.”

More groans and boos. My fingers fold into fists. Being trash talked by the commentators is a rite of passage for all hockey players, but I could do without the boos. I try to focus on my teammates. Most of them appear to be sympathetic—Blake looks like he’s seriously considering going up to the booth and throttling the men. I can also see Alex across the rink. He’s seated on one of the lower VIP seats directly in front of the ice, looking every bit as pissed as Blake. His wife Britney is next to him. She gives me a weak smile. There’s an empty seat beside her, and for a second, I wonder if she came with their two-year-old. It’s kind of good their boy isn’t here, though, because there’s a limit to how many sympathetic expressions I can see before I start to gag.

All things considered, I don’t even deserve their sympathy. For two weeks, I’ve been hanging out in their houses far longer than I should be and bumming their wives out. They’ve done more than enough for me.

“This is weird, huh? I don’t think you’ve ever sat on this bench before.”

It’s Sam, another new recruit on the team. He looks beyond excited at the prospect of finally being a player that he doesn’t seem to mind sitting on the sidelines. That kind of pisses me off, too.

“No.”

My tone seems to have clued him in to the fact that I’m not interested in talking, because he retreats and doesn’t make another peep.

The Boston Blades skate into the ring to loud applause. I listen as the commentators rattle off their rankings. My jaw feels even tighter. They’ve won every game since the beginning of the season. If we’d met them two games prior, we’d have fallen out of running entirely. It’s obvious that the crowd expects them to be the winners of today’s game.

The commentators seem to agree. Shortly followed by Coach Tanner, who glowers at me as he walks past the bench.

“Thanks a fucking lot, Edwards. Should’ve benched you while I had the chance.”

Yeah, you should have.

The game gets off to a rough start. I keep my eyes trained on Carl as he lines up for the face-off. He manages to win the draw against the Blades’ center as the puck drops. A mix of relief and envy churns inside me as he skates toward the opposing goal, with Blake and Luke flanking him. The Blades’ goalie quickly intercepts the puck and sends it flying down the ice, forcing our players to scramble back on defense.

It takes just two minutes for me to realize that, while Carl is a solid player, he doesn’t mesh well with Blake or Luke. Two or three times, he completely misses Blake’s signals to pass the puck, opting instead to go for Luke. He’s still green, not yet fluent in the unspoken communication I’ve developed with my teammates over years of playing together.

Coach Tanner is pacing by the bench, yelling obscenities. The crowd erupts as the Blades score their first goal of the game, slipping the puck past our goalie, Nelson. Just moments earlier, Carl had passed to Blake, not seeing that Luke was wide open.

“Damn it all to hell,” Tanner spits. I can feel his eyes on me, but I keep my gaze fixed on the ice. The last thing I need is another reminder of how this is all supposedly my fault.

The game resets, and thanks to some quick work by Blake and Luke, we manage to score, tying the game. But two minutes later, Carl fumbles an easy chance at a goal, and I can see Tanner turning purple with rage.

“Fine,” he spits, now coming to stand as close to me as he possibly can. “Tell me.”

I look up at him. I’m the farthest thing from an easily prickled guy, but lately, there’s been a fury brimming in me that I can’t control. It’s threatening to break free of my feeble hold.

“Tell you what?”

“What the hell is going on,” he spits. “Why you’re playing so bad.”

I raise a brow. This has got to be a record. Tanner has never asked anyone on the team about their personal lives, even in earlier years when he was more even-tempered.

“Nothing.”

“Oh, come on,” he growls. “The faster you tell me, the faster I can get you back on the ice. I want you in by the second period. We can fix whatever mental block you’ve got going before then.”

For the first time in weeks, an actual smile forms on my face, breaking through what feels like a sheet of ice. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not. Tell me what’s up. We’ll have a good talk. And then you’ll be back in fit fighting form.”

Now I’m half-grinning. It’s amazing that Coach Tanner actually believes that he can fix me in less than five minutes—a fucking problem that has been recurring all my life. Automatically, I glance across the ice, trying to catch Alex’s gaze.

There’s no need because he’s already watching Tanner and me talk. In fact, he looks like he’s been trying to catch my gaze. I raise my brows, signaling at Tanner’s insanity. But Alex doesn’t seem to care. Instead, with an almost apprehensive look in his eyes, he nods toward the seat beside his wife.

Which is not empty anymore.

Because Charlie Chapman is now in it.

My blood turns to ice, and then stone. As much as I want to deny it, I can’t. She’s locking her eyes with mine. Her face is bloodless, almost terrified. Still, it couldn’t be clearer that this isn’t a chance meeting. For one, she’s wearing her clingy green dress, the one she wore when she first told me about our marriage. Her hair is done in the same messy knot.

You have got to be fucking kidding me.

The memories come back instantly, fondling her through that slippery piece of material, rubbing my dick up against her, wanting her and wanting to unlock her hatred for me all at once…

A ball forms in my throat. It’s one thing to trample over my heart again and again. It’s another thing to hold a fucking party over its remains. What is she trying to do, make me lose my mind until I get cut from the team for good?

It takes a while to realize that Tanner is still talking. “…lost his focus for one of those games, but he’s back in form now, isn’t he?”

I tear my gaze from her. “What?”

“White!” Tanner spits, glancing over at Blake. “Your teammate. Lost his focus for a while over his woman, but he’s fine now, isn’t he? Is that what this is, a girl screwing with your head?”

“That’s one way to put it.” I want to look anywhere else, but I can’t fucking help myself. Like a magnet, my gaze seeks her out. She’s staring at me, open and unabashed. Reminds me of the day before we split for Christmas, how honest she was about wanting me, even admitting that she was jealous of another woman talking to me.

The night before everything turned into dogshit.

Tanner follows my gaze. I feel a sense of foreboding as he notices Charlie across the ice. “Who’s that girl?”

“No one.” Complete lie. Charlie Chapman has never been no one to me.

The buzzer goes off for the first period, and my team members start to skate back toward our side of the arena. Tanner still keeps his eyes locked on me.

“Is she the one messing with your head, Edwards?”

Alex and Britney are standing up. Charlie is too. I’ve got the nasty feeling that they are heading over. Blake is inches from us, obviously curious about our conversation, but he needs to focus on the game.

“She’s no one,” I growl.

I feel my blood boil beneath all this gear. I glance over at Coach—he’s turned his focus on the ice. Good. I shift forward, planting my skates on the rubber mat in front of the bench. I push myself up, my legs heavy with pads and frustration. The guys don’t even glance my way as I step past them. I hop over the boards, the plexiglass rattling slightly as I lean into it.

The sound of the crowd fades as I move toward the tunnel. I can feel the cold air on my face, but it’s not enough. I need more. I clomp down the concrete hallway, the noise of my skates echoing off the walls. I reach the door to the outside, push it open with my glove, and step out into the night. The frigid air hits me hard, but I welcome it, sucking in a deep breath.

Finally, some damn peace. I lean against the wall, letting the cold sink in, trying to tame the fire that’s burning inside me.

I take a moment to relish that Alex will be wasting time looking for me in the pack before having to inform Charlie I managed to slip past them.

Good, I think. Really, screw him for bringing her here.

The next ten minutes pass by in a blur. Finally, when I’m sure it’s almost time for the second period, I make my way back to the arena.

Tanner seizes me the moment I reappear in the vicinity of the bench.

“Where the fuck did you get off to?” he cries. “You’re going on the ice in five.”

I raise my brows. “What?”

“Yeah,” Luke, who’s right at his shoulder, confirms. “We’re not going to win this shit if you’re not out there. Strafer can’t read cues.” He mutters the last sentence in a monotone.

Blake merely grimaces his approval.

“I…” The word can’t is right on my lips before I pull it back. I’ve never been benched before, and now I’m about to turn down the offer to get back on the ice because of Charlie. I still don’t know why the fuck she’s here, but I’m not going to keep ruining my future because I’m too damn stupid to focus on my life.

“Fine,” I spit. Blake gives me a grin, while Tanner appears to be torn between relief and uncertainty.

I try to ignore the overhead commentators—“Looks like the Titans are making a daring move again, going for past glory over future potential.”—Blake claps me on the shoulder before skating away, Luke and Nelson right behind him. I’m left adjusting my gloves with Tanner at my right.

“A little advice, Edwards.” His voice comes out in a grudging whisper as he hands me my stick. He glances over at Charlie. “She’s not worth it.”

My throat tightens. Even after everything she’s done to me, my first instinct is to smash his face in for talking shit about Charlie.

“Maybe.” I look away from Tanner and pull on my helmet. “Maybe not.”

Then I skate onto the ice to a resounding din of boos.


TWENTY-ONE
ON THIN ICE (KEN)


Anger, more than anything, keeps me laser-focused.

In ten minutes, I’ve broken through the Blades’ defense twice and scored two goals—one of them unassisted. The boos from the crowd die off faster than I expected. Now the spectators are losing their minds, our opponents are getting more desperate with every play, and Coach Tanner is losing it on the bench, screaming his lungs out.

“Nice to have you back, Edwards!” Blake shouts as he skates by, nearly colliding with me in his excitement.

“Really, really fucking great,” Luke says from my other side.

Time is running down fast in the second period, but the Blades aren’t letting up. Their center drives hard toward our goal again, and we all tighten up on defense. Luke gains control of the puck and sends it my way with a solid pass. I manage to slip past their center and start charging toward their goal, but the buzzer sounds before I can take the shot.

“And that’s the buzzer for the end of the second period, folks! The Titans are showing why they’re the defending champions with that stunning comeback.”

“Not sure how the Blades are going to turn this around now. With Edwards back on the ice, they might as well pack up.”

“So, you go from being told to hang it up to being the best player out there,” Luke laughs, skating up beside me. “Figures.”

Blake flashes a quick middle finger up toward the broadcast booth. “Assholes.” He then turns to me and says, “Let’s head in for the intermission huddle.”

We skate off the ice together as the period ends. As soon as we hit the tunnel, a few cameras flash, and reporters start shouting questions. It’s not the full post-game chaos, but they’re already looking for soundbites.

“I know this happens every time,” Blake says. “But it still stuns me how you can go from being the most hated player to the most loved one in ten minutes. Alex went through this bullshit too. That’s what I dislike most about playing hockey.”

I shrug. Adrenaline is pulsing through me, and I feel more alive, more me, than I have in a very long time. Months even, since Charlie came back into my life. This is what I spent my life working toward, perfecting a sport and excelling at it. Being celebrated for it, even.

Still, there’s a niggling on the back of my neck. Like I can feel Charlie’s eyes digging into my back. I hate myself for it, but I’m still sort of wondering what she thought of that. Takes me back to high school, all our high school games that I always asked Charlie to attend, how much better I played knowing she was watching.

I just performed wonderfully now too. Only it was because I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing how horrible the past few weeks have been for me.

Still works, anyway.

The huddle passes by quickly. For once, Tanner and the other coaches seem more predisposed toward compliments than criticism. In no time at all, we’re cruising back to the ice and facing off against the defeated-looking Blades.

“You might as well quit now,” Nelson screams over the ice at them. Trash-talking opponents is a routine aspect of hockey.

“Not a chance in hell,” their left winger spits back.

“You alright, man?” Blake mutters. “Just saw her.”

My jaw tightens. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Against my better judgment, I look over at where Alex was sitting. Charlie’s still in her seat, staring at me. Like before, she appears to be terrified, but the look in her eyes also seems to say, “I'm not leaving here until I get to talk to you.”

I’m almost certain I’m not interpreting that correctly. Charlie has spent the last few months leading me on a wild goose chase. She’s not about to start pursuing me now. Unless, of course, she’s waiting for me to get stuck on her hook again, so she can reel me in once more.

Don’t know if I’m cut out for that. The memory of confronting my family at Christmas is still too fresh. Plus, the fact that Charlie actually believed that I would do something that awful to her. Deliberate or not.

“You don’t have to speak to her after the game, you know.” Blake is still darting cautious looks at the trio. “Don’t know what Alex and my sister were thinking. I’m going to have a talk with him when this is done.”

“Forget it.” Even if I’m pissed at Alex right now, I know that he’s doing what he thinks is best. There have been low moments, including a night where I told Faye and Blake the truth about Charlie’s broken ankle. Faye suggested therapy, which I turned down. Britney was the first to suggest reaching out to Charlie. I’d told her she could do that, but only because I suspected Charlie wouldn’t be willing to have a conversation anyway.

And now, bringing her here. Don’t know how this is supposed to help me heal, but I’m not going to stick around and find out.

The next twenty minutes pass by in a haze. I score one more goal and assist Luke and Blake for a goal apiece. The Blades pull back by one goal at the dying minute, but it makes next to no difference. The buzzer sounds with the scoreboard showing 5-2, in favor of the Titans. My teammates crash into me in jubilation as the crowd goes wild.

“Fucking did it!” Tanner’s distinctive scream seems to echo around the stadium. “I knew it. I knew you hadn’t lost your mojo, Edwards!”

I plaster a smile on my face, hugging and jumping along with everyone else. The commentators are now rattling off our stats, comparing them to the other teams in the playoffs. We still have a chance. That, more than anything, fills me with genuine happiness.

“An interview, Mr. Edwards?” The reporters are now fighting their way through the horde of Titans and fans alike. About twelve cameras are flashing in my direction, twice as many questions being shouted at me by people shoving mics in my face. Beside me, Luke and Nelson are being treated similarly.

I open my mouth to say something scathing, only I think better of it. If Charlie’s really trying to get my attention, nothing will dissuade her better than a pointedly long, drawn-out interview with these goons.

“Yeah, whatever.”

The questions are all over the place, from our chances in the playoffs to speculations about my surprising turnaround. I pick the least offensive query and start to rattle off some facts. The moment I’m done, more cameras flash and even more questions are asked. It goes on like that for a while.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Blake extricating himself from his own group with difficulty. I’m starting to consider doing just that when I hear Blake’s slightly raised voice. “No, not now.”

I turn around. He’s holding out his arm, and from the looks of it, he’s trying to stop someone from getting across to me.

Charlie.

Well, fuck it all to hell and back.

My core erupts in fiery madness. I knew Charlie was a daring woman. Only a certifiable lunatic would do everything she’s done so far, including traveling to Las Vegas and marrying me. But this, trying to talk to me in front of three dozen cameras, has broken my already-high expectations. Hell, even Alex and Britney, who are flanking her, look a little surprised by this turn of events.

Charlie doesn’t seem to notice the fact that Blake just spoke. She keeps her brown eyes glued to me.

“I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks now. I’m not going to let you keep avoiding me.”

The cameras all spin in her direction, heads turning her way. In seconds, about a hundred people—reporters and fans alike—are staring at her. But she doesn’t budge.

I’m almost impressed.

Almost.

“I have nothing to say to you.” My words ring clearly in the quietening crowd. Somewhere inside me, I feel a hint of regret. I haven’t had a single scandal since I started playing in the league, but that record’s going to be broken by the end of night.

Another reason to be grateful for Charlie’s re-entrance into my life.

She doesn’t seem put off by my rudeness. Taking two steps closer to me, she keeps staring me down. Blake’s arm falls limply, letting her pass. “Well, I have a lot to say to you. And as much as I would have liked this to be a private moment…” Her lower lip quivers for a second “…if you’re not going to give me that, then I’ll take this.”

“I’m not willing to give you even this.” A gasp runs through the crowd, and I see a slice of pain in Charlie’s eyes. Great, I think, mollified. Charlie always scurries away at the slightest hurt. This time, I’m going to use that to my advantage. “Leave, Charlie. Now.”

“No.”

A stronger gasp runs through the people standing by. I barely hear it. I’m too surprised.

She looks determined. Reminds me of the first day I walked into her restaurant, when she fired her chef. That’s the version of Charlie I’m dealing with now, the one that will either do something or die trying.

“I’m not going to take a lot of your time. But I’ve just got to tell you that…I’m sorry.” She swallows hard, and I catch a glint of tears in her eyes. “I’m really, really sorry.”

My own throat tightens with anger. An apology. Of course. I told her exactly how her ankle got broken, and then watched her freeze. My family disbelieving me was expected, if not welcome. But it was the silence from Charlie that shattered me almost beyond repair. Knowing she still thought I was capable of doing that to her. And siding with Kali over me again.

After everything, I’d done the one thing I said I wouldn’t do. Let myself fall for Charlie even with her horrible record. And once more, I’m stuck picking up the pieces. I’d be foolish to let her hurt me a third time.

“That all?” I ask. “Well, thanks. See you around.” I’ll send her a text later to pick up her stuff from my house, so we can get started on an annulment. The faster I get her out of my life, the better.

“No.”

Tension seems to ripple through the crowd as it does through me. What the hell is she playing at now? “What?”

“That’s not all.” She steps even closer. Tears spill down her cheeks, and I feel my heart burn in spite of myself. “I also want to tell you that I love you.”

More cameras clicking. Gasps around the arena. My teammates are still pressing against me, but we could as well be the only two people in the world right now. Hell, time just stopped and blended into nothing.

There’s no way I heard that right.

“I’ve always loved you.” She wipes away her tears, but more rivulets come flowing down her face. “I think I loved you from the first moment I met you. How could I not? You’re the most amazing man. But I was too damn scared. I never wanted to deal with the possibility of losing you, so I kept it in check and locked away. But I know better now. Life without you has lost its color. I don’t want to spend even one second away from you.”

The two halves of my brain collide and combust all at once. It is happening right in front of me, probably being streamed live on a dozen social media platforms, but I still can’t believe it.

Ten long years after confessing my love for her, Charlie’s finally saying everything I’ve wanted to hear. Finally admitting that she loves me.

I don’t even know what to think. Or what to say.

“You’re kidding.”

She shakes her head slowly, closing the gap between us. Taking my hand in hers, she grips it tightly.

“I love you, Kenneth Edwards. Always have, always will.”

I stare down at her beautiful eyes streaming with tears. The sincerity in them is as clear as day, the love sparkling bright in those orbs.

I’m still in disbelief, but the truth is starting to break through those layers, like weak sun rays splitting through ice.

Charlie Chapman is in love with me.


TWENTY-TWO
THE REAL VICTORY (CHARLIE)


It’s been an hour since I left the arena, and I still can’t control my trembling fingers.

“Alright,” comes Haley’s impressed voice over the phone. “How do you feel?”

“I don’t know.” The truth is that there are so many emotions crashing around inside me that it would be impossible to explain my feelings accurately. Breathing hard, I glance around at Ken’s apartment. I haven’t been in here for a whole month, but it still feels more like home than my place with Haley ever did.

My heart jolts in my chest as I think of what happened after I told Ken I love him. His face was priceless. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look that way before, a mixture of fear and hope and joy all at once. Until that moment, I was sure I was appealing to a block of granite, someone who would never listen to me.

But then, my confession changed everything. It happened so fast, Ken pulling me out of the crowd of people gathered around us and shoving me into a private car. He asked the driver to head home, telling me that he’d be there shortly so we could talk.

So, in all, not the best-case scenario. It’s not like he accepted my confession by kissing me in front of everyone, or even said it back. But him asking me to come back here makes me hopeful.

Also anxious. Very anxious.

Thankfully, I was able to call Haley. She’s trying her best to distract me from the momentous occasion, but she’s failing miserably.

“Holy shit,” she mutters. “One of your videos just went up to ten million views on TikTok. It’s been one hour!”

“Thanks.” All I need is to imagine how many people are branding me an idiot on social media right now.

“Sorry,” she mutters. “But this is such good publicity for the restaurant! People will be dying to see you.”

“We already have all the publicity we need.” Lots of people were trooping in every day for the chance to eat where Faye once served. It’s gotten so busy that Haley and I started discussing opening a new branch a few days ago. My heart swells with gratitude for the pop icon. Not just because she basically cemented our success, but because of her words, the one that convinced me to go after what I want.

Do you love him enough to do something about it?

I made my decision then and there. Ken is my one true love. He has proven time and again that he would do anything for me. He helped me save my restaurant even when he knew I disliked him, no strings attached.

I need to be willing to do anything for him, too.

I hear the lock click. I stand up, my heart hammering within my chest.

“He’s here,” I mutter, surprised at how normal I sound even if I’m mentally having a breakdown right now. “I’ve got to go.”

I hang up the call just as Ken walks in. He’s out of his hockey gear and now wearing a pair of brown sweatpants, similar to the ones he had on at Christmas. His facial expression could not be any more different, though. Back then, he looked murderous.

Now, he just looks blank.

“Sorry. Got held up,” he says. His tone is even, indecipherable.

“It’s fine.” I hate the nervous quiver in my voice.

My heart is like a caged hummingbird, beating wildly. I want to say something, but I can’t think of anything appropriate. The silence stretches out between us as we stare at each other. The minutes tick by, and we keep staring.

I barely even notice the time pass. Just looking at Ken feels like a soothing balm for the weeks past, when I was desperate for a glimpse of him. And now…I soak him in again and again. His devastatingly handsome face, his breathtaking body. Best of all, him. His heart, the picture of pure innocence. The boy, the man I was always meant to be with.

“Fuck it,” I hear Ken mutter. In seconds, he’s crossed the room to me. I let out a small gasp as he pulls me to him and kisses me. I melt into a puddle, joy eclipsing me as I put my arms around him. Finally, I think, blinking away tears. For the first time, there’s really nothing standing between us.

But just as suddenly as the kiss started, Ken pulls away from me, taking a step back.

“Wait.” He holds out a hand. His eyes are tortured and clouded with something close to fear as he looks at me. “Wait. Before anything happens, I’ve got to know everything. That you mean this. That this isn’t a sick joke. Because…” He breaks off, and I catch a glimpse of the unloved teenage boy he once was. “Because I’ve wanted this for so long, Charles. And I don’t want this to fall apart because you decide in a few months you’re no longer interested.”

I did hurt him as much as his parents and brother did. My selfish interest in protecting myself at the expense of everything did that. I’d been so obsessed with never getting hurt that I refused to face the obvious. Ken would never hurt me. He would tear himself apart many times over to ensure I was whole. Doesn’t matter how I felt about love growing up under my mother. Ken’s different.

“I mean, just two weeks ago, you heard me tell everyone that my brother caused your broken ankle. And you still believed him when he denied it.”

“No,” I say instantly. “I believed you. But I was too shocked and ashamed to react in that moment. I knew I hurt you more than anyone else on that porch, and I didn’t think you deserved having me around. I thought we could talk when I came back to the city, but you were already gone.”

Ken just stays silent. His eyes are still clouded, and it breaks my heart to see him like this.

“I have a lot to apologize for,” I continue, my voice cracking. “I’ve handled everything poorly since we were kids. But not anymore. I’m ready to turn this into a real marriage, ready to use the rest of my life to show you I’m sorry for everything. You’re always going to be home for me, Ken Edwards.”

I walk over to him now, taking his larger hands in mine. I feel a tremor run through his body before he collapses on me in a hug. I put my arms around him again, my heart breaking and mending all at once. His own hands roam down my back and hips.

“Fuck, Charlie. You’re the worst acid trip ever. And yet, I can’t help taking the ride over and over.”

I let out a giggle for what feels like the first time in months. “I’m sorry.” Feels like I’m never going to be able to apologize enough. “I know I disrupted your usual routine today, and your friend Blake probably hates me now.”

“On the contrary,” I hear Ken mutter against my hair. “He’s kind of in awe. Hijacking a hockey rink to confess your love… He did something similar when he first started going out with Faye. You earned his respect. He was adamant I listen to you.”

I pull back slightly to look at him. All of the pain of the last few weeks seems to have burned off into nothingness. Yet, there’s still a pang of disbelief in my heart.

“So, this is it? We’re together now, for real?” My own words cause a weakening of my knees. Not out of fear or even nervousness, though, but of the purest form of excitement.

“Well…” Ken draws me closer again, nuzzling my neck. My breath stills as his hands find my ass cheeks, his fingers digging into the soft flesh. “We’ll be together in a minute or so, when I start showing you how much I missed you. But for now, it’s enough for me to know that you love me. And that I love you.”

It’s only the second time I’m hearing him say that, but it feels like the millionth time. Ken has showed me the truth behind those words many times before, more than anyone I’ve ever known.

I open my mouth to restate my love, but I can’t find the words—he’s already pulling my gown upward, pulling apart my thighs. I moan as he slips a finger inside me, my muscles clenching around him. My brain shuts down as he peels the dress off me. His hardness grazes against my thighs, lighting several fires inside me.

I reach upward to kiss him on the lips, still bereft of words but overcome with passion.

Maybe this is one of the times I’m better off showing than telling, too.


EPILOGUE
FULL CIRCLE (CHARLIE)



Five months later…

Seriously, Las Vegas bars are just different. And not in a good way.

I quell the stream of discomfort in my belly as I look around the room. Why does this place have to be so dark, anyway? I can’t make out any person’s features, even those closest to me. Still, the noise is deafening. People drinking, dancing, partying loudly. Even the people huddled in the booths in the far corner of the room are making noise by drumming on their tables.

At least I don’t have to go all the way over there this time. “Meet me at the bar,” he said.

Striding across the room, I keep my head up, adjusting my skirt as I walk. It’s a slightly longer version of the one I wore last time, but it still rides up my thighs as I move. A strong wave of déjà vu hits me with every step I take. It feels like I’ve lived this scene of my life before.

That’s kind of true. Only, I get to live it again without the bundle of anxiety and nerves that riddled me last time. I already know that this story ends well.

The farther I walk in, the darker the room gets. The bar is spread out to my right side, several feet of gleaming mahogany wood raised above dozens of barstools. I walk by several of these, only stopping at the far end, where I finally see him.

Ken. He’s grown out his hair over the past few months, and the dark waves curl around his chin and over his ears. His handsome face seems to glow, and his smile lights a fire in the pit of my stomach.

My heart misses a beat. I only saw him a few hours ago, but right now, it feels like it’s been days. My knees feel weaker as I close the gap between us. I start to reach for the stool beside him, but then…

“Fuck that.” He pats his thigh. “Come sit on my lap.”

A grin forms on my face. “That subtle, huh?”

“I’ve gone hours without feeling your skin against mine. I’m going to say fuck subtlety.”

I sit down on him. His arms wrap around me, and I melt against him. Just eleven months ago, Ken and I were right in this spot, and I was trying to work through the smartest-slash-dumbest idea in the world, depending on who you asked. My life was a mess.

And now, life couldn’t be any better. First, the restaurant is thriving. Over the past few months, I’ve managed to pay off all my loans, including to my parents. We’re opening up another location in Fishtown because of the demand. The Faye hype is far from gone. People still troop in every day, mostly because we have carved out a brilliant niche for ourselves—meals with a genuine homemade feel.

But that’s not even the best part. That award goes to Ken, my husband. I’m still filled with amazement when I think of being married to him. We never did have a formal ceremony. We didn’t feel the need, since we were already legally married. Having a real marriage involved heartfelt midnight conversations and therapy sessions, but it was still the most fulfilling part of my life. Literally, it feels like I’ve been waiting for this since I was born.

“How was the party?” I ask. Three weeks ago, the Philly Titans finished the season as the second best in the league. In usual fashion, they came out to Las Vegas to celebrate. But Ken missed most of these outings because he’d been hanging out with me. Today, I decided to kick him out of our hotel room to go for one of their meetups.

“Boring.” He nuzzles deeper into my neck. “Couldn’t wait to leave. We’ll be meeting for some drinks here in a while, but at least I’ve got this time with you first.”

His cock is digging into my thighs, confirming his words. I rub against him automatically, moaning at the friction of our bodies together.

“Keep up with that, and I’m going to screw you right here,” he groans. “Lord knows I was this close to doing it the last time we were here.”

“A lot almost happened the last time we were here.” I look around the bar, grateful that we get to be here again. “And I’m grateful for all of them.”

“Are you sure about that?” Ken’s voice is slightly amused as he pulls away from me.

I feel a lick of embarrassment. “If you’re talking about those viral videos…” Those were most certainly a low point of the past year. For a month or so, people actually came to the restaurant merely to gawk at the girl who, to pull a quote from the internet, “brazenly declared her love without shame.” Ken didn’t get away easily either. For weeks, he was bombarded with questions about me in his interviews. It took a lot of PR photos—sponsored by the Philly Titans—to reduce the attention.

“I wasn’t talking about them.” Ken sounds even more amused. “I was talking about my brother.”

I groan. Kali’s the last person I want to remember right now, although it is satisfying to think that he got his comeuppance in some way. My public confession must have clued him into the fact that I believed what Ken said because he gave a hasty confession to his parents.

“Definitely not grateful for those moments,” I admit. Ken’s parents had been shattered. Even my mother was taken aback by it. It shook both families hard. Interestingly enough, I was the least affected. Looking back, I was always more hurt by the fact that Ken could have caused the accident than I was about the accident itself. Kali being the preparator merely makes me feel pity for him, especially now, when I’m finally carving out a fulfilling path for myself.

“Yeah, they were more hilarious than anything, like my mother coming up to my apartment and finally admitting that she overlooked me my entire life.”

I squeeze his hand. Both our relationships with our parents have undergone radical transformations. While Ken’s parents are trying to make amends with their only son whose whereabouts are known, my mother is starting to come around to the idea that she never really knew me. It is a lot of work, but it also involves a lot of pay off. For one, Elizabeth is not averse to giving her new daughter-in-law new recipes that keep my customers wanting more.

“What would you change about the last year?” I ask suddenly. It’s not a question I’ve ever thought of before, but it feels right to ask it now.

Ken pauses for a moment. “Nothing,” he says a second later. “Only…”

“What?” I ignore the pang of anxiety that crawls up my spine. I’m no longer terrified of losing Ken, but I’ve got to admit that this sometimes feels too good to be true.

“I’d like to have a real wedding. One where we are both sober and both know what we’re doing.”

I giggle. “I’ve never pictured myself in a white dress. Or holding on to a folder and barking orders.”

“So what?” Ken places two fingers on my chin, tugging my face around to look at him. “Let our mothers handle the planning. Since they’re both desperate to make amends, they can start there. I want a wedding I can fully remember. Where I say vows to you. It’s been my lifelong dream.”

And here I thought I couldn’t be happier. “Yeah,” I say, “Let’s do that.”

Ken gives a whoop, nuzzling into my neck again and giving my skin gentle bites. The light airy feeling between us is suddenly replaced by thick, sensual energy. I moan, caught up in the middle of it. Ken is hardening against me again, and I feel glad about the fact that I’m only wearing a thong. If I were to slip it to the side and Ken were to pull down his zipper, then…

“The Edwards!”

I yelp at the voice, looking around at the same time Ken does. My cheeks burn as I see that we’re now being watched by a sizable portion of the Philly Titans team and their partners. Blake is right in front of the little crowd, grinning broadly with his arms outstretched.

For the first time in my life, I’m completely fine with the ground opening up and swallowing me whole.

“Hi,” I hear myself stammer. As a fairly new addition to the team outings, nothing can be more awkward than having them walk in on Ken groping me.

‘Hi, Charlie.” Blake’s eyes are twinkling. “You ready for us? Or are you…indisposed?”

I know Blake is only teasing, while Brit and the other girls merely seem amused. Still, this is beyond embarrassing.

Ken appears to be more predisposed toward anger than humiliation. “Fuck off, Blake.” His hands are still gripping me tightly to him, and he’s making no move to back off.

“My bad. You know how it is. I’ve got to blow off some steam, since my wife can’t come out with me without shutting down Las Vegas.” His grin is getting eviler by the minute. “But I get that you guys are in that newlywed stage.”

“Can’t really call it that,” Alex chips in. “Since they’ve been married for about a year.”

Kill me now.

“Well…” Holding on to me more firmly, Ken raises me up and sets me on my feet. He rises a second later. “It’ll please you to know we’re getting married, for real this time. And you’re all invited, except for Blake.”

A small cheer goes around the group. Suddenly, I’m being hugged by the girls, while Ken is getting pats on the back. I hug them, my embarrassment burning off in the wake of their joy. Even with the little lapses, it feels good to be celebrated by the group.

“Congratulations, you guys,” Blake says, giving me a quick hug. “I’ve got to text Faye. She predicted this would happen. Plus, fuck you, Ken. I’m going to come to your wedding, whether or not you approve.”

“We should get to our table,” Nelson says, as Blake peels away to text his wife.

Ken puts his arm around me. I snuggle into him as we all walk toward the booth together. Brit is already discussing wedding theme colors, and Luke’s girlfriend, Lisa, is going on about dress styles. Evidently, our mothers are going to have to get in line if they want to plan this wedding. I listen to the girls, catching on to their excitement, taking mental notes.

It’s time to open another chapter of my brand-new, amazing life.

THE END
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Then you’ll love The Pucking Bad Boy, An Enemies to Lovers Secret Baby Hockey Romance.
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A wild romp at a masked party should have no consequences.

Save for my walk of shame the next day...all the way to labor and delivery.

Seven years later I’m a single mom, writing an article on the hockey league’s biggest heartbreaker.

He’s cocky, captivating, and intent on scoring… with me.

I really didn’t think we would get this friendly this fast.

And that’s when I recognize the unusual birthmark on his thigh.

The one I noticed on my mystery man seven years ago.

The same one I see on my son every single day…

He has no idea who I am, and I don’t plan on telling him.

But when he meets my son, something stirs behind those brooding eyes.

And now, I have two hearts to protect.

My son’s and my own.

START READING THE PUCKING BAD BOY NOW


THE PUCKING BAD BOY








PROLOGUE



Parties have never been my thing. Especially not on Halloween.

The ones I have been to since I started at NYU are almost interchangeable: outrageous costumes, a mass of screaming, drunken bodies, lots of booze and cheap candy that sticks to your teeth.

I have avoided them since my freshman year.

Until now.

I frown at my roommate as she drags me up the stairs. “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I complain for probably the twentieth time tonight.

Carol rolls her eyes at me. “I need you to keep watch,” she says as we step into the hall of a musty, dark building, and she proceeds to drag me toward the elevator. “Remember? It’s Mark’s party, and I’m scared I’m going to embarrass myself by drinking too much. You’re my sober sponsor.”

I let out an aggrieved sigh. The last year of rooming with her has been the best of my college experience. And so, for the sake of our friendship, I must endure whatever this night brings for the next couple of hours.

“Fine,” I hiss as she pushes the elevator button. “We’re going to be in and out of here in three hours, though. Deal?”

Carol flashes me a sloppy smile. “Don’t get all serious with me. This party is probably the most exclusive in all of NYU. You might even end up meeting someone.”

“I doubt that. Chicks before dicks. Remember my motto?” Unlike Carol, my romantic life in college was less of a messy Halloween party and more like a graveyard. I had not had a boyfriend since sophomore year, when my ex, Patrick, had called it off in the middle of screwing me. I still feel some embarrassment whenever I remember that particularly humiliating moment of my life.

“I don’t think I can do this anymore,” he had sighed in my ear, his penis growing limp. “You are exhausting. I’m tired of your weird kinks and having to tell you what to do all the time. It’s too much. You’re too much.”

Ew. Couldn’t he at least have waited to tell me that after he made me come?

“Here,” Carol says, slipping her hand into her jacket and passing me something as we walk into the elevator. I brace myself for a mini bottle of vodka or some other alcohol—sobriety for Carol is anything before four drinks. But when I look down, I see it’s an elaborate feather mask that will cover my whole face.

“What’s this for?” I want to chuck it back at her.

“It’s a masked party. It’s Halloween, girl.” She has the gall to sound exasperated. “A lot of cool students are here. Rich ones, future national athletes, a few guys visiting from Cornell. Go and play.”

I let out another sigh. This party was sounding lamer by the minute, but maybe it was a good thing no one will be able to recognize me.

I slip the mask on just as the elevator doors open, spilling us into a musty corridor. Carol leads me to the second door on the right. Loud music is blasting through the speakers even before we approach the room. She slips on her black cat mask, and we walk through the half-open door.

It’s a regular party, with a lot of screaming and dancing in the vast apartment. No one gives us a second glance.

“I’ll go find Mark,” Carol screams in my ear. “If I’m not back in half an hour, come look for me—maybe in the bathroom.”

I start to protest, but she lets go of my hand and disappears into the crowd.

Great, I think, pushing past the teeming mass of sweating bodies and heading toward the kitchen counter, the least crowded place in the room. I dump myself on one of the sticky bar stools, wishing I was back in my dorm.

“What are you supposed to be?”

I jump at the sound of the voice.

Male. Hard. Dominant.

I turn around to look at him. He towers over me. His face is hidden behind a Bauta, a Venetian mask covering the whole face with a prominent nose and no mouth. He’s dressed in a Henley that hugs his frame, revealing a bulging chest and muscles. And while he does look good, I’m mostly intrigued by one thing.

There is something primal about the barely contained power of his body. Men never make me nervous. But I feel tiny beads of sweat on my brow. “What are you supposed to be?” I ask instead, making sure to display the very image of calmness.

He takes a step closer, the dark eyes underneath the mask boring into me. “Someone who expects answers when they ask questions.”

I swallow. Hard. Heat pools between my thighs.

This guy is arrogant, bordering on rude.

But I don’t feel put off by it at all. Quite the contrary.

Mystery man is the complete opposite of my ex. He would surely not complain about me being too much.

That awareness sends desire leaping into my core.

“So…” he murmurs, taking a step closer. “Who are you?”

My skin tingles. It doesn’t occur to me to not answer him.

“A pissed-off roommate,” I mutter, staring down at my jeans. Not exactly appropriate wear for a Halloween party.

Hidden behind the mask, I can’t tell if he cracked a smile at my joke, but I imagine it anyway. He leans over, hooks two fingers underneath my chin, and raises my head to his.

I inhale sharply. His scent fills my nostrils. He does nothing, merely stares at me through the eye slits of his mask.

He doesn’t need to do much.

Because I feel my arousal. I had no idea how needy I was until he touched me.

“I bet you’re pretty,” he murmurs, setting a spark off in my chest. “Follow me.”

He takes one of my hands, pulling me to my feet. Dazed, I obey him. I have never been in a situation like this, but once more, I’m unable to stop myself from doing what he ordered me to.

Maybe I subconsciously wanted to be a part of something like this for a long time. And I had absolutely no idea.

He leads me through the mass of people lounging around the corridor, toward the back of the apartment. Finally, he opens a door to what seems like a walk-in closet.

“After you, milady.” He bows.

Entering a closet with a complete stranger must be one of the most reckless things you could do at a masked party, where few social norms apply.

But the glimmer of excitement in the pit of my belly makes it easy to ignore common sense.

My body is in flames.

We walk into the confined space, and he bangs the door shut behind us. The moment the door clicks, without a warning, he flips me to face the wall, while his hands, hard and warm, grab my breasts, stroking them and pulling my shirt aside.

Without wanting to, I moan, backing up against him. A strange boldness wraps itself around me, and I’m suddenly pushing myself up against him. He reaches down and grabs a fistful of my ass. Another rasping breath escapes my throat.

“Good girl,” he mutters, his fingers wrapping around my neck, squeezing gently. His voice is a rumble, sending sparks along my nerve endings and heating the blood in my veins. “Here are the rules. If at any point you decide you don’t like our game anymore, you say ‘stop,’ and I’ll let you go. Understood?”

I nod my head, my heart banging in my chest. Somehow, this stranger is revealing and fulfilling my wildest fantasy all at once.

His fingers work at my jeans, tugging and shoving. Suddenly, he is yanking them all the way down, and the lower half of my body is bare.

“Nice ass,” he grunts as I step out of them. His palm spanks one of my cheeks, making it jiggle. His words are blunt and unfeeling, revealing no emotion at all. And somehow, that makes me pine for him harder. Has he done something like this before?

I close my eyes and push my ass into him, desperate to feel him.

“Easy,” he says, yanking me away from him. “I want to enjoy you. Every single second I get to fuck you.”

His words make my nipples stand at attention.

I don’t just want him anymore. I need him.

And then, without the slightest warning, he tugs away the crotch area of my panties and digs his fingers into my pulsating center.

A scream rips out of me without warning.

He pulls me closer, and for the first time, I feel the full strength of his erection, hard and throbbing, pressing against my ass.

“You’re wet for me,” he says, pulling out his fingers. The next thing I know, he is sliding them under my mask and parting my lips, forcing me to suck my own fluid off them. “I like you wet.”

Everything about this is a wet fever dream.

I hear him tug at his pants and briefs, the ripping of a condom. When I turn around, I catch a quick glimpse of him sliding it on. He is… perfect. Huge, thick, hard and throbbing. An unusual, large birthmark the shape of a vase graces his inner thigh.

I hold my lips tightly, aware that I’m trembling with anticipation.

And then, he is up against me, lining his cock against my entrance, teasing my opening with his tip. His hands find my breasts, squeezing hard.

“I want to hear how much you want me,” he mutters in my ear. “Right now.”

Another lick of pleasure rises up in my belly.

“Please,” I gasp. “Fuck me.”

He pushes into me in a single, slow thrust, leaving me breathless. Then he pulls out slowly before slamming into me again, this time with no gentleness.

Exactly the way I had hoped Patrick would.

I keep my eyes shut against the throes of pleasure, letting myself enjoy every second of him filling me. Tonight is all I have with him. Tomorrow, this will be a fever dream, and years from now, I will remember it as the best hookup I had in my entire life.

Or so I thought.

Two months later, I’m sitting on the toilet seat, staring down at a pee-stained stick with a cross sign on top.

The sign that changed my life for good.

CONTINUE READING REGGIE AND HARPER’S STORY
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