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RUNAWAY BRIDE


I’m nervous. All brides are jittery on their wedding day. It shouldn’t be unusual, even for an international pop star with two albums gone platinum.

This is the first day of the rest of my life. I’ll get married and close the door to a lot of possibilities. And since I’ve been with only one man, I’m closing the door to plenty of could-have-beens.

My anxiety is rising, and I turn around the empty room, seeking something or someone that could comfort me. But there’s no one around. The makeup artists and stylists who have been turning me into a bride for the last three hours just stepped out to “give me a little bit of space.” My dad and stepmother are probably watching over the one-thousand-capacity hall they insisted was indispensable for my wedding. All of my bridesmaids—who are also my backup singers on a normal workday—are stashed in another room, mostly because we don’t know how to interact outside of a professional setting.

I take a deep breath as sweat beads on my forehead. Soon, my anxiety is going to spiral into a full-blown panic attack. I’m desperate to keep calm, if only not to ruin the thousands of dollars spent on my appearance.

I need to find someone who’s going to reassure me that I am, in fact, making the right choice. I should know by now. I have written dozens of songs about Ben and our love story, songs that made me a millionaire at age twenty and convinced other young women that there is love out there waiting for them.

And I barely had to fib when I composed the songs. Sure, I added and omitted a few details, but our love story was still a great one. At the beginning, at least. No one else knows that it had dwindled over seven years. But it was perking up recently. His proposal was flawless. On a private yacht amid the vast Hawaiian sea, we were encircled only by the sky above and dolphins below. It was a dreamy, romantic moment.

Dwelling on our dwindling intimacy isn’t necessary, nor on the numbness I feel in his presence, replaced only by a lingering ache for the man I envision him to be—the one immortalized in my songs.

I turn around the empty room again. Even the memory of his proposal is not enough to push the slowly rising panic aside. The truth is that most of the time, I’m not even sure Ben wants to be with me.

This time, someone comes to mind: Diana, my chief bridesmaid and stepsister, courtesy of my dad’s marriage to her mother. She’s not exactly a friend—not that I have many of those—but if nothing else, she could manage to calm me down.

I gather my pearl-studded wedding dress that feels as if it weighs a hundred pounds—thanks to Alexander McQueen and my stepmom, who pushed for an intricate design that ended up costing upward of two hundred grand.

“The world has been hearing you sing about your love story with Ben for seven years! We have to give them something worth looking at. This is the wedding of the century, Faye darling. Act like it.”

I need to remember her advice now more than ever.

Plastering a smile on my face, I push open the door and saunter out of the room. There’s no one in the hallway, which means I drop my smile a second later as I stride along the doors. I pass the rooms of my backup singers turned bridesmaids, my dad and stepmother, and the groomsmen. Ben is as awkward at making friends as I am. Not that he has an excuse, since he doesn’t work anymore and has all the time in the world. But most of his groomsmen are random guys my dad enlisted.

Finally, I’m in front of Diana’s suite. It’s the last one on the left, adjacent to the elevator. I look over at the lift before I take a deep breath and knock. No response. I try the handle. The door is propped open, the Do Not Disturb sign having gotten in the way. She’s probably in the shower. Even if she’s technically my sister, I don’t know her all that well. My dad got married when I was eighteen, shortly before I became a nationwide singing sensation, which did not give me much time for family bonding.

I open the door and step in, expecting to see an empty, perfectly made-up space. Maybe even the sound of running water from the shower, and Diana belting one of my songs at the top of her lungs.

But I don’t see or hear either of those.

Instead, I spot Diana, dressed in the dowdy peach gown her mother approved for the bridesmaids, pressed to the wall with her arms slung around a man who, even if his back is turned to me, is instantly recognizable as a groomsman since he’s dressed in a sparkling white suit. Her legs are wrapped around his waist, and his pants seem to be hanging loose on his hips. There is no mistaking what they are doing, and I gasp, surprised and embarrassed.

This announces my presence, and in the next second, they are springing apart. Diana lets out a panicked yell and drops her legs to the ground, adjusting her dress around her hips. And then, the man turns around, and what feels like a bucket of ice drops to the center of my stomach.

Because it’s not a groomsman that was balls deep in my stepsister.

It’s Ben, my soon-to-be husband.

I stare. I’m literally unable to think, move, or react.

Diana’s eyes fill with tears almost instantaneously, and Ben hastily pulls up and buttons his pants. She moves toward me, the very image of the remorseful woman.

“Faye, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I want you to know I didn’t plan this and . . .”

But I’m not paying her any attention. I’m looking at Ben, the man I’m supposed to marry. In a few minutes. The person everyone is convinced is the love of my life.

He’s staring right back at me. I would have expected some emotion on his face. Perhaps contrition. I would even settle for guilt.

But he maintains a hard, unflinching glare. Kind of how I imagine he would be looking if he was the one to find out that his fiancé was cheating on him.

I hear footsteps behind me, and I numbly turn to see my father and stepmother enter the room.

“There you are!” my stepmother exclaims, her voice filled with relief. “We just went to your room, and you weren’t there. You won’t believe how crazy the reporters are being. It’s like all the celebrities in the world decided to show up. I know they all RSVP’d, but! Gosh, the number of pictures I’m going to be taking today.” She pauses and takes in a small, sharp breath. “But it’s all about you, Faye, of course, and the pictures you’ll be in.”

Right.

My father is way less exuberant. He has his usual expression on. Like the one a judge would wear when sentencing a man to life in prison. “What’s going on here?”

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. A dizzying sensation hits me, and I sway. Immediately, my dad’s arms grab me. His hold is rough, and he steadies me before quickly pulling away, as though he cannot bear to touch me for longer than absolutely necessary. A still-working part of my brain ruminates on the fact that Ben hasn’t even tried to reach out for me.

“Careful,” my stepmother says with a titter. “We paid a lot of money for that dress, and there are way too many cameras out there. You wouldn’t want to get a stain on it.”

Again, I observe how neither of them asks what’s wrong with me. But I’m also focused on other things, like her words.

We paid a lot for that dress.

The wedding was never truly mine. My opinions had mattered little during the planning. I had always wanted a small, simple wedding, not the gargantuan monster my stepmother orchestrated.

This reminds me of my career. How it got kickstarted when my father decided to push me into the music industry as a teen. How even now, I find it easier to just go along with what he wants—like coming out with song after song about Ben—than actually doing what my soul tells me.

Most days, I don’t even know what I want.

My father notices the lipstick stain on Ben’s face and seems to finally put things together. I watch as my stepmother follows his gaze and horror dawns on her face.

This is it, I think, and in spite of the circumstances, I feel a thrill run through me. I have watched plenty of movies, and I know what’s going to unfold. My dad going for Ben, maybe throwing a punch at him for daring to betray me like that. Then holding me close and telling me he is sorry.

Not that my dad has ever been one to show his love for me that much. The most I’ve gotten from him in terms of affection was an approving nod after my first album went platinum.

He doesn’t do any of that.

“Jesus, Ben,” he spits at my fiancé. “You couldn’t wait five goddamn minutes for the ceremony to be over?”

His words wash over me and leave a sickening feeling in my gut.

What is happening?

“Wash your face off,” my stepmother says, her voice muted. “We’ve got a lot of important people down in the hall, and we have to give them something to see. We’ll resolve this later, as a family.”

Something to see.

Even infidelity does not supersede the fact that the show must go on. Because that’s what my whole life is. A show.

“I’ll get the makeup artists to come for you.” My dad’s voice is mechanic. Kind of how he sounds when directing my instrumentalists off stage. “You’re a little sweaty. Diana, I need you to make sure all the other bridesmaids are ready. Ben, go get your guys in order. We only have twenty minutes until you both walk down the aisle.”

I stare in a daze as Diana shuffles past me, closely followed by Ben. My stepmother casts a nervous glance at me before slipping out. My father meets me with the same measured gaze before he walks out as well.

I stand in the room, alone again. My mind races with the lyrics of the song I released half a year ago.

In your eyes, I find a truth so bold,

A story untold, in whispers and gold.

You’re the missing piece, my heart’s refrain,

In your embrace, I’m whole again.

When I was writing it, I yearned for those words to be true. But now, I face the cold reality I’ve been hiding from for a long while. Even now, seeing what Ben just did, I feel nothing but disbelief. I don’t feel hurt, betrayed, or outraged.

Quiet tears run down my cheeks as I close my eyes.

I have no idea how long I have been content living this lie, pretending I’m in a dream relationship with a man who worships me. Talking my dad up in interviews as a perfect father when I know he doesn’t speak to me apart from giving me directions regarding my career.

Right now, it’s too suffocating. It’s hard to exist one second longer in this space. I’m suddenly filled with a desperate need to leave, but not just the room, or even the hotel. Rather, my very own skin.

I settle on getting out of here first. I’m back in the empty hallway, and the first thing I spot is the elevator.

Do I even dare?

Oh yes, I damn well do.

My pulse accelerates, my heart pounding against my chest with such force that my ribs start to hurt from within. I’ve been a superstar for almost a decade. In that time, I have not been caught once in the slightest hint of a scandal. I’m the picture-perfect, all-star American girl with a guitar.

The headlines flash in my head with dizzying clarity:

International rock star disappears from the wedding with the “love of her life.”

Trouble in paradise?

Faye Strummer backs out of the wedding with Benjamin Fletcher.

And if the news about the cheating leaks:

Faye’s Strummer’s lifelong lover cheats on her on their wedding day.

I can imagine the huge fallout on the internet when my fans learn that my love life isn’t the bed of roses I had led them to believe, being branded a liar who made people develop unrealistic expectations, the decline of the sale of my albums, the eventual ruin of my career.

And yet, the thought of walking down the aisle to a man I feel nothing for, while being cheered on by my fans, feels even worse.

My heart bangs in my chest as I press the button on the elevator. The doors open, and I slip inside. It feels like a whole hour, but it has to be mere moments until I’m spilling out of it, heavy gown trailing behind me. The foyer is empty, save for a receptionist, who’s sitting at the polished surface of her desk.

I run toward the front of the lobby, flying past the startled woman. The hotel grounds are in front of me, perfectly manicured lawns hedged by rosebushes. No one is in sight. I continue to run, not even pausing to think of where I’m going or what I’m doing. My heart is somersaulting in my chest, and I feel hot tears running down my cheeks.

But I don’t stop.

Not until I collide against a solid wall.

I scream, the sound lurching from my throat at the same moment I’m fighting to regain balance. But it’s too late.

I’m already falling.

Suddenly, there’s a pair of strong sinewy arms crushing me to a too-broad chest, holding me tighter and more carefully than my dad has ever done, cushioning the fall with his body as we both dive toward the ground. I catch a glimpse of blond hair and the shock in a pair of azure eyes before I feel the dull throb as we hit the ground below us.
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CATCHING A FALLING STAR


Alright, let me lay it out.

First, attending a wedding ranks pretty low on my list of desirable activities, somewhere between experiencing an earthquake, standing at the mouth of an erupting volcano, and enduring the gloom of the locker room post-defeat.

To put it mildly, weddings aren’t my scene. But this wedding? The one that’s been the buzz of the entire internet, mentioned by my teammates ad nauseam? The event where Faye Strummer, the era’s reigning pop icon, is poised to tie the knot with her so-called soulmate, a guy with a chin that leaves much to be desired, whom I’ve unfortunately encountered online more than once?

No, I dislike this wedding more than all the others combined. And not just because I don’t believe in the idea of love.

It’s because I can’t stand the idea of her—Faye Strummer, the doe-eyed, dewy-faced girl who does nothing other than release sappy love songs every other month, songs that cause me a headache anytime they blast out around me. She is the opposite of everything I imagine a girl should be, obsessed with romance and love, and suffering from a severe lack of a personality.

The second thing?

Having this perception of Faye Strummer and then running into her at her wedding feels like the universe’s idea of a cruel joke. Like someone up there is intent on punishing me for my past sins.

We don’t exactly run into each other, though. She runs into me. Collides against my chest with such force that all I can do is brace myself for the fall before we hit the ground. I don’t even see her. All I spot is the hugest, whitest gown I’ve ever seen and catch a whiff of a flowery, expensive perfume.

The next thing I know, I’m on the floor, my arms wrapped around the biggest popstar of our decade.

I struggle to my feet, pulling her up. She seems to be around five-foot-six, more than half a foot shorter than me. She’s a tiny little thing. But the monstrosity she’s wearing makes it quite difficult to pull her back to her feet. I look around, expecting to see bodyguards. Or at least, some giggling bridesmaids. Celebrities are hardly ever alone.

But there’s no one else around.

“You okay?” I huff the standard question to ask in this situation. She has her head bent low, so all I can see is her auburn hair slicked into a low bun below her veil, a sprawling one that trails a few feet after her.

Talk about decadence.

She runs her hand roughly across her face before she looks up. A small shock spreads through me, and I have to resist the urge to take a step back.

I’ve seen images of her a dozen times before—mostly unintentionally—when I was scrolling through social media. But none of them came even close to experiencing her in person.

She’s . . . exquisite. Her face is a perfect oval with large, piercing green eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips. Her dress is huge enough to be distasteful, but the sleeveless bodice outlines the curves of her upper body. I’m surprised to feel a hint of stirring in my groin when I let my gaze settle on her cleavage for a second longer than necessary.

Way to go, Blake. Thirsting over a bride on the day of her wedding.

I take a step back, surprised by my own physical reaction. I can’t even remember the last time I perceived an unattainable woman to be desirable.

“I’m okay,” she sniffs. “Thank you.” Her voice is low, demure, unlike the one in her songs.

Every passing moment in her presence feels like an out-of-body experience. Perhaps because I didn’t expect to run into her. Hell, I would rather spend fifty hours ice skating naked in the middle of winter than be here.

But then, I had to come. So I could speak to Kevin Dickerson, my old agent and the person who signed me up to be his plus one at this party.

“If you want to talk to me in person, Blake, you’ll meet me here,” he drawled over the phone. “I’m only coming to town for a couple of hours, and I intend to spend every damn second at Faye’s wedding.”

Fuck, I thought when he laid out his terms. What are the odds that my old agent, the one guy that I need to straighten out the brand deal mess I have gotten myself into, would only be available at the one event I knew I would loathe more than anything?

Still, I told myself to man up and go. Persuaded myself it was lucky that Kevin was important enough not only to be invited, but also to be getting a plus one. His agency worked with Faye back in the day, but she had since moved on to bigger fish, and there was every likelihood she had lost touch with them. But as it turns out, she hadn’t, and so, here I was, trying to meet up with Kevin at this decadent, over the top wedding in the Hamptons.

If I had known she would be out here, I would’ve thought twice about wandering the hotel grounds.

Time to say goodbye and make my exit. I was supposed to be in the ballroom anyways, not strolling in the garden. Just a quick dash back, and I can put all this behind me.

But then, as much as I don’t want to be around Faye Strummer, it feels wrong to leave a girl in distress alone out here, like a lost little lamb.

“You sure you’re good?”

Before I get the sentence out of my mouth, a sound wrenches itself from her throat. A sob. Unexpectedly, pearly tears are spilling down her cheeks, and she’s holding her hand to her face, her shoulders heaving.

What the hell is happening?

I feel even more uncomfortable now. Can’t say I know exactly what to do when a woman bursts into tears. I have a sister, but I don’t remember what I did to comfort her on the odd occasions she cried.

I look around for a possible reason for her distress. This wedding has been the talk of the town for months. Perhaps something went wrong somewhere. Messed-up makeup? Stained dress? But even with the tears pouring down her cheeks, she’s the very image of perfection. Her dress is immaculate, even though she tripped earlier.

It sure helps that I broke her fall.

Just before I’m about to give up and ask her what’s bothering her, I spot it. A minuscule, almost inconspicuous tear on the portion of the veil she has draped over her shoulder.

Impatience rises within me. I knew this event was going to be hard to get through, but I could never have imagined I would spend the first few minutes consoling Little Miss Perfect Bride and making her understand that her torn veil isn’t a terrible disaster.

Again, I consider walking out on this mess.

Come on, Blake. Be a gentleman.

The voice that springs up in my head reminds me forcefully of Reggie Turner, my close friend and fellow player. Up until about a year ago, Reggie was about the most terrifying man in the whole league. And then, he met a reporter and changed from a howling tiger to a giggling cub. His new catchphrase is, “Love changes people. And you always have to be willing to give it and receive it.”

Honestly, I kind of miss the days when all he had to say to everyone was, “Get the fuck out of my face.”

All of my formerly staunch bachelor friends are getting married. Yet another reason to scorn weddings.

I look at the sobbing girl in front of me. I don’t care much for her, but I could try to be as understanding as possible. She’s about to get married, after all. She deserves as much sympathy as I’m able to muster.

With more compassion than I would have known myself capable of assembling, I mutter, “It’s not that bad.”

“What?”

“The veil.”

She stops crying, blinking up at me. “What?”

I nod toward the tear. “It’s barely noticeable. Also, I’m sure you’ve got a seamstress that can patch it up in no time.”

She sniffs, following my gaze to the tear. Her eyes widen slightly, and I realize that she did not even notice it.

“You thought I was crying about the . . . about the veil?” There’s no trace of sadness in her tone anymore. She sounds . . . mocking.

Something about her voice makes me feel like a damn fool.

I detest that.

“Why were you crying then? Your flowers got delivered late?”

Her face goes brick red with rage. That startles me. Sounds foolish, but I didn’t even think Faye Strummer was capable of feeling angry.

“Who are you?” she asks, a firm edge to her voice.

Rude.

Her words should make me like her less. But watching her exhibit the slightest hint of personality is interesting. Interesting enough that I stop obsessing about how much I hate the wedding and instead focus on her.

“Blake White.” I could say more, tell her about being a hockey player for the Philly Titans. Celebs are usually snobbish unless they think the other person is worth a conversation. But I hold off on that detail. I want to gauge Faye’s reaction to me before she figures out who I am.

“I know you. You’re the hockey player, Kevin’s plus one.”

I raise my brows, taken aback. “Surprised you kept tabs on your extensive guest list.”

She swallows, looking almost mortified. “I didn’t. But Kevin’s a friend, and I invited him personally.”

I open my mouth to say something, but just then, two men spring out from the hotel foyer. They are both dressed in black suits, wearing sunglasses, and they have earpieces strapped on their heads. Faye turns around and sees them. Her eyes go round with trepidation. When she looks back at me, she’s trembling.

What the hell is going on?

Thankfully, I don’t have to ask this time, because she looks back at me, takes a deep breath, and mutters, “I need your help.”

I’m going to say no. There’s no way I’m getting involved in whatever this is. Still, I can’t stop myself from asking, “What with?”

She takes another deep breath. She’s still shaking like a leaf, but there’s a steely determination in her eyes.

“I need you to get me out of this place. As far away as possible.”

Okay, this has to be someone’s twisted idea of a joke. Because there’s no way, in Heaven or Earth or in all of the universe, that I walked into this mess.

“Very funny,” I say. “And while I understand that losing your flowers or your shoes or whatever is enough reason for you to bail out of your wedding, I⁠—”

Her fingers fold into fists, and she stomps her foot at me. Actually stomps her foot.

“Don’t you get it?” she whisper-screams through gritted teeth. “I don’t fucking care about the flowers or the veil or the dress or the wedding. I just need to leave. Now.”

I blink at her, torn between feeling impressed at the fact that she is a lot more than the ditsy romance-obsessed girl I thought she was and annoyance at her presumptuousness.

“You can’t just ask a total stranger to sneak you out of your wedding and not even give a good reason as to⁠—”

“You want a reason? Fine!” She lets out a pained growl. “I found my fiancé fucking my stepsister. Like, literally ten minutes ago. And even if no one else seems to think that’s enough reason to call this thing off, I do. But I can’t make it out of here in this dress all by myself. So, I’m asking you for help.”

I’m genuinely stunned. I don’t even know which sentence is the most surprising. I think of all of the sappy love songs she has released over the past few years for Weak Chin. How in love with him she seemed to be.

And she’s only just realizing that he’s not that into her?

She’s turning again to glance at the security men, and I notice with slight surprise that they are now four in number, spreading out, their heads swiveling as they scan the grounds.

It’s like a freaking spy movie.

“I need this,” she mutters, her lips trembling as her eyes fill with tears. “Please.”

Something about her helplessness strikes me in the middle of my cold, dead heart.

This is not what I signed up for. Not even close.

But I would be the biggest jackass in the world if I just walked away, with her vulnerability bleeding out of her like this.

I close my eyes, letting my thoughts run wild, considering the worst possible scenario in this situation.

Her security detail could come after us.

But so what?

What are they going to do?

Force a grown woman who is very likely the one signing their paychecks to go with them against her will? Or she could change her mind and decide she wants to wed Weak Chin after all, forcing me to turn back around.

What do I care?

When I open my eyes, tears are spilling down her cheeks.

Again.

“Please,” she mutters one last time, her voice cracking.

I force myself to dismiss my earlier concerns. This woman seems done with her fiancé and the wedding. She appears to be sure enough of her decision.

The only way she’s going down that aisle today is if someone drags her by her ears.

And I sure won’t let it come to that.

One of the bodyguards is already drawing closer to where we are. He’ll spot us in a few moments.

I have two choices. To wait and let Faye be confronted. Or to turn around and beat a path to where my G-Wagon is parked, runaway bride in tow.

I look at her tear-stained face and the bodyguard, who is closer now than ever.

My shoulders grow taut as I reach out for her hand. She folds her perfectly manicured fingers into mine. Another dizzying surge runs through my groin.

Fuck. I’m going to regret this.

“Let’s go.”
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SPARKS ON THE SIDELINES


This is not how I imagined I would be spending my wedding night.

We have been in this car for about six hours, and the man who is helping me—Blake—has been driving the entire time. We have passed the city, fields of stunning greenery, and are now coursing down a road hedged by low, hilly grounds.

I cast a sidelong glance at him. Once again, I feel a small shock at how handsome he is. I’ve been around pretty boys in my life, but Blake is in another category altogether. With his blond hair, clear blue eyes, and over six-foot frame, he looks like he could give any catalog model a run for their money.

But there’s something else different about him.

My breath catches in my throat as I allow my gaze to trail down his body for a split second. I still remember what it felt like, him holding me against his chest as we hit the ground.

It felt . . . good. Safe. Exciting.

Even in my confusion, the huge arms wrapped around my waist had made my stomach fold in half. For a brief moment, I wanted him to go lower, to put his hands on my hips and . . .

“Almost there.”

I jump, perhaps because we have not spoken much in the past six hours. Which was fine by me. I’ve been a nervous wreck the whole time, imagining what was going on back at the hotel with the wedding, and what moment my dad realized I’d made a run for it. Every single second I spent dwelling on what happened wound my anxiety to an even higher pitch. And a couple of hours later, I was too spent to summon any emotion except one of calm dread.

Inhaling deeply, I attempt to anchor myself in the here and now, concentrating intently on Blake’s words. “Almost where?”

He keeps his gaze locked on the road, his lips pursed. He’s looked like that for six whole hours. I wonder if he’s regretting helping me.

But then, who wouldn’t?

His lips grow thinner. “My cabin. It’s off the grid and out in the middle of nowhere. I go there to relax before the start of the hockey season.”

Yeah, he definitely regrets helping me.

A twinge of self-reproach rises in me. But I don’t feel as guilty as I should.

Maybe because I’m still concerned about what’s happening back at the wedding venue.

It’s six hours after I should have gotten married. I’m certain the news has spread over social media, confusing my fans. My belly flutters as I think of what people are saying online, what they are writing about me, the damage that’s being done to my career in this moment.

Again, for what feels like the hundredth time, I wish I’d thought to bring my cell phone. It’s probably good I didn’t because my dad would be blowing it up with calls by now. But then, having a cell phone means access to the internet. I could check and know what’s going on.

I close my eyes and rest against the seat, urging myself to think only good thoughts. My father is still a great manager. Yeah, he wanted me to marry Ben, and he’s probably raging about the fact that I ran off, but he’s still my dad. No doubt he has gotten in front of the cameras and delivered a statement that will protect my public reputation. I know he isn’t exactly the most paternal father, but he would do anything to save my career.

I decide I cannot take any more of the uncertainty. Glancing at Blake’s handsome profile again, I ask, “Do you have a cellphone?”

He looks at me for the first time in six hours. “Why? You regretting your decision already?”

I squint at him, confused. Why would he think that? It reminds me of what he said back at the venue, when he was convinced that I was upset over a torn veil.

I’m tempted to deliver a rude one-liner, but I force myself to rein it in. He’s helping me out, after all. Risking his reputation for a total stranger. I can overlook a few peculiarities.

“I want to see what the internet is saying about my grand exit.”

He tightens his grip on the steering wheel. “No way. You’re not doing that.”

“What? Why?”

He gives me another glance, focusing on my wedding dress. “You’re in a fragile enough state right now. Reading the posts of a million haters is not going to put you in a better mood.”

My chest rises with panic. I know he’s only trying to help, but his words frighten me more than anything else. Does he really think everyone on the internet is currently hating me?

I’m scared to ask that question, but I don’t need to, because he’s already pulling off the main road, onto a smaller one bordered by a thicket of trees. He cruises down the uneven, sloping path, finally stopping a little further down.

I look through the windshield. The sky has darkened considerably over the last six hours, but I can still see the outline of a small brick cabin a little way ahead, separated from us by an energetic stream and a narrow, U-shaped bridge.

As Blake helps me out of the car, my stiff limbs nearly trip over my gown.

“Where are we?”

“In the Michaux State Forest,” he says as he guides me toward the bridge, his hand pressed lightly on my back. “About two and a half hours west of Philadelphia,” he adds, noticing my blank expression.

My dress feels even heavier now, and I can see the delicate white fabric of the train getting dusty as I trudge down the narrow dirt path.

“Careful,” he says, moving quickly to sweep me into his arms. My breath catches as he lifts me effortlessly. His earthy, masculine scent surrounds me, mingling with the fresh forest air. Startled, I squirm to get away. This is way too much contact with a stranger.

“What are you doing?”

He looks down at me, his jaw clenched. “The bridge is a little wobbly. Wouldn’t want you to trip over that gown and break your pretty little neck.”

There, again. Under his words, there’s a simmering river of hostility.

He can’t stand me. And I’ve no idea why.

I have more things to worry about right now, so I shove that aside and continue to wriggle.

“Really, I can cross by myself. Let me go.”

I manage to slip lower in his grip. My feet are mere inches from the ground when he lets out an annoyed sound and tightens his hold. My heart stops as his palm cups my ass. Even separated by the layers of my wedding dress, the heat and hardness of his palm sears my skin, as though it’s pressed against my naked butt.

My cheeks grow warm. I open my mouth, ready to bluster about how inappropriate he’s being, but he’s crushing me once more against him.

I’m too embarrassed to keep struggling. I stay still as he marches us across the bridge and up to the cabin.

He sets me down gently at the door, his hands steadying my waist for a lingering moment. But as I step forward, my heel catches on my dress, and I stumble into him. My palms press against the solid muscles of his chest. His thumb grazes my cheek as he gazes down at me with stormy blue eyes turned indigo. I swallow, my heart skittering like a rock over thin ice, my entire body humming.

And then I feel something else.

Him. Hard against my abdomen.

My mind seems to explode in tiny fragments. I stay still, thinking that I’m imagining it. But he seems to be growing harder, propelled by my body flush against his. He is thick, thicker by far than Ben, the only person I’ve been with.

My face flames as warmth pools in my belly and spreads between my legs. A sensation I have not felt in at least three years. Even toward the end, whenever I wanted to have sex with Ben, I would have to get by with bottles of lube. I thought my vagina was broken.

Apparently, it’s not.

“Seems like you keep tripping over those dainty little feet,” he rumbles, and takes a step back, leaving my cheeks flushed and my body cold.

He fumbles in his pockets for his keys and opens the door. Then he flicks the lights on.

I turn and look around. It’s a typical cabin: brick walls, concrete floors, and an old couch in front of a TV that looks straight from the eighties, antenna included. There’s a fireplace underneath the TV. A table on the other side of the room holds a rotary dial phone and what looks like a phone book. The place is lined with bookshelves, but bare of pictures or any other personal items.

It’s the perfect hiding spot.

I want desperately to collapse on the couch, maybe even sleep it off, but I’m too wound up to do that. I cast a glance at the TV and then the phone. Blake wasn’t lying when he called this place off-grid. He seems to have taken every precaution to make sure the internet is not a part of his life here. Still, there’s every possibility the TV is working. Or at least the phone. If I could contact someone, anyone . . .

“The phone works,” Blake says, reading my thoughts. “If you know how to use a rotary dial.”

I turn to him. Unbidden, my gaze dips to his chest, then his torso before flickering even lower. It’s my last-ditch effort to determine whether I imagined him hardening against me.

My breath catches as I take him in. He looks even thicker than what I felt as he put me down, starkly outlined against the fabric of his pants.

“Do you want to?”

I jump, my arms erupting in goosebumps. He’s staring straight at me because he caught me looking at him. Is he asking me if I want to do that? Something about his question makes me forget every other thing going on. That I’m a bride on the run and my life is unraveling around me as we speak.

The only memory that comes to mind is one from this morning, when I stood in my room, accepting that I would never get to experience sex with anyone but Ben for the rest of my life. Wondering if sex with him is all it’s cracked up to be.

I steal another glance at Blake. I don’t know why, but I’m convinced that he would be different. That he would want me harder. With more feeling.

That thought causes another surge of fluid down there.

I should be put off by this, I tell myself. Sure, I ran away from my wedding. But it’s sick for him to even consider asking me if I want to get down with him while I am still in my wedding gown.

I feel none of that. I’m almost expectant. I’ve read stories from women who claimed that sex had been enough to upend their universe and give them more pleasure than they ever thought possible.

Maybe this is what I need to get over the stress of today.

“Uh . . .”

His gaze is stern, unfeeling. And then he walks over to the phone and holds up the receiver.

“You know what I’m asking, right? If you want to use the phone?”

I’ve never felt so embarrassed in my entire life.

I stare at the floor in front of my feet, taking shallow breaths. Of course. Of fucking course. Even if Blake might be attracted to me—and the proof is in the pudding on that matter—there’s no way he’d ask to make love to me.

Not today. Maybe not ever, judging by how little he thinks of me.

And if he was to eventually decide that he wants me after all, he certainly would not ask.

He would take.

My pulse is thundering in my throat.

“Yeah,” I say, looking back up, deciding to stash my humiliation away. His blue eyes hold the tiniest speck of amusement, as if he knows where my thoughts went.

I decide to ignore that. Once again, I need to remember that I have more important things to worry about.

I trudge past the couch and make it to where he’s standing, holding the receiver. But before I can take it from him, he holds it above my head.

Irritation grows in me. Yeah, he’s handsome. But he’s also a dick.

“Who are you going to call?”

Realizing I didn’t even think of that makes me bite my lip. It feels embarrassing to admit I have no clue, so I stay quiet. The obvious answer should be my dad, but I’m not quite ready to do that. I’m not over his actions this morning, how he was so willing to push me into a loveless marriage to preserve the route by which he makes money.

Blake sighs, making no move to hide how frustrated he is. Finally, he mutters, “Call Kevin. I have his number in this phonebook.” He jabs at it with one finger. “He’s going to give you a decent amount of information about what happened at the party, and he’s not going to freak out about me since he knows who I am.”

I swallow and nod. Kevin worked at the agency I started off with as a relatively unknown singer. He didn’t directly represent me, but we bonded over being youngsters in a world of celebs. Even if my dad changed agencies a couple of times after that, Kevin and I maintained a sporadic friendship. He’s one of the few people I trust to keep a secret.

“I’m going into town for some supplies,” Blake says as he hands over the receiver. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

He marches out of the cabin, and I watch him go. I don’t know why, but something about his presence makes me feel safe. I think of the certainty in his hold when we both hit the ground, how he wrapped his arm around me as though he would do anything to keep me from breaking.

Maybe that’s why. Because he definitely would feel a lot better if I weren’t around. But while I’m here, I’m almost certain he’ll do anything to protect me.

I collapse on the couch, my heart racing as I flip through the phonebook and find Kevin’s number. This is my first contact with anyone apart from Blake in hours. I’m scared to find out what happened.

It takes me some time to muster up the courage to make the call. But once I dial Kevin’s number, he picks up on the first ring. There’s a gleeful note in his voice. “Hey there, Blakey. You didn’t show up to this, huh? Just as good, because⁠—”

“Kevin. It’s me, Faye.”

He gives an astonished gasp. “Faye? How are you on Blake’s cabin landline right now?”

My palms grow slippery with sweat as I fill him in on the few key details: getting cheated on, running into Blake, escaping the venue. These are the things I wouldn’t ordinarily share without consulting a PR team because they could easily get leaked. But right now, I’m too tired to think of following normal protocol.

Kevin lets out a low whistle once I’m done giving him the highlights. “Well . . . wow. That’s awful. I’m sorry, Faye. Really sorry.”

I thank him. There’s an opening now for me to find out what’s going on, how bad it is. But my heart races even more at the thought of asking those questions, of knowing what happened after I left. Something about my ignorance is comforting.

Kevin whistles again on the other end of the line. “You know, it’s kind of funny that you ended up with Blake.”

“Why?” I’m momentarily distracted.

He gives a small, nervous laugh. “He’s about the most romance-averse person I’ve ever met in my whole life. You’re basically a different species to him.”

“Oh.” That does explain a lot: his brusque manner, the fact that he always assumes the worst, even the scowl he wore during the entire six-hour drive.

The only thing it does not explain is his physical attraction to me.

My stomach drops when I let myself dwell on that for a moment. I wonder whether to ask more questions. As far as I can tell, I’ll be staying here overnight, maybe even for the next few days. It wouldn’t hurt to know a little more about him.

But before I can think of what to ask, Kevin adds, “You know, your version of the story is kind of different from what the media is saying.” There’s a tiny pause, before he quickly continues, “Of course, I believe what you’re saying.”

Version? There are versions of the story now? “What do you mean?”

He gives another nervous chuckle. “Everyone has different theories of why the wedding didn’t take place. The guests know you didn’t show up, but the media has been churning out ideas all day.”

My heart shrivels up in my chest. It’s not worse than what I expected but hearing him say those words is still scary. It confirms my worst fears.

Unable to stop myself, I ask, “What’s the leading theory now?”

Kevin pauses. “Has your dad contacted you?”

I shake my head before I remember he can’t see me. “He has no idea where I am. No one does.”

I hear Kevin swallow on the other end of the line. I wonder if he’s trying to stomach the fact that he’s the only one who knows my whereabouts. But then, he asks, “So you have no clue what he’s telling the press?”

My anxiety, buried under a layer of dread, surges up again. I have literally no idea what my dad could be saying.

But I’m willing to bet anything that it’s not good.

I could stay here a few days and remain blissfully ignorant. It would give me time to mull over everything that happened and make a decision.

But then, the panic surging in me is desperate for news. Any news. Even bad.

“What’s he saying?”

Kevin gives his longest pause yet. And then, in a low tone, he mutters, “I suggest you get to a TV. Quick.”
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DAMSEL IN DISTRESS


Ipush through the front door of the cabin, two paper bags filled with groceries in my arms. The first thing I see is Faye bent over the TV, her wedding gown sprawled behind her, fiddling with the antennae above the screen. The set is on, displaying only a mass of black and white squiggly lines.

A headache threatens to split my head in two.

“What are you doing?”

She looks back at me, her eyes wide and frantic. “I need the TV to work. Can you fix it?”

I dump the groceries on the couch, my headache compounding. Why is it so damn difficult to get this woman to listen?

“I told you,” I snarl, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to start watching news about your wedding just yet.”

Her shoulders are trembling. “Well, Kevin thought I should. Apparently, my dad is giving a press conference.”

That surprises me. I would have expected any member of her family to at least try to track her down before speaking to the press.

“Doesn’t mean you have to watch it, though,” I point out.

Her shoulders are trembling, this time with what looks like barely suppressed anger. “I need to know what they’re saying about me.”

My own irritation is mounting. “Now I’ve got to understand why you’re this obsessed with what a bunch of strangers think about you.”

She stomps her foot. “Those strangers are my fans. The ones that like my music. They are the reason I have a career. I can’t just keep calm when I don’t know what they think of me.”

I can’t hold back a smirk. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. The impressionable women you sing to are going to love you no matter what.”

Faye lets out an actual growl. I raise my brow. Where does she get the gall to act annoyed?

“I’m not helping you fix the TV.” My initial reason still stands. But now there’s a current of anger flowing through me, one that is desperate to seek retribution for how badly she’s getting on my nerves. “So, when you’re done failing at that, you can come get some food and go to bed.”

Bed. The pain in my head winds up a notch. I hadn’t even thought of that yet. My cabin has only a single bedroom, and I’m not the biggest fan of sleeping on the couch for a girl I don’t care much about.

“Fine,” she spits through gritted teeth. Turning back to the TV, she fiddles with it some more. I roll my eyes, torn between exasperation at her bull-headedness and amusement at the fact that this ditzy little princess actually thinks she knows enough about archaic TVs to get them to work.

Just then, the black and white blurry lines vanish, only to be replaced by a clear-cut image of a reporter on the E! station.

No way.

She turns back to me, not hiding her disdain. “I don’t know what your problem with me is, but your assumptions are wrong. I was dirt poor until I was eighteen. We lived in project housing and the only reason we’re comfortable now is because I worked my ass off. So, yeah, I know how to handle a TV from a previous century.”

How is it possible to dislike someone and be impressed by them at the same time?

I was right, I think as she reaches for the remote, I’m going to regret this. I am regretting it already, but not for the reasons I thought earlier. I assumed Faye Strummer was going to be the epitome of a spoiled brat, ordering me around and complaining about the lack of dairy and gluten-free options in the cabin. I even prepared myself for that kind of behavior during the long ride over.

What I didn’t expect was the strong-willed young woman doing anything other than playing the role of the shallow girl I pegged her to be.

Also did not expect that holding her for a few seconds would cause me to combust.

I think back to the moment in front of the cabin and berate myself. I got turned on real fast. Before meeting her, everything about Faye downright irritated me. And now, even the sight of her in a wedding gown is oddly alluring.

How the hell am I supposed to go the next few days locked in this tiny cabin with her without losing my mind?

I have not figured out an answer to that question when Faye unmutes the TV and the reporter’s voice resounds through the room.

“. . . think this means for Faye Strummer in terms of her career?”

This is a bad idea. Yet, I can’t help perking up and focusing on the screen. Faye, on the other hand, goes rigid as she stares at the immaculate, synthetic broadcasters, their artificial cheer grating at me.

“No one can predict anything yet.” The cameras flash to another news anchor, a pink-haired man with a drawling Texan accent. “But what we do know is that this is the greatest pop scandal of the year. Imagine good ol’ Faye Strummer actually being the one to set X ablaze tonight.”

“Well, she was going to set the whole world talking anyway,” the first reporter says with an unkind little chuckle. “It was revealed only last week that Alexander McQueen spent a year working on her wedding dress. Everyone was dying to see that.”

Faye’s shoulders are heaving as she breathes hard. I look over at her, feeling the first stirrings of compassion. Everything about her drives me insane, but I’m starting to understand why this is so difficult for her. Nothing an entertainment channel says has the potential to ruin a hockey player’s livelihood, but it’s quite different for a musician. Being a singer who has spent her whole career singing about love and then running from her own wedding isn’t helping her brand at all.

The female reporter straightens up a second later, looking excited. “Well, well, well! News reaching us right now is that Faye’s father and manager, Dave Strummer, is ready to dial in and give us the scoop.”

“We heard he’s been making a lot of statements over at other news channels,” the pink-haired man adds. “But I’m not ready to believe anything until I hear it straight from the horse’s mouth. Looks like we’re going to have that opportunity.”

The screen splits in two, and Dave Strummer comes into view. My eyes narrow as they settle on him. He looks nothing like her, with graying black hair and a pouchy face, but that’s not the only surprise. I’m almost astonished by how relaxed he appears. His lips are fixed in a thin line, and tension marks adorn his forehead, but that’s about it.

I think of my own father, how much of a fucking mess he would be if my sister suddenly disappeared and didn’t leave word of where she was going. This man looks inconvenienced at best, like he’s only concerned about the management side of things and has not spared a single thought to the fact that he’s missing a daughter.

I glance at Faye. Her face is a mask of worry, and her fingers are slightly trembling. “C’mon, Dad,” she mutters under her breath. She doesn’t seem to notice that her father looks way too composed for the situation at hand.

“Nice to meet you, Dave,” the female reporter chirps, smiling at him. “Let’s cut right to the chase. How’s Faye?”

Dave pauses. A long pause. And then he states in a cool, poised manner, “She’s good. A little embarrassed though, what with all of the commotion she caused today.”

I raise my brows. Faye gives a sudden jerk but remains silent.

“Can you tell us more about that?” the man presses. “Why did she run away?”

Dave’s lips grow even thinner. “She didn’t run away.”

My brows go even higher as I look at the runaway bride in front of me.

“My daughter can be a bit of a romantic.” He gives off a chuckle that sounds so obviously fake that I’m surprised the news anchors don’t react. “She’s been planning this wedding for years, and the whole world has been along for the ride. But a few things went down this morning that made her believe it was wise to put it off for a while.”

“A . . . while?” Faye mutters, her voice thick with disbelief.

I’m even more confused as I look back at the screen. Why in all the universe is her father saying any of this? Sure, the cheating fiancé might make her look pathetic, but it would ensure that her fans remained solidly on her side. Surely that’s the point of his business?

“What things?” the female reporter asks.

Dave gives another, even faker laugh. “For one, our photographer’s flight got canceled.”

Faye is trembling again. “No, no, no.”

“Ouch,” the male reporter says. “Now, I get that. Because if my photographer got delayed at my wedding, I would totally call it off. But I’m certain there was a backup or two somewhere in that massive venue.”

Dave frowns. “Yes, but Faye has long dreamed to work with that particular photographer, so she wasn’t happy about that. There were other things, too. The aisle was lined with roses and not lilies. Oversight from our wedding planner. And her chief bridesmaid got a huge stain on her dress. Faye was determined to walk down the aisle with her sister, and that kind of hampered things.”

The reporters are silent. From their expressions, I can tell they are thinking the same thing: Bullshit.

“I guess, we can say a lot of things went wrong,” Dave says after the awkward pause. “But look, you don’t know my daughter. There’s only so much you can actually know hearing her sing and go on a couple of interviews. Only I understand how much she loves love, how she’s been looking forward to this day her whole life. Her wedding has to be perfect.”

Do his words ring painfully untrue and detached to everyone else too?

The pink-haired guy gives an awkward chuckle. “Well, I guess the celebrities who flew in from around the world to attend the wedding might take some solace in that.”

Dave’s frown deepens. “We are surrounded by a host of kind, supportive people who understand what we’re going through and want nothing more than to show up for us in any way they can. Right now, Ben and my daughter are devastated that they couldn’t get married today, but they know for sure that it’s going to happen soon.”

“Yeah, well,” the female reporter says, “Thank you for joining us, Mr. Strummer. Send our regards to Faye.”

The call disconnects, and both anchors focus on the audience.

“I know I said I’d only believe it when I heard it from her father,” Pink Hair says. “But . . . wow.”

“Yeah. If her dress suddenly caught fire or she fainted just before she walked down the aisle, I guess everyone would understand the sudden change of plans. But to abruptly stop a wedding that cost about half a million dollars just because you wanted lilies instead of roses and your dream photographer canceled? Kind of bratty, if you ask me.”

“X does not disagree,” Pink Hair says with barely suppressed glee. “It’s going wild. Here’s a post now.” The screen flashes with the message, “I’ve adored Faye since I was sixteen. Always thought of her as the perfect celeb musician. Didn’t know she’d turn out to be one of those stuck-up bitches who has no consideration for anyone but herself.”

“I sympathize with the writer,” the woman quips. “It’s been eight hours since the wedding was officially canceled, and Faye has still not released an official apology for how it went down.”

Pink Hair chuckles. “Don’t be mean. She’s probably still weeping about the flower situation.”

As both of them start to guffaw, I decide I’ve had enough. Crossing over the room, I switch the TV off. I expect her to argue, but she doesn’t. She merely stares down at her feet with red-rimmed eyes.

“So . . .” I say, after a few seconds of silence. “Any guesses as to why your dad just painted you out to be a spoiled flower-obsessed brat to the whole world?”

I still don’t care about the woman in front of me, but what just happened is quite intriguing.

Faye looks up at me, her eyes filled with pain and confusion. “It’s all a lie,” she says, her voice a mere whisper.

“Hard to believe, but I can tell.” The irony is that if I had not met Faye today, I would probably be guffawing right along with those reporters, certain that she was about the biggest brat in the world.

But her reason for fleeing from her wedding is absolutely justifiable, one that would have garnered a hint of sympathy, at least. Not whatever this is.

“No, you don’t understand.” She’s trembling from head to foot now. “It’s all a lie.”

I give her a blank look.

“It’s all a lie.” Her voice is getting even louder. “Everything. The stupid little songs I sang for Ben when I felt nothing. Everything I said in all of those interviews I gave. This whole, foolish wedding.”

My brows knot in confusion. “You’re not in love with We—Bran?”

“Ben,” she snaps. I feel a hint of irritation at the fact that she’s correcting me when her life is falling apart. She turns back to the TV, panting slightly. “And now my dad has gone online to make me seem like an idiot because he wants this wedding to happen, even though he knows that Ben is cheating. He wants me to suck it up for the team and keep living this sad little lie.”

I’ve never been more disoriented. What on Earth is going on? Has Faye Strummer been living a fake public life all of these years? Why?

Her panting has turned into deep, heaving breaths, and it sounds like she’s on the verge of a panic attack. “I want out.” She’s practically screaming now. “I want out of it all. My father lying, everyone hating me, those songs I sing without meaning them. I hate them. And I hate this stupid fucking wedding dress. I hated it from the moment I tried it on.”

I glance at the white monstrosity.

Now, there’s something we can agree on.

“I hate it, and I want out of it. NOW.”

As I watch, she reaches behind her, tugging something at the back of the dress, panting so heavily her entire face turns mottled red.

“What are you . . .?”

The dress slips off her bodice, hurtling downward. In the next second, it’s pooled around her feet.

I let my gaze trail slowly upward.

Her legs are a smooth expanse of unblemished, olive-toned skin that go on for miles, stopping at her hips. She’s wearing only a pair of lacy panties and a tight silk corset that does nothing to hide her abundant cleavage.

My throat closes up so tightly, I’m surprised I don’t collapse from the lack of air.

Now, I’m really starting to regret this.
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SHEDDING THE PAST


There’s no hiding it this time.

He’s hard. Very hard. So much so that I’m certain that if he were to rid himself of his pants, he could thrust right into me without further encouragement.

And judging by the new pool forming between my legs, I wouldn’t need any prepping either.

My vagina is definitely in working order again.

My mouth dries as I let my eyes settle on the bulge in his pants. There’s no use denying it or trying to be bashful. I’m drawn to him as if he is a magnet. He’s only a few feet away from me, and I’m sure I can get to him in three strides.

Every cell in my body is telling me to close that gap. So strongly that I don’t even feel shame at my momentary loss of sanity that caused me to strip in front of an absolute stranger.

“Put it back on.”

I blink. “What?”

“Your dress.” Even if his lower body is beckoning to me, his face is a mask of sheer resolve. “Put it back on. Now.”

I lift my chin to him. Following orders has always been my thing. If you want to be a superstar without being branded as a diva, you have to learn how to follow instructions with a smile on your face, to glide through the world without ruffling feathers.

I’m still crashing inwardly from everything my dad said and what it might mean for my career. It’s in my best interest to obey Blake now, because getting into an argument on top of everything else I’m going through has the potential to rip me in two.

But I’m just about sick of following men’s orders. Blake is far from being Ben or my dad, but he has the same arrogant self-assuredness that causes him to believe he can boss me around all day. Like the way he tried to stop me from using the TV.

In retrospect, perhaps that wasn’t the worst of ideas, though.

“I’m not putting this dress back on,” I say, crossing my arms around my chest defiantly. I regret that a second later because the additional pressure causes my breasts to slip further out of my corset.

Blake seems to take note. His gaze slips from my face like lazy molasses, settling heavily on my exposed bosom. I find it difficult to breathe as he takes me in. His gaze doesn’t look impressed, but I can tell I’m affecting him. Strongly.

I wait for revulsion or embarrassment to envelop me, as it usually does when I notice some reporter staring at me brazenly during an interview or a fan’s lustful gaze.

But I don’t feel either of those things.

To my utmost surprise, I feel . . . great. Maybe I have never let myself acknowledge it, but I like this. To be desired so obviously. To know that there is a man out there who wants me, and not in the soft-puppy way I sing about. But in the way that lights a fire in the pit of my stomach and makes me think of Earth-shattering orgasms.

And not just any man, either. But one of the most swoon-worthy guys I have ever seen in my life. He’s a bit of a dick, yeah, but he still looks like Hercules.

Feeling the heat from his gaze is slowly draining the tension from my body. So much that within a few seconds, I realize I have another reason for not wanting to wear my wedding dress.

The fact that he gets to see me.

“You can’t decide to go naked in front of me,” he says. “Especially on your wedding night.”

“It’s no longer my wedding night.” It also feels good to finally stand up for myself, even if it’s to the person that has arguably been the nicest to me today. I think of my dad’s false proclamations, and a sudden wave of recklessness overtakes me. Without thinking, I let my gaze linger on his obvious bulge. “And you don’t seem to mind this situation all that much.”

Fuck, I think a second later, as fury turns his face a blotchy red.

“Is that what you’d like to hear?” he says, taking a step closer. “For me to tell you that I’m hard for you?”

I force myself to stay rooted to the same spot. Something about his reaction is brutish, a little harsh. Surprisingly, though, I don’t feel the slightest bit of fear.

In fact, what I feel is closer to anticipation than anything.

I don’t know what it is about Blake that makes me trust him, but I know with a cool sureness that he’s never going to hurt me. What he could do to me are things that I’d naively convinced myself were beyond the realm of possibility.

And even if I want to draw closer to him, I’m a tiny bit scared of exploring the unknown. Of crossing over from my safe understanding of pleasure to something far greater.

“Alright, here goes.”

I look up at him, startled. He takes another step, closing the gap between us. My heart slams in my chest as I feel his palm against one of my ass cheeks, pulling me to him.

“I’m hard for you.” His breath is hot on my face. “Do you feel it?” I nod, disoriented at his reaction. “Trust me, it’s as confusing for me as it is for you. Didn’t think girls like you were my type. But when you prance around wearing nothing but this, all I want to do is turn you around and screw you till we both forget every second of this miserable day.”

Oh, I think I’d like that.

Sweat beads on my forehead. My arms are riddled with goosebumps. No one has ever spoken to me like this.

No one has ever had an effect this profound on me, either. My inner thighs are so slick with fluid that my panties are nothing but a wedgie between the folds of my lips. I look up at him, barely able to breathe, aware of the fact that I want the picture he described more than he could imagine.

He gives my ass a small squeeze. “Is that what you wanted to hear?” he repeats, this time in a low, sensual voice that sets all my nerve endings on fire.

“Yes,” I hear myself breathe. I’m not answering his question. I’m giving him the go-ahead to do whatever he wants with me, and I sure as hell hope he realizes that.

But then he draws back, letting his hand fall from my body. Turning around, he flops down on the couch. He looks up at me, his face drawn back into an annoyed mask.

“There. I admitted to it,” he says. “Now put some clothes back on.”

I stare at him, humiliation stinging the deepest parts of my insides. What just happened?

He’s waiting for a response, but I’m too struck by his sudden shift in gears to even do anything. Finally, he lets out a conceding sigh and adds, “If you’re not going to do that, then at least you can explain to me why your dad just started a smear campaign against you.”

My dad. His words push away my attraction for him, along with the humiliation I feel. I’m reminded strongly of everything else, the mess I’m in and how I have no idea how to fix it.

“I don’t know,” I mutter, more to myself than to him. I’m newly disoriented again, thinking over my dad’s words. Even while fleeing from the wedding, I was certain that my father would do everything to protect my career, such as constructing a good lie that would convince the press to back off me.

He had lied, all right. Only he did it in a way that basically guaranteed my ruin.

Feeling suddenly exhausted, I cross over to the couch too, perching on the edge as far away from Blake as I can. I cross my legs, trying to ignore his intense gaze on my thighs.

He looks up at me again, suspicion in his eyes. “You said your dad knew Ben cheated.”

I swallow as the repulsive memory hits me. “Yeah.”

“And now, he’s going in front of cameras, lying to the world that the only reason you put a stop to the wedding is because you didn’t get the flowers you wanted.”

He doesn’t even look suspicious anymore. He looks . . . pitying.

I feel more goosebumps rise on my thighs. Everything about this makes me look like a pathetic little brat. I’m twenty-five years old. I shouldn’t be stumbling to explain myself like an overgrown toddler.

“I can barely understand you,” he says now.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re different from what I thought.”

“What did you think?” This conversation is distracting me from what I’m going through, and that’s more than enough reason to pursue it.

“Well . . . I don’t like you.”

His words hit me like a bullet in the center of my chest. “What?”

His gaze is unrepentant. “Everything about your public image is a nauseous fucking mess. You’re supposedly the sweetest little girl in America, the one who was lucky enough to be launched into a wonderful relationship as a teen and whose life now revolves around it. You⁠—”

I rise up, trying to resist the urge to throw a punch at him. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Apparently.” He stands up too. “Because now you’re here with a whole different story. You’re no longer the sweet girl America loves. You’re the battered young woman who has been lying through her teeth to the world, who knows that the idea of finding a perfect romance is as laughable as . . .”

“I never said I don’t believe in romance.”

A mean smirk forms on his lips. “You’re spending your wedding night stashed in a cabin with a stranger while your dad goes on a press rampage against you, and you still believe in the idea of perfect love?”

When he says it like that, he makes me sound like the biggest fool on planet Earth.

But the one thing my father did get right about me is the fact that I believe in love. And it’s going to remain true no matter what Blake says.

“Yes,” I say, meeting his gaze straight on.

He lets out a strangled laugh. “Guess it explains why you stuck with your dad while he treated you like a toy.”

His words feel like a slap to my face. Sudden tears of hurt start in my eyes.

Because Blake is right. My insistence on forcing myself into a make-believe perfect love had made me stick with my dad long enough for this situation to unravel. No doubt he is going from station to station contorting lies as a way to punish me for not obeying him for the first time in my life.

No more, I decide now, blinking back tears. I’m taking full control of my life. I’m not going to let anyone boss me around or make me feel like shit for not obeying them.

Starting now.

“Believing that there’s love out there isn’t the reason why I let my dad manage my career.” I might have no idea how to stop my father, but I do know how to make this asshole stop making me feel stupid for believing in romance.

His brows knot. “I’m sure they’re connected, somehow. Maybe you stuck around him for the same reason you stuck around your loser fiancé. Believing that they’ll finally see your worth if you could just hold on long enough.”

“So, tell me, Blake, who hurt you?”

His gaze darkens. “Excuse me?”

“You didn’t even know me, and you worked yourself into believing that you hated me. But you don’t hate me, not really. You hate love and everything about it. My failed wedding probably makes you think you’re right. But you’re not.”

“Oh yeah?” He crosses his arms across his broad chest. “Have you got any personal experience in the romance field that would prove me wrong? Some ex who died before you got to the altar, maybe?”

Touché.

I press my palm against my forehead as a needling pain runs through my skull. Only twelve hours ago, my life was perfect. I was hours from walking down the aisle to a man I thought was the one. I was already working on a wedding album. The whole country loved me.

Now I’m stashed away from the whole world, at the mercy of an angry, detached hockey player who despises me. A hockey player whose gaze burns me to my very soul. Who, if he touched me right now, could cause me to cave and give everything away.

This isn’t my worst nightmare. It’s something even more wicked.

“Right,” Blake says, when he realizes I have no reply to this question. “Now that we’ve settled that, we’ve got to discuss ground rules.”

I bite my lip to stop myself from antagonizing him again. Even if he’s about the most annoying man on the planet, he’s risking his reputation to house me. I have to listen to him.

“First, we have no idea how long you’re actually going to stay here.” His tone makes it clear that he doesn’t see himself accommodating me for longer than a couple of days. “Seeing as you’ve got a dad that’s probably going to turn the whole world upside down to find you.”

“I’m going to fire him as my manager.” I hate myself the moment I say those words, even though it’s the truth. But it sounds too much like I’m trying to curry favor from Blake.

Judging by the expression of disbelief on Blake’s face, he thinks the same. A ball of humiliation swells in my throat as I wait for his next words.

“So, while you’re here, you shouldn’t watch TV. At all.”

I raise my brows. “That’s not going to be easy.” Seeing negative press about me won’t make it any easier to determine what my next move is going to be. But being stuck in this cabin with only Blake to speak to is like a death sentence on its own. Luckily, he has a shelf of books lining the living room wall.

“And because this cabin means a whole freaking lot to me and I’d hate it if the press started showing up, you can’t go to town all willy-nilly. Someone might recognize you. So I’ll be the one getting supplies and all that.”

This is getting worse and worse.

“You’re not suggesting I spend all my time in this cabin by myself?”

His blue eyes grow dark with warning. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. You claimed you needed to get away. I’m offering you the best option you can hope to get. Until you get sick of it and leave, which will inevitably be soon.”

My fingers fold into fists. There’s no mistaking his scorn or the fact that he most likely thinks the reason I’m going to leave is because I’m too shallow to be deprived of entertainment for a long time.

I’m suddenly filled with a burning desire to prove him wrong. Even if it means hiding here for the rest of the summer.

He’s silent, probably waiting for me to disagree with him. When I say nothing, he heaves a deep breath and his lips part.

“Finally, you’ve got to know something.”

There’s a trace of an emotion close to uncertainty in his tone. And that bothers me far more than his superior manner.

“What?”

His eyes find mine and he holds them. Unabashedly, he lets his gaze dip lower. My throat closes as he slowly peruses my bare cleavage for the second time. I force myself to breathe normally as he looks up at me.

“There’s only one bed,” he announces. “So, we’ll be stuck sleeping together for a while.”
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INDECENT PROPOSAL


My lower back stings with pain as I twist on my stool. There’s an even worse pressure on my neck as I crane it upward, toward the TV hanging above my head. All around me are other men, townies, who troop in here every afternoon to watch soccer day in and day out. There’s a lot of drinking and jeering, particularly after a goal has been scored.

In the past, Shane’s bar was my go-to spot when I was holed up in the cabin for a while and was starting to miss human interaction. It’s a dingy, lousy place that serves nothing stronger than beer and wine, but it does its work nicely.

Until now.

I turn toward Shane, a sixty-something year old genial man who has worked the bar all his life and always managed to look content while at it. “Ever think of getting some of those fancy chairs to replace these bar stools? My back is going to give if I keep sitting on them.”

Shane looks up from his book and grins, exposing a set of yellow teeth. “Son, you’ve been coming here for years, and you’ve never had a complaint about my seats.”

“Things change.”

Especially when you have a disconcertingly attractive popstar stashed in your abode. One that you’re dying to get the hell away from.

If Faye wasn’t in my home now, I would probably be lounging on the chair in front of the lake behind the house, with no care in the world whatsoever. The lake is my favorite part of my cabin, the happy coincidence that came along with buying it. It’s also the one place I haven’t been able to enjoy since Faye stumbled into my life.

Shane’s smile turns curious. “Come to think of it, you’ve been in here four days in a row, hours on end. I’ve never known you to show up quite so much.”

“Your TV is much better quality than mine,” I fib, throwing my head back for a swig of beer. “I’ll stop coming once the soccer season ends.”

Or as soon as I find it in me to stop getting tormented by Faye Strummer.

Shane returns to his book, and I look up at the screen. As much as I try to focus on the players or even the arguments between the other men, I can’t.

I can’t think of fucking anything.

The first night with Faye was the worst. Hell, it was most likely the hardest night I’ve ever had in my life.

The bedroom in my cabin is tiny, and the bed is narrower than a queen. For a six-foot-three man, there isn’t enough space, and I often sleep sprawled over it diagonally.

Still, that hadn’t mattered much to me. Until Faye Strummer walked into my life.

She wore that ridiculous corset to bed, complete with the lacy panties that cruelly accentuated her ass cheeks. Every time I turned, I brushed against some part of her porcelain skin; her arms, her back, her knees. And who made those perfect breasts, just the right size to fit into my palm?

Thirty minutes in, all of the blood in my body was pumping into my dick, and I was slowly going crazy. Somehow, Faye had slept through it all, but I spent the entire night staring at her ass, trying to convince myself that it was a monumentally bad idea to wake her up, rip the excuse of underwear off her and have my way with her.

What made it even harder to not pull her toward me was the knowledge that she was into me. I saw it from the moment I carried her up to my cabin. Not entirely surprising, because I’ve had girls throwing themselves at me ever since I became a hockey player.

The problem here is me. I have never had to fight this hard to maintain control, sometimes not even when the woman was completely naked.

And then, because of the sexiest piece of lingerie known to human existence, I spent seven long hours wondering how Faye would respond if I pushed her legs apart and allowed myself to taste her while she was still half asleep. Maybe once she woke she’d moan for me, and I’d oblige her, turn her around, lift her hips and slide into her, filling her to the hilt. Imagining her ass bouncing to my thrusts had almost caused me to come right next to her.

I woke up early the next morning and went to the nearest clothes store I could find. I skipped over skirts and dresses, settling for the bulkiest, most unattractive sweatshirts I could find. I also got her roomy jeans, some sweats, and a couple of pajamas, because seeing her in regular nightgowns would have been the end of me.

Nothing changed, though. Even if Faye moped around the house wearing bulky clothes, my hard on refused to back down. It came up at odd times, watching her walk across the cabin, reading one of my old Pablo Neruda volumes or falling asleep at night.

Every damn thing she did aroused me.

So, I did the gentlemanly thing and got the hell out of there. For the past four days, I spent more time in Shane’s bar than I have in my own home. It does piss me off, but I prefer this over the alternative.

Plus, Faye has been in a dark mood and now barely says a word to me, so it’s not exactly a horrible choice. I come back at night with new books and supplies, spend the next few hours rolling in bed and forbidding myself from touching her, and then skip off back to town as soon as I can.

It’s agonizing. But there’s also a sickly sweetness in that, something exciting I can’t place. Every time I brush against her fully clothed body, all my nerve endings feel like they are on fire.

She makes me feel more alive than I have in a long time.

There’s a sudden uproar in the bar that shakes me out of my thoughts. I look up, realizing someone just scored. Slightly bored and even more buzzed, I decide I’ve had enough. It’s much too early to go home, but I’m certain I can find other ways to distract myself.

“Can I borrow your cell?” I ask Shane.

Outside the bar, on a stretch of a dusty road, I dial my friend Alex. We met playing for the Philly Titans more than half a decade ago, but he retired a couple of years back.

After he fell in love with my sister and decided that from then on, he only wanted to play exhibition games.

My grip on the phone tightens.

Exactly my point. Love, or people’s messed up concept of it, managed to ruin a lot of things around me, including my friendships. And it’s the gift that keeps on giving.

He picks up on the first ring. “Hey!” I can hear other voices in the background, and it sounds like he’s hanging out with the guys. “We expected to see you yesterday.”

Before I can formulate a reply, I hear Reggie, another friend of mine. “Is that Blake? Let me guess, he’s going to say he got held up at his cabin. Sooner or later, Blake, we’re going to start thinking you’ve got a girl stashed up there.”

Oh, you’ve got no idea.

“Shut your damn mouth,” Alex says with a chuckle. “Ignore him, Blake. He just finds it odd you like to spend most of your free time alone reading books.”

Hypocritical, since Reggie was about the biggest loner in the league. Neither of them seems to realize how twisted it is that he has the guts to lecture me on keeping to myself.

“How’s it going over there?” I ask.

Alex hums. “You missed yesterday’s exhibition game, and you were supposed to make it over here for todays, but I guess that’s not going to happen.”

“Yeah,” I start, wondering what explanation could possibly make up for that. “I⁠—”

Alex cuts me short. “It’s fine, you know. I was busy too. James got some weird rash on his butt, and Brit wanted us to get it checked out.”

My grip tightens even more. Two years ago, Alex was the worst playboy the league had ever seen. He was so notorious that his exes often trashed him on X, tagging him as a toxic piece of shit. It almost cost him his career more than once.

And then, the next thing I know, he’s getting his head out of the game and falling in love. Now, my formerly timid, overly-protected-by-our-father sister is happily married with a kid.

That’s one of the reasons I got this cabin. Because while the world is changing rapidly around me, I could go to a place where I could be by myself and be reminded of normalcy. Not that I have any other option nowadays, what with the fact that my friends now spend their weekends with their new families.

I hear shuffling feet from the other end of the line, and then another voice pops up. “Is that Blake? Tell him to go fuck himself for missing yesterday.”

I feel my stiff lip draw into a smile as I hear Ken, who, thank God, is still completely attached to the single life. Being around him has gone unchanged, at least.

“You didn’t miss anything, though.” It’s Reggie speaking now. “Just a lot of gossip about that singer you despise.”

The smile drops off my lips. The last four days have been horrible, but given that Faye has been in a somewhat better mood today, I assume that she has followed my suggestion to not watch TV. Letting my friends tell me the current news about her does not bode well.

“Then I really didn’t miss anything,” I say. “How’s Brit doing?” Even after a couple of years, it still feels weird to ask about my sister’s wellbeing from Alex.

Alex lets out a chuckle. “Wow, you really dislike her.”

I clamp my lips together before a growl of frustration spills out. I want to punch myself for all of the times I went on a rampage about Faye Strummer for no damn reason in front of these men, the guys who were now determined to remind me of it. Like she doesn’t occupy every damn waking moment of my thoughts already.

On the other hand, I couldn’t blame them. Not one part of me would have ever imagined that I’d be attracted to her. If I had her stashed in my house and felt nothing for her, allowing them to talk about her wouldn’t cause me the slightest hint of discomfort.

Right now, though . . .

“We keep wondering where she is,” I hear Ken say. “Like her dad has been on TV and YouTube and podcasts every other second talking shit about her. You’ve got to wonder why she’s just sitting down, letting it happen.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, before I can stop myself.

“Her dad,” Ken says. I hear some rustling that means he’s coming closer to the phone. “He’s been on the news every single day, talking smack about Faye, going off about how her fiancé is desperate for wedding planning to resume, all that stuff. And she’s saying nada. You’ve got to wonder how much control her dad has over her, cause she’s just letting this happen.”

There’s a sharp intake of breath from Alex. I understand why. What Ken is saying hits too close to home, particularly in relation to how my own father controlled Brit before she broke free and fell in love with Alex.

He’s still not over that. Neither am I, if I’m being completely honest.

Still, I focus my attention on Faye. What Ken said is horrible news. I assumed Dave’s smear campaign would last twenty-four hours before he redirected his time and energy to finding his daughter. But he’s apparently still on full throttle.

Perhaps it was a bad idea to suggest Faye not watch the news. I don’t know how long she’s planning on hiding out, but I do know her fallout will be more horrible than either of us could have ever imagined if she remains in the dark.

“I’ve got to go.”

“Really, bro?” Alex asks. “That was like two minutes. What the hell are you doing over there?”

You wouldn’t believe it.

“I’ve got to go,” I repeat. “Send my regards to Britney.”

I hang up the call before he can protest more. Handing Shane’s cell over to him, I head back to my G-Wagon. It’s time to go back to my cabin and ask Faye if the fact that her dad is still causing a stink on social media changes her plans in any way. A part of me does feel joy at the prospect that the news could cause her to leave here soon. Then I could actually relax and get my life back.

On the other hand, thinking of sleeping in my bed knowing that I would never run the chance of brushing against her porcelain skin again carries its own kind of pain.

Who hurt you?

Her words come to me as I turn on the ignition and ease the car out onto the main road. My grip on the wheel tightens for a second the moment I recall them.

Can’t say she was totally out of line, asking me that. All my friends would agree with her. As Cupid’s arrow shot them one by one and they disappeared into the confusing abyss they call a happily married life, I remained stuck on the wall we had all been hanging onto together.

I still view love the way we all used to, and they have the gall to be surprised by it.

Even if I hate it, I kind of get why they were so quick to shift gears. Reggie, for all his bravado, had been alone all his life and welcomed the opportunity to finally have someone to love. Alex’s playboy era had been unfulfilling, and he had ultimately found satisfaction in his wife.

On the other hand, though, I have no deep unresolved family trauma, and I’m fine by myself. My father’s overprotectiveness did border on being abusive, but it was always directed toward Brit, never me. And now she is fine, happily married with a kid. Over it, hopefully.

The thought that my disgust toward the concept of love means I’ve been hurt is laughable. Worse than laughable, really.

I ease my car onto the sloping lane that leads to my cabin. I haven’t been back this early in four days, and I have no idea what Faye is up to while I’m gone. I half expect to see her right in front of the cabin, maybe setting fire to her wedding gown.

But she’s not there, and the shutters on the windows are closed with no sounds of movement whatsoever.

Which means she’s probably in bed. Maybe sleeping.

The thought of being in the room with her sends blood flowing south so quickly that I feel lightheaded.

Parking the car, I swing my legs out and storm toward the cabin, going around it and heading for the lake. She’s going to be asleep for a couple of hours, I guess. I could use that time to relax the way I’ve been craving for ages. Grab a Stephen King novel and get lost in his twisted world. Maybe being in my favorite spot will burn off all the illicit thoughts I have of her.

Maybe.

The lake is right in the center of a grove of trees. It’s a V-shaped pool that’s cool in the winter and a bit warmer over the summer. I would like nothing more than to take a swim, but I can’t do that now, not when . . .

I stop in my tracks at the same moment that my thoughts come crashing to a halt.

Nothing has changed in my backyard. The grove of trees looks the same as when I was here last. The lake is still gazing up at me. Even my folding chair is still out there.

Nothing has changed, except the woman standing by the pool of water, running her fingers through her auburn hair. She’s wearing a yellow two-piece bathing suit that clings to her wet body like a second skin.

Fire spills from my gut, drenching my entire body in flames. I let her hold my gaze—how could I not? She’s glorious, even more perfect than my imagination could have dreamed. She has her back half-turned to me, and I sigh as I note her smooth, unblemished skin, the soft flare of her hips and her perky ass cheeks. She’s soaking wet, and I follow a rivulet of water as it glides past her clavicle and down the space between her boobs.

Where the fuck did she get that bikini?

I’m inches from crashing to my knees in pure worship of her. Every single thought I have ever had flees in that moment, replaced by a singular one.

I must claim her.

Now.

Images are running past in my head, ones where I push her back into the lake, follow her in, and make her mine. Or I lay her down on the grass and take her that way. Or I sit down on the folding chair, free myself from my pants, and push her head over my dick so I can watch her luscious lips close around it.

At this point, I would do anything to be close to her. Even if all I got to do was touch her without being inside her.

Just then, she turns her head. Her green eyes constrict as she takes me in. I’m aware of how much of a creep I seem right now, with my mouth hanging open and my dick obviously stretched to its full length in my pants.

I expect Faye to jump in surprise or cover herself with a towel.

But she doesn’t.

Instead, she just looks at me. Boldly. As though it’s the most normal thing in the world to stand half naked in front of a guy she barely knows.

As though she anticipated—maybe even planned—this encounter.

But then again, what did I expect? She’s a performer, used to people gawking at her.

“Care to join me?” she asks coolly.
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BIKINI REBELLION


There’s something deeply wrong with me.

My body is freezing from the coolness of the lake, as well as the fact that I’m as good as naked in front of the man I’ve been sleeping next to for the past four days. I should be catering to that, maybe apologizing and reaching for the towel that’s only a few inches to my right.

Instead, I’m standing firm and asking him to take a dip with me

My heart bangs in my chest, spreading anxiety through my body. I’m nervous, even more nervous than I was back in my hotel room when I was contemplating marrying Ben. There’s more at stake here. Nothing about Ben ever evoked this side of me, this sensual, lustful person that enjoys being looked at the way Blake is doing now.

And that’s all shades of confusing.

I’ve spent the last seven years with Ben, believing that all there is to sexuality is the two minutes we’d spend tangled together.

But with this man, everything is different. New. Exciting.

Even having to fake falling asleep beside him while all my nerves are on high alert, waiting—hoping—that he would come close enough to claim me. Fantasies flooding my head where I imagine going down on my knees and taking him in my mouth. Endlessly thinking of taunting him with my body, of watching him snap free of the control he clings to so dearly.

The past four days have been hell, him leaving me day and night to myself, so I am stuck in a strange little cabin with all of my regrets and thoughts. Maybe that’s another reason I don’t mind standing like this, talking to him. I have been alone for so long I actively crave human interaction.

But this isn’t going to be a regular conversation. It’s going to be one that will be had while Blake examines every inch of my body for his pleasure.

Somehow, I’m actually looking forward to that. Even to the fact that Blake, as stoic as he is, could take me up on my offer, get rid of his clothes, and swim with me.

My stomach buckles at the thought of seeing him naked. But I feel something else even stronger.

Empowerment.

This is kind of uplifting, me being open and going for what I want. Especially when the object of my desire looks like he’s only a few seconds from blowing.

But he surprises me.

“Put on some clothes.”

I’m taken aback. There is no way.

“Put on some clothes. Now.” He takes a menacing step closer. Even though the bulge in his pants is bigger than I have ever seen it, he sounds harsh.

I swallow the embarrassment welling up in my throat.

This is exactly why it’s just easier to not expect things.

The feeling of empowerment is swiftly receding, to be replaced by my default setting; the one of a girl unsure of herself and desperate to please. I’m nowhere near the sultry singer who knows how to make men cave by merely looking at them. I might like being desired by Blake, but I don’t know anything else. I’m unsure of how to break him out of his shell.

At heart, I’m still the awkward teen whose dad forced her into singing about love. I might have convinced myself that breaking free from the wedding and getting shut in with someone who wants me meant I could be more, but I was wrong.

I should reach for the towel before this gets any worse. But there’s an undercurrent of rebellion piling up in my heart as well, making it impossible for me to back down as easily as I always do. Just like at the wedding, I’m suddenly sick of remaining within a tight little box, of conforming because it’s the easiest thing to do.

I’ve been stuck here alone for four days because of Blake’s asshole behavior. And yeah, it was hard. I went from every second of my life being scheduled to not knowing the next step. But once I got past the self-loathing and boundlessness, I realized something else.

For the first time in years, I am free. Not just free to do anything I want to, but free to be anything I want to be, as well. My dad is probably still out there, destroying my reputation, but I kind of appreciate it. It means that upon my return, I can write my own story.

The first night I came to the cabin, I stood my ground against Blake and told myself that I wasn’t going to be bossed around anymore. Over the past four days, I’ve cemented that decision even more.

I’m not going to crawl into a cave and hide because someone tells me to. Even Blake. I glance at the veins popping in his forehead, a sure sign that he wants to draw even closer to me and hold me. There’s something holding him back, something that makes it impossible for him to admit to himself how much he desires me.

He’s in denial. It doesn’t mean I have to be too.

I meet Blake’s annoyed gaze. “No.”

He raises his brows. “No?”

“I was here first. You can leave if you don’t like my outfit.” With every passing second, I feel warmer. I’m saying things that I never imagined in my wildest dreams, and I feel more like myself.

“This is my house.” One of the veins in his forehead is threatening to pop. “You don’t get to go around half naked.”

“I was swimming. As I have done for the past three days. And you’re never around. The fact that you’ve decided to stop avoiding me doesn’t mean that information gets automatically downloaded into my brain. You intruded on my privacy. And excuse me, but I’m not half naked. I have a bikini on.”

His blue eyes grow wild with warning. “I haven’t been avoiding you.”

I cross my arms underneath my breasts. His gaze dips, and I feel my nipples bead under his watch.

A low sound of longing rips from his throat. I can tell from the look of consternation on his face a second later that he hadn’t meant to be so obvious.

I don’t know much about men, but I do know that he’s weakening. Really quickly. That it’s not unreasonable to expect that he should already be stripping himself of his clothes and making his way to me.

Maybe any other man would be turning my ass over for his dick right about now, but Blake is still rooted in that spot.

He’s refusing to give in.

That should frustrate me. But I feel the exact opposite. I’m pleased. Because dragging this out carries a kind of ecstasy in its own right. Here, I can explore just how bold I’m becoming. And then, when it finally happens, I can revel in how much work I had to do to break him down.

I inhale sharply. I have never really given much thought to what having sex with Blake would feel like. I enjoy foreplay and everything associated, but my heart is churning with thoughts of being claimed by him.

Fluid drips down my thighs. I squeeze them together automatically, and the sudden shock of rubbing my clitoris causes a sound to spill from my lips.

Blake’s azure eyes grow a shade darker, and my own pleasure wounds higher. He’s the very image of stoicism, but I like this, the little details about him that hint at how hard he’s straining to keep himself in check.

Exactly why I have to push further.

“You haven’t been avoiding me?” I ask incredulously. I’m aware of how silly it is to attempt to maintain a normal conversation while being exposed in the most vulnerable of ways.

But again, it is one of the most formidable things I have done.

Blake is unyieldingly stubborn. He raises his face back to mine, as if to tell me that his momentary lack of concentration is just that: momentary.

“I haven’t,” he asserts stubbornly.

“So, you leave the cabin every morning and come back every night because you’ve got a job somewhere?” I know that him leaving the house has something to do with how attracted he is to me. It feels good to finally call him out on it.

His jaw hardens. “I leave the cabin every morning because I’ve got to work out and run errands around town. That, or watch a game or see some friends. I know you’ve spent your whole adult life thinking the world revolves around you, Strummer, but not everything I do is about you.”

He is deflecting to hurt me. Maybe he’s hoping he will strike a nerve deep enough for me to put on some clothes and get the hell out of his life for good.

Knowing what he wants makes it that much easier to decide to spite him.

“So, you get a cabin out in the middle of nowhere because all you want to do is to hang out indoors? That’s logical.”

His face clouds with rage. I feel a deeper spark of pleasure. Seeing him come to the realization that I’m not that easy to walk over feels better than anything else has felt in the past few days.

He looks like he wants to say several things at once. But then he lets out an aggravated sigh, as though deciding not to pursue the argument.

“I came back here early because I needed to talk to you about something.”

“So, talk.”

There’s a pause from him as his gaze runs over my body again. I know exactly what he is thinking, that he would rather die than have a conversation with me while I’m wearing a skimpy bikini.

But then Blake is nothing if not hardhearted. And he would rather perish than allow himself to lose.

His lips part, ready to start speaking. But at that moment, a small insect perches on the exposed skin on my breast, and I swipe at it reflexively. My fingers touch my breast for an instant, and I hear Blake let out another, louder grunt.

I look up at him. His eyes are blue fire, and he’s clenching his jaw so tightly that I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter.

He’s losing it.

And I get to help him along.

Realizing the effect it has on him, I leave my fingers where they are, giving my breast a playful caress. Blake’s eyes are unabashedly on them, drinking in every movement, looking as though his very breath is hinged on my playing with my tits.

I don’t need to think of what to do next. The lust in his eyes directs me, and I somehow know what he would enjoy seeing.

I brush my thumb across my nipple, which is fully erect underneath the suit. The bud seems to explode in pleasure, and a moan of surprise bursts from my lips. I have touched myself before, but I have never felt that kind of pleasure from nipple rubbing.

Blake watching makes all the difference.

In that moment, I let go of my need to punish him or make him lose control. Right now, I want something else more than I want either of those things.

Him.

I communicate this to him silently, letting my other hand cup my other breast, squeezing both of them gently. My thighs are slick with fluid, and my vagina seems to be quaking with how desperately I need him to fill me.

Blake lets out another grunt. This one is less angry, more acquiescing.

And then he strolls over to me.

I’ve finally managed to make the big guy lose control.

He’s going to punish me for it. I can already see his fingers closing around my throat as he drags me in for a kiss, can already imagine his hands squeezing my ass.

My breath catches. I’m not able to breathe until he’s right in front of me, bending his face over mine, his eyes smoldering.

“Was he the only person you’ve been with?” he murmurs. His voice is a rumble rolling over my skin like a heavy blanket.

I’m thrown off balance. “What?”

“Your ex. Bran, Ben, whatever. Was he the only guy to touch you?”

“Y . . .yes.” My lips sputter the word without contacting my brain. But I don’t care. For this moment, I’m going to give up torturing him. I’m going to give up my autonomy, if it means being touched by him the way I want.

“I used to listen to your songs. You’d go on and on about him and how good he made you feel.”

I swallow, my face getting warmer. I don’t know what Blake is getting at, but the last thing I want to admit is that most of those songs were a lie. Ben had not made me feel anything close to the emotions I wrote about. I remember the pangs of guilt I had when I came across a comment a fan made, talking about how I was living the dream.

But with Blake . . .

Yes, I can’t stand him. And I’m well aware that he can’t stand me, either. But even his looking at me makes my blood burn with need.

I can’t imagine what being with him would feel like. On the other hand, I also can’t imagine what it would feel like telling him I haven’t even had an orgasm with Ben.

I don’t think I can bear watching his face process that information.

“Here’s the thing, though,” Blake says. We’re inches apart, and my body is tingling from the nearness, but he’s still not touching me.

“What?” I breathe. The faster we can get the conversation out of the way, the sooner I can have his hands on me.

“I’m not interested in screwing you. Not if it means I’m going to end up in one of your sappy love songs the moment you’re out of here. I’m not going to be another lie you tell to your followers.”

I take a step back, genuinely shocked.

But it’s not just shock I feel flooding my veins.

It’s hurt.

I was sure that nothing Blake said could dissuade me from standing my ground. I was wrong.

I take another step back, reaching for the towel. Blake’s fiery gaze is on me as I wrap myself in it. I see the hint of victory in his eyes, followed closely by an emotion that resembles remorse.

I don’t wait to find out for sure. Shouldering past him, I head back into the cabin.

Maybe it’s time I start to deal with the fact that I have overstayed my welcome.
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THE PRICE OF FAME


“Well, now you’ve really messed up.”

I resent Ken’s cavalier tone as soon as he utters those words. I also despise this, having to call him and narrate my problems barely an hour after I hung up on my friends.

In this moment, I’m not a very happy camper.

“I didn’t tell you any of this so you could point out my failures.” It’s only been two minutes since I called him, but I’m starting to wonder if I would have been better served by Alex or Reggie. Still, I know Ken is the right one for this job. Alex and Reggie have adopted the annoying habit of blatantly stating they hope I settle down already every time I mention a girl. Ken is the only friend I have who won’t throw this back in my face.

I couldn’t be too careful, though. So, when I hit him up for advice, I left out a lot of details. Starting with the fact that the “townie girl” I just spoke about is actually the woman that has turned the country upside down since she ran from her wedding.

“Let me get this straight,” Ken rumbles, amusement in his voice. “You meet a nice girl in town, and she wants to rock your world. You turn her down. Understandably, she’s hurt. And now you’re wondering how to apologize?”

Maybe I embellished the story too damn much, and now it makes no sense. Still, I’m ready to take whatever crappy advice Ken has to offer.

Because I genuinely don’t know what to do.

I crossed the line. The moment she wrapped herself in the towel, I knew it. I don’t even know what I said to cause the amount of hurt I saw in her eyes. The previous ten minutes had been a blur of me staring at luminous skin and reining back every single urge in me. I’m barely aware of what we talked about, especially anything that was said when she started to squeeze her tits. The image of her breasts spilling from that damned yellow bikini will forever be etched into my mind.

But I hurt her. Really bad. While Faye Strummer is about the most aggravating woman in existence, I don’t get off on seeing her that way.

I have to fix it. Hence this call.

“Pretty much.”

Ken lets out a bark of laughter that makes me appreciate the foresight of asking him to leave the room Reggie and Alex were in before I spilled the beans to him.

“Okay,” he says. “This might be the most obvious question, but I’m going to ask you anyway. Why don’t you just fuck her? Is she not pretty?”

My throat tightens by an inch.

Why don’t you just fuck her?

I’ve got about a million reasons.

Because she is Faye Strummer, and messing with her means I will get dropped into one of her songs.

Because she believes in love to a sickening degree, and she might conflate my desire for her into something more.

My stomach ticks with guilt. Those are valid reasons, but I know damn well that they aren’t the top two. So, I force myself to be completely honest.

Because I’m dead set on not letting her win this little tug-of-war we have going on.

Because she is still broken from her failed wedding, and I’m not comfortable being anyone’s rebound.

Because I want her so damn bad, I’m not sure that I will ever be able to stop once I have a taste of her.

Because we have only a few days left together, and I won’t be able to deal with her walking away from me after I have made her mine.

Because exploring the object of the deepest desire I have known all my life means exposing myself to something more, perhaps something I have convinced myself does not exist.

My jaw clenches.

There. That last one. That’s the real reason.

Admitting that to Ken is synonymous with placing my head on a guillotine, though. So, I settle for another reasonable explanation.

“Oh, she’s very pretty. But that’s not the point. I just don’t want to.”

Ken lets out a disbelieving grunt.

“You don’t have to buy it if you don’t want to, but I need your advice,” I spit at him. Turning back toward the cabin, I verify that Faye isn’t close by, listening in. I took the phone with the long cord and stepped out as far as possible from the house to make sure I’d have some privacy.

“You’re right. I don’t believe you. You’ve never called me—or anyone else—about a girl before. Now, I’m supposed to believe you don’t want to sleep with her even though you care about her feelings enough to actually start this painful conversation? Trust me, this conclusion is the best you can hope for.”

“What’s the other explanation?”

“That you’re in love with her.”

I want to punch him. “I’m not in love with her.”

“Good. So, she’s pretty, she’s asking you nicely. Just do it.”

“I can’t,” I spit through gritted teeth. “There’s a lot going on. Any suggestions on how to apologize?”

Ken seems even more amused. Thankfully, he takes it in stride. “Well, I guess you could make a grand gesture.”

“Like what?”

“Flowers, presents, maybe take her out on a date. Talk about wanting to treat her with respect. Girls dig that kind of shit.”

This is exactly why I shouldn’t have chosen to take advice about women from a bachelor. “Yeah, thanks for nothing, Casanova.”

I’m moments from hanging up when he adds, “Trust me. You don’t even need to tell her what you’re really feeling. Just cook up some stuff about how you’d like to do what she wants, but you don’t want to take advantage of her. Say the bare minimum. That’ll get you back in her good graces.”

Bare minimum.

Not the worst idea.

“Thanks,” I mutter. Ken’s suggestions won’t necessarily work, but I can take the parts that hold the potential of making a change and use them.

One hour later, I’m back in the house and slightly sweaty from cooking in front of the stove. I’ve made spaghetti and meatballs, my comfort food. I set the table in the kitchen, grimacing slightly. Making my favorite dish for Faye isn’t exactly my idea of a relaxing evening, but maybe Ken is right and this will be worth it when all is said and done.

Once dinner is ready, I knock on the bedroom door. I half expect her not to answer—I have heard nothing but dead silence from that direction since I came back inside—but she surprises me and opens the door. Relief breaks over me as I note she’s wearing a T-shirt and a pair of pajamas I picked out for her.

“Are you hungry?”

Ken did say I should apologize, but this is about all I can manage for now. My entire being recoils at the thought of saying that I’m sorry, especially after the stunt she pulled.

She looks up at me with drawn, muted eyes. “Yes.” Pushing past me, she heads to the kitchen. I follow, almost surprised. I expected she would put up more of a fight, maybe even demand an apology.

Her lack of resistance makes me feel even more like an asshole.

She’s sitting at the table when I make my way over. I settle on the seat opposite hers. Awkward silence lingers between us, but Faye doesn’t even seem to notice. She takes a fork, swirls it around on the plate so it picks up some spaghetti, and brings it to her mouth.

“This tastes nice.”

Guilt burns within me. It would be easier if she was giving me an attitude or being a brat like she was back at the lake. She sounds like what I did made her lose every bit of fight left in her. And maybe I should put aside my ego and address that.

“Look . . .”

“We should . . .”

We speak at the same time. The awkward tension multiplies.

“You can go first,” I say to her.

She swallows and drops her fork. “We should talk about my departure.”

I raise a brow, more surprised by my gut clenching reaction to the news than the actual news itself. “Come again?”

Leaning back in her chair, she folds her arms. “You clearly want me to leave. The plan was for me to stay for a couple of days, and it has been a couple of days now.” She sighs, her shoulders sagging so she looks like a broken, vulnerable bird. “But I’ve got no idea what to do. And I don’t know if I’m close to figuring it out or not. So . . .”

“I don’t want you to go.” I’ve never admitted anything quite so fast in my entire life. Hell, even Faye’s eyes widen. But it’s the truth. She drives me up the wall daily and makes my existence a living hell, particularly at nighttime, but damn it, I like having her around.

And I don’t even know why.

“You act like you do.”

I run my hand through my hair, familiar frustration building up. Why the hell does she always have to push? “You were half naked, and I asked you to put some clothes on. You were playing with my restraint, and I snapped.”

I’m brushing over a lot of key events there, but I’m counting on her being too embarrassed about what happened to fight me on it. Sure as anything, she merely swallows and says, “You’ve told me you don’t like me several times.”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“You can’t stand me.”

Something about her emphasis on the word “stand” and the look in her eyes has me rearing back. Like she can take anything from me as long as it isn’t my disdain.

Damn you, Ken, I think, wishing my friend were here so I could punch him in his face for giving me such horrible advice. Actually, maybe I should punch myself. For being stupid enough to follow it in the first place. Making a gesture only made things worse.

“All of my adult life, I’ve been playing the part. Everything has been one big lie. I didn’t expect that when I finally started to own up to who I am, the first person I’d come across would dislike me this much.” Her voice breaks on the last word, even if her face is expressionless.

Fuck. Me.

“I don’t dislike you.” She’s staring at me in disbelief, so I try to explain further. “Sure, I think your take on love is weird and the fact that you choose to sing love songs about your fiancé—ex-fiancé as a career is a little strange, but . . .”

A tremulous smile forms on her face. “That’s my public image. And yeah, most of it was fake. But you dislike me apart from that. You’re repulsed by what I think about love and with what I choose to do with my days. You loathe me so much that you’d rather leave your own home than spend your time around me.”

I’ve got nothing else to say. Truly.

“So, I think it would be best if we discussed how and when I’ll leave and return to my real life. You’ve done a lot for me already, and I don’t . . .”

My frustration surges upward, propelling me out of my chair and across the table to stand in front of her. A wary look crosses her face. Perhaps she’s wondering if I’m going to make fun of her again. But I’m thinking of something very different this time.

Pulling her up, I set her on the table mere inches from her plate. She inhales sharply, but her thighs are falling open, inviting me to draw closer. I squeeze myself into that space, as close to her as I can get.

“I don’t dislike you,” I mutter, looking down at her stunned face. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I like you too damn much. I want you, so fucking bad. And when I saw you in that bikini, all I could think about . . .” I take a deep breath, unsure of whether I can finish that statement without a practical demonstration. “I bought you all your damn clothes. Don’t know if I managed to sneak that swimsuit in during a fever dream or something, but . . .”

“You didn’t buy it. That, or any kind of underwear, by the way.”

Her words are innocent enough, but being reminded that she has been spending the past four days not wearing anything beneath her clothes is more than I can take. A groan rips itself from my throat as my hands find her waist, pulling her in and crushing her breasts against my chest. Every fiber in my body is filled with need. My only thought is letting my palms explore her.

But I can’t. Not if it means giving her false hope. She has only ever been with one man her entire life, the man she fell in love with.

Girls like Faye Strummer do not know how to separate love from sex, and coming on to her is as good as proposing marriage. I cannot . . .

Just then, I feel her slender fingers. Not on my arm, or my chest, or even around my neck. She could have chosen any one of those locations and still driven me crazy. But she went even farther, pressing against my cock, which is already straining against my pants. It twitches in her hand, wanting to feel more of her.

I look down at the fire in her green eyes.

Maybe Faye does know how to separate love from lust, after all.
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TIME IS A FUNNY THING


Ihold my breath as I feel him through the thin fabric of his pants. It feels like I’ve forgotten to breathe.

Exploring a huge dick for the first time in your life will do that to you.

I relished watching him squirm when he saw me in my bikini, but I enjoy this reaction better. How red his face is turning, how he’s slowly collapsing against the table, how it looks like he’s also forgetting to breathe.

“Faye.” It’s a warning. But hearing him say my name has the opposite effect. All I want to do is to press on. To get even closer.

“Faye,” he growls again. This time, his fingers wrap around my throat, squeezing slightly. Another warning, like he’s trying to inflict some measure of pain to make me push him away. This one, too, has the opposite effect. I’ve never been choked before, and I didn’t think I’d like it this much. But it feels good. I arch my head back, but still close enough to meet his gaze.

He wants me. I was sure of that at the lake, but somewhere between him refusing to touch me and talking about my ex, I interpreted his words as aversion. Back in the bedroom, I spent the last hour coming to a firm decision about leaving this cabin for good.

And now, I’m here being choked on the kitchen table while stroking his dick.

Time is a funny thing.

A sense of urgency overwhelms me, the need to do even more, feel even more.

Suddenly, I’m reaching for the button on his pants, eager to watch him spring free and to touch him bare.

Maybe even to taste him.

Flame rises up my cheeks. I don’t know how Blake manages to bring out this side of me, a part of me that I didn’t even know existed. I can’t say I dislike it.

And I want to find out more.

He lets out another groan. But just before I can get to his zipper, his callused palm closes over my hand.

“Wait,” he mutters.

I look up at him, disappointment welling up inside me. He’s about to stop this, surely, maybe to say something so disrespectful that I consider leaving again.

But he doesn’t. Instead, he pulls over the nearest chair, settling in it and placing me on top of him so my back is up against his chest. My throat tightens. I haven’t been this close to him except when he carried me over that bridge, and for the first time, I can tell how much bigger he is. His bulk is so great I don’t need to settle on both his thighs to sit comfortably.

“I’ve imagined touching you in so many ways since I first saw you.” His breath, heavy on the back of my neck, causes tingles to run down my spine. “And in every one of those fantasies, it started like this.”

His hands are on my waist now, but this time, his fingers are slipping between the waistband of my pajamas and my skin, stretching the fabric slightly as though to test its elasticity.

“Tell me you’re not wearing panties,” he mutters.

“I’m not.” The words slip out too quickly. I’m that desperate to please him.

Another groan. He grabs as much of the fabric as he can take and shoves it down my legs. In one smooth motion, my pajamas are gathered around my ankles. I kick them off.

I’m now butt naked and sitting on Blake’s lap.

I’m so wet that I can feeling it dripping onto Blake’s pants. I should be curling in with embarrassment, but a crazy thought takes hold of me.

Raising my body an inch from his, I push backward so I can plant myself where his dick is. He’s still clothed but steel hard, and I start to pant the moment I brush up against him. But then I start to slip downward again, and I pull myself up, causing shocks of pleasure to travel past my clitoris.

“Fuck.” Blake’s hands are going up my waist, slipping under my shirt and grabbing my breasts. My throat closes up as he starts to explore them recklessly, fondling as though he has always had access to my body. “When you move like that, it makes me wonder what it’ll feel like, you riding me.”

I moan at his words, and at the same moment, a burst of liquid spills from my vagina and stains his pants in another spot. The contact of the wet fabric against my clit sends another shock of toe-curling pleasure through me, and I gasp.

“Sound like that when I’m fucking you, and I’m going to be doing it all night.” His voice is hard, as if he’s giving a warning, but I feel pleasure brim inside me at his words: When I’m fucking you.

He’s going to be doing that soon enough. And even if I have no idea about anything concerning my future, I know how much I want him.

“Why?” I hear myself ask.

“Why do I want to fuck you?” He nuzzles his face in the hollow between my neck and shoulders. “Baby girl, have you seen you? When you were wearing that bikini, I felt like I was about to burst into flames.”

Knowing it did have an effect on him pleases me, but I’m still not distracted from my question.

“Why were you keeping away from me?”

His hand stills on my breast, and for a moment, I’m worried I upset him enough for him to put an end to this. But the next second, he’s strumming my nipples so hard that I fall back against him, breathless from the feeling that gushes through my body.

“Because I was trying to do the honorable thing,” he says, now dragging me across his thighs. I feel the hardness of his dick brush against my naked pussy lips, causing me to let out another moan and yearn for the real deal.

Blake’s breath is shallow in my ear. “Turn around,” he mutters.

I can’t not obey him. I twist myself on his thigh, and soon enough, we are facing each other as I straddle him. Being butt naked in this position means I’m gaping open, but once more, I’m not embarrassed.

On the contrary, I’m desperate. Desperate to be filled . . . by him.

His head lifts to mine. He starts to kiss me. I part my lips to let him in, and his tongue slides in, probing, cloying, exploring the inner recesses of my mouth. I close my eyes, completely lost. I have written dozens of romance songs and have read a million romance novels, but there’s always something about the word swoon that makes me amused, because I felt it to be unrealistic.

But in this very moment, that’s what I’m doing. Swooning. Something about Blake’s kiss makes me forget everything around us, the cabin, our recent fight, even our sitting positions. It makes me forget about us, too, until all I’m left with is the thought of how good it feels to kiss him. I have never thought of it as a worthy part of foreplay. Until now. Because kissing Blake feels almost as good as I imagine sex with him to be.

His fingers are slipping down my body now, going lower with each second. He brushes against my clitoris, and I feel a shudder run through me.

“I should punish you,” he says, before brushing past my clit again, this time, in a decidedly hard movement that gives no concern for how sensitive the bundle of nerves is.

I tear my mouth from his and look at the roiling storms in his eyes, more surprised than anything. Punish isn’t a word that I usually associate with sexual pleasure.

“What?”

“That fucking bikini.” Another brush against my clit that sends my toes into a state of permanent flexure. “Watching you there, all wet and drippy. You were probably dripping down here too.” He plunges his fingers into me, no warning of any sort. “Probably hoping I’d fuck you.”

I scream, my body arching backward. Something about his roughness, the fact that he seems like he wants to inflict a hint of pain along with whatever pleasure he’s offering, arouses me. Makes me wonder just how much he’s willing to punish me.

His fingers wrap around my neck again, pulling back, so my eyes meet his.

“Admit it.”

I swallow. My mouth is somewhat dry. His tone is hard, kind of like the way it was our first night at the cabin. This time, though, I have a feeling that there’s more at stake.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” I croak when I can. “I just . . .”

His fingers tighten momentarily at my neck, and my eyes roll to the back of my head at how good that feels. “Tell me how fucking soaked you were.”

I gulp, newly understanding what this is about. Power. Blake might not hate me, but he detests the power I have over him. Probably also hates the fact that he’s now confessed, twice, to how much he wants me. He’s trying to rebalance the scales by getting me to do the same.

A streak of stubbornness kicks in, and I shake my head. “I wasn’t,” I lie, trying to ignore the memory of fluid dripping between my thighs.

He thrusts his fingers deeper, one sharp motion that sends a mixture of pleasure and need through me.

I moan, pushing myself up against him. “Don’t stop,” I demand, even if what I really want to say is don’t stop touching me that way. Blake’s roughness adds a new dimension to what I thought was possible to feel, and I want more.

But he curls his fingers and pulls out of me.

“You’re lying.” His other hand is still wrapped around my throat, and he tightens it once more. “Admit how bad you wanted me.”

I stare at him. His eyes are black whirlpools. It dawns on me that he’s going to withdraw his touch if I don’t obey him.

Elation builds within me, spreading through my body until my arms and legs are covered with goosebumps. I would rather die than admit it to him, but this, being tortured to confess embarrassing things, is a wet dream.

I swallow again. “I did want you.”

“Good girl,” he growls. His fingers part my folds and delve in, a reward for my obedience. I barely have time to savor the pleasure of his entry before he starts to move, mercilessly thrusting in and out, causing small bursts of bliss in parts of my body I didn’t even know existed.

I have never climaxed from fingering before, but my pleasure is multiplying by the second, pushing me closer to that cliff. My walls grip Blake, and I know I’m about to come when he pulls himself out again.

I let out a yell of frustration. “No, Blake, please . . .”

His eyes glimmer with mischief. “You’re going to have to do better than that if you want to come.”

Is he leveraging my satisfaction based on how well I stroke his ego? “You must be kidding.”

Both hands wrap around my waist, grinding me against him. “I want to hear that these past four days have been as torturous for you as they have been for me. If you do well enough, I’ll give you your orgasm. If you do really well, I’ll let you suck me off.”

My stomach contracts. I’ll let you suck me off. The thought of getting between his legs and pleasuring him with my mouth makes me salivate.

He has somehow managed to make me feel like him getting a blowjob would be a favor to me. And I’m buying it.

This is too much. He’s too much.

I can almost feel my pussy quivering, begging for him to put his fingers back in there. But then the stubborn streak is back, keeping me from letting him in that easily.

So, I settle for something in between. Making sure he’s still staring at me, I pop one of my fingers into my mouth and suck on it.

“Faye . . .”

I slip it down there. Just like that, the pleasure is back, and I moan, thrusting in and out, careful to keep my eyes on his. Blake’s face is brick red; he looks like he’s going to explode.

I never feel quite as sated when I pleasure myself, but this time is different. Blake watching me do this to myself makes all the difference. I can feel his stiff erection beneath my thigh as I continue to slip my finger in and out. Soon enough, I’m arching back again, seconds from a release.

Blake’s fingers close around my clitoris, squeezing as hard as he can without inflicting pain. My rhythm goes askew, and my fingers slip out of my vagina. The moment I lose control, Blake’s other hand holds on to both my arms, trapping them behind me so my breasts are curved toward him, my erect nipples clearly visible underneath my T-shirt. I try to fight him off, but it’s as successful as trying to push off a five-hundred-pound gorilla.

“Only I make you come, baby girl. Now tell me,” he says in a deadly whisper, “or I swear I’m going to delay your orgasm so much you’re going to be weeping, begging me to let you have it.”

My body is shivering, my every cell begging me to give in. I grunt as I try once more to break free, but Blake tightens his hold so it’s virtually impossible. Turning crazy with need, I push my lower body against him, wanting to brush my clit on his dick. But although the motion feels good, it’s nowhere near satisfying enough.

Blake doesn’t even try to fight me on that. He knows it as well as I do.

If I want to come, I’m going to have to depend on him. Even my fingers aren’t going to do the trick tonight, not when I have had him.

I ignore the heat climbing up my cheeks.

“Please,” I cry. This feels both humiliating and elating, being overpowered by a giant who’s intent on breaking me. Humiliating because I was stupid enough to believe I could beat him at his own game. Elating because this is the freest I have felt in almost a decade.

“I’m not asking you to beg . . . not yet anyway. You’re going to beg to suck my dick and beg to have me inside you, but what I need right now is your confession.”

I run my tongue across my lower lip. I’m literally tingly with need, imagining having to beg him for his cock.

“I wanted you,” I gasp.

“Not good enough.”

“I’ve been hoping you’d touch me for the past four days. And I got the bikini from a lady who stopped at the cabin a few days ago, selling scraps. I paid her with some money you left on the table. I thought you’d like it, and I wondered whether to wear it to bed. At the lake,” I gulp, unable to believe I’m sharing this, but also unable to stop, “I wanted you to come over and fuck me.”

His eyes are filling with hard gratification. “I can definitely help with that,” he growls, and slips three fingers in. I yell as he starts to pummel me, going so hard and so fast, I can barely believe he’s not fucking me for real. I curl into him, wanting nothing more than to stay in this moment forever.

But in a few seconds, he has pushed me off that cliff, and I’m screaming louder than ever as my orgasm hits me. It feels good, so good I’m surprised it doesn’t pop a blood vessel in my head and leave me for dead. I close my eyes and savor every bit of ecstasy I’m feeling right now. The knowledge that Blake and I are going to be around each other for the next few days makes me so heady I feel like I’m going to have another orgasm.

But just then, before I can even think of what next to do, something interrupts us.

The telephone rings and jars the stillness that settled after my orgasm.

I slip off Blake and reach for my pajamas as he saunters over. His shoulders are set in fury, and it’s obvious he’s going to tell whoever is on the other end of the line off so he can get back to me.

“Hello?” he snaps. A second later, his shoulders sag, and he turns back to me.

“What?” All my present thoughts, which include being eaten out by Blake while I suck his dick, vanish, replaced by the emotion I have tried hard to escape from the past few days.

Worry.

“It’s Kevin,” Blake says. “And he’s got bad news.”
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FACING THE MUSIC


Ishould be the most disgruntled man on Earth right about now. Going from having this goddess in my arms to having to share her attention with an unpleasant phone call is sure to piss every man off.

But on the contrary, I’m somewhat relieved.

My reasons for not wanting to fuck Faye still stand. But while I was touching her on the chair, even more reasons popped up. For one, once we get a taste of each other, we are not going to stop. We are going to be doing it all day and all night long.

And I will feel like the biggest fool in the world when she returns to her real life. Especially if she decides that she wants to revisit the engagement with Weak Chin. An image of my friends joking around about the wedding while I sit there licking my wounds flashes through my head, and I brush it away, snapping my determination back in place.

No matter what happens, I won’t fuck her. Hell, I also have to make sure she doesn’t do anything to please me, including giving me a blowjob. Once I feel her soft mouth wrapped around my dick, I will be hooked for life.

“Hi Kevin, what’s up?” Faye speaks into the receiver, running her hand through her hair. Every sign of the mischievous seductress who just tortured me is gone, covered under a layer of anxiety.

I have no clue what Kevin is telling her, but Faye blanches a second later. Going over to the phone, I lean into her, managing to hear his voice through the handset.

“. . . so when he got on X, everyone already expected he’d say something awful.”

I don’t need to hear the beginning of that statement to know that the worst is yet to come.

Faye seems to think the same, her knuckles whiten as she grips the phone harder. “What?” she blusters. “What did he say?”

Kevin pauses for a moment. “He said you are suffering from clinical depression. That you’ve had it your entire life, and it has always made it impossible for you to believe in yourself or assume you are enough. Claimed that is the real reason you ran from the wedding.”

Faye’s hands are shaking. Reaching out, I swipe the receiver from her. She doesn’t even fight back, merely sinks onto the couch and stares straight ahead.

“Yeah, thanks for the news,” I say to Kevin. I’ve got no reason to be upset with him, but I am. For the past four days, Faye has blossomed into a happier person than she was when I first met her. And now, with one phone call, she’s back to the trembling, anxious, could-have-been bride.

“I’m sure we’ll—” I almost bite my tongue in haste to correct that word. “She’ll figure out what to do soon.”

“The situation is worse than you think,” Kevin replies urgently, causing Faye’s head to swivel in the direction of his voice. “Yeah, it did have some good sides. Like how the internet mob is a lot more sympathetic toward Faye and all. Everyone is using this as a lesson in mental health. Even some celebrities have shown support, and⁠—”

“But I’m not mentally ill.” Faye’s voice comes out almost as a shriek. “I’m not, and my father shouldn’t lie about that. The only reason he’s doing it is because he’s still hoping I’ll marry Ben.”

I take a few steps and turn away from Faye, so she can’t hear any more of Kevin’s words. “Again, thanks for the information,” I say, now desperate to hang up. “We’ll . . .” Damnit, what is up with me today? “I’ll . . . She’ll . . . do something about it.”

“Blake,” Kevin says. “She can’t hear this, can she?”

I resist the urge to hang up. “No.”

He takes a deep breath, like he’s figuring out the right words. “I think it’s nice that you’ve kept her stashed away from the world for so long . . .”

“Four days,” I mutter under my breath, annoyance building up in me. Why the hell is Kevin sounding as if I orchestrated this whole scheme and am not merely the passerby that got dragged into the drama?

“Well, that’s about five months in internet time. The latest single Faye released was certified platinum in about twelve hours. That’s how hungry her fans are for her. They need her to be out here, saying something about the situation. Sure, everything her dad is doing is beyond creepy. But it’s working . . . for now. In a day or two, people are going to stop believing him and find other ways of discovering the truth for themselves. I wouldn’t be too surprised if you started getting unwelcome guests around your home.”

“Is that a threat?” Kevin is the only person who even knows Faye’s whereabouts.

He lets out a sigh of exasperation. “I’m on your side, buddy. And I’m on hers. But I can see clearly from here. You keeping her with you isn’t going to help her career one bit.”

I glance at Faye, making sure she’s deeply distracted by her thoughts, before stealing away from the living area and going into the kitchen. There, I release the fit of anger building up in me at Kevin’s words.

“You’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”

He sounds detached. “I’m just saying that maybe rooming with Faye makes it difficult for you to realize what I’m talking about.”

Did Kevin just insinuate that I have a crush on her and therefore hesitate to send her back into her real life, or am I completely misunderstanding him?

I grip the phone tightly. “I gave her a place to stay after that horrid affair. And I encouraged her to avoid watching TV because she was already enough of a mess when she got here.” I don’t know why I’m this focused on rationalizing myself to Kevin, but I need him to know I’m not as attached to Faye as he thinks.

“Well then, you’ve got to revise your thinking. Unless Faye wants to come back to the real world still engaged to that moron and now also people believing lies about her having depression, she’s got to release a statement or something on her Instagram. Maybe it’s time to tell people her real story.” He pauses with a sigh. “You’ve got to get that through to her. Let her see what the media is trolling about. She’s got to face the music and come back out. People are obsessed with news of her.”

Kevin hangs up. I stare at the phone, dull ringing in my ears. My anger grows, spiraling until it’s filling every inch of my body. I have always been fond of Kevin, but right now, I’m more pissed off at him than I would have believed possible. At his damned presumptuousness. At his belief that I’m infatuated with Faye. At the fact that he thinks I’m making a mistake by keeping her off the grid.

I stride back into the living room. Faye looks up when she sees me, her eyes red-rimmed.

“What did he say?”

I waver, knowing I would rather die than tell her that Kevin thinks I have a crush on her.

She seems to take my hesitation as sensitivity for her pain. “It’s alright. I can bear it.” She raises herself to her feet. “I knew hiding out here would have its consequences. Whatever else my dad is doing, I need to know.”

“We should have been scouring the news, rather than looking away.” It’s as good of an apology as she’s going to get. “If you’d known sooner . . .”

Faye waves a hand, dismissing my words. “No, I wanted to stay here. It’s been the best thing ever, being able to exist without worrying about displeasing anyone. Except you.”

My upper lip twitches in an almost smile. “What are you going to do, then?”

Faye looks at the phone for a second before she looks up at me. “I don’t agree with what Kevin said. The fact that my father’s lies caused social media to side with me doesn’t mean I should let the lie slide.”

A lot of thoughts are scrambling around in my head. But I wait for her to make the decision by herself.

She looks toward the phone, her lower lip trembling. And then she turns back to me.

“I’ve got to do something to stop him.”

“What?” I hate the fact that I let that question slip from my lips almost as much as I hate that I actually want to know the answer.

She takes a deep breath. And then another. “I can’t do anything from here, cut off from the world.” There’s a tiny, careful pause, like she’s afraid to hurt me. “It means I’ve got to leave.”

Bile burns in my chest, directed toward her audacity in assuming that her departure would bother me. But then, along with the resentment comes a deeper revelation, one I have to face for myself.

Back in the kitchen, I wasn’t angry at Kevin.

But at myself.

A part of me acknowledged he was right. I actually recoiled when he spoke about people being hungry for Faye. I hated that sentence with venom.

After spending just one hour entangled with her, the thought that there are millions of people out there who would kill to bask in her attention rubs me the wrong way.

I do resent Faye for assuming I would be hurt if she left.

But I resent myself even more, because the thought of her leaving has suddenly become unbearable.

For a reason I cannot put my finger on, I want her to stay.
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DADDY DEAREST


The next morning, I sneak out of bed just as the sun rays are beginning to poke through the windows. I can hear Blake’s breathing, deep and peaceful, reassuring me that he’s not going to wake up soon.

It should give me enough time.

I tiptoe across the floor of the bedroom and slip past the half-open door. Emerging into the living area, I head straight for the phone. I’m sure Blake won’t mind my using it, but I would much rather have this conversation in private.

I don’t even have to think before dialing. It’s the first and only phone number, apart from mine, that I have committed to memory. It’s just six in the morning, and there’s every likelihood I’ll be stuck with leaving a message. Still, I’m willing to bet the call is going to be answered.

He answers on the first ring.

“Hello?” His voice is groggy, like he woke up the moment the phone rang.

“It’s me.”

He’s silent. Tension sparkles between us.

I hear rustling on the other end of the line that probably means he’s getting out of bed and heading away from my stepmother, likely downstairs to his den, where he can speak freely. The mansion my dad lives in is roomy enough for him to not be overheard.

Thinking of his luxurious house, my stomach brims with indignation. The overpriced home, like every one of his properties, was bought by the salary he paid himself for managing me. I’m newly aware of the fact that I’ve let my father control every aspect of my career, so much so that no one else on our team has even thought to come out against him.

Finally, he says, “Expected to hear from you much sooner.”

I’ve been silent for almost a week, and there’s no joy in his voice now that he knows I’m alright. In fact, he’s exuding less emotion than a reporter would if I turned up in front of their office.

“I didn’t know you wanted to hear from me. Especially since you’ve been having so much fun running various stories by the press.”

There’s a sharp intake of breath on his end, and I understand why. I have never spoken to him this way before. For the most part, I rarely talk to him at all, except to agree to his orders.

Guess that explains why my life is in such disarray now.

“I did what I had to do as your manager.” He recovers quite nicely from his shock, voice stoic again.

“The right thing to do would have been to tell the truth.” My fingers are trembling on the phone, and I have to pause and take a deep breath. I have seen my father win countless arguments with staff all because he managed to rile them up into hysteria while he maintained a cool head. I can’t give him the same satisfaction.

“The truth, Faye, is that you’re going to marry Ben. When you eventually return from wherever you are hiding, you’re going to realize you’ve got no other choice. Your fans know that, even if it sounds like you haven’t accepted it.”

“You’d rather I marry a cheating asshole than be happy?”

Another sharp intake of breath. “That’s the difficult call I’ve got to make as your manager.”

“As my manager, you should realize that I hired you, not the other way around. You should wait for me to give you directions and not do whatever you think is best. This is my career, not yours.”

It feels like I have been waiting all my life to say that. When those words finally burst out of me, my shoulders sag with relief. For the first time, I’m standing up to him.

He remains speechless for a good minute. And then he finally says, with a sneer in his voice, “That’s one way to be an ungrateful brat. I tried everything to make you happy. Got your lazy ass fiancé to organize a romantic proposal. Got your stepmother to⁠—”

“And you wanted me to marry him even after you found out he was cheating.”

I’ve gotten over the fact that Blake thinks my romantic dreams are foolish but hearing that my dad feels the same way comes with a different kind of hurt. Especially since he used this knowledge to manipulate me into staying in a fruitless relationship.

“That’s the tough call I had to make if you were going to be successful. Like organizing that silly wedding. You think I liked running around checking for flowers and whatever else? But those are the tough decisions I had to make, and it gave you this career. You wouldn’t be half as successful at belting out cringey love songs if it weren’t for me.”

I’ve heard a variation of that statement on repeat ever since I became famous. This time, I have an answer ready. “Well, I guess now’s as good a time as ever to find out if that’s true.”

“What do you mean by that?” He sounds almost apprehensive.

“You’re fired.” Damn, that felt good.

Another few seconds of silence. And then, he says, “No, I’m not.”

“That’s not your call to make. And if you liked your job so much, you should have thought of that before announcing to the world that I’m mentally ill.”

“I did it for you,” he spits through gritted teeth.

“Is that what you tell yourself?” Even though I resist it, my hurt at his behavior is breaking through, causing me to raise my voice. “You shoved me into this industry and since then, you’ve used me to make yourself wealthy. I’m sick of you ruining my life.”

“I’ve made you wealthy. And famous,” he spits. “Every single thing you enjoy is because I took your career seriously from the time you were seventeen. It became my career, too. And if you think you’re going to get rid of me that easily, you’ve got another thing coming.”

Trepidation spills down my gut. He’s lying, I tell myself now. There’s absolutely nothing he can do to remain as my manager if I don’t want him to.

He seems to be reading my thoughts. “I take it you’re considering going online to share your own side of the story? About how Ben is nothing but a horrible cheat.”

“The true side of the story.”

“Well, let me explain why that’ll be a bad idea.” I can almost see his leer. “When you disappeared and failed to reach out, I knew that I had a blank check. I could paint any picture I liked. I could have told them pitiful things about you, things that would be valid reasons to call off the wedding. But I had a feeling you were going to do this, so . . .”

Dread settles in me. Of course. I don’t even need to hear the rest of his explanation to know what he is driving at.

My father’s interviews to the media were deliberately planned. He started off by painting me as a brat, before giving me a mental illness. The public has taken his words as the truth. If I reveal my side of the story now, I’d be judged as being a nutcase.

And if people believe I’m crazy, my dad could file for conservatorship. I would be under his care for a long time, possibly forever.

My fingers are trembling again, and this time, I can’t stop them.

“No,” I mutter, cutting him short mid-sentence.

“Glad you figured it out,” my father says smugly. “Now, I don’t know where you’re at—I’ve called every single person who could know and have gotten nothing—but I trust you’re going to be making it back home soon.”

Home. I think of my own huge, white-washed apartment, complete with a personal recording studio requested by my father. And then, I think of my father’s house on Long Island. A sickening feeling rises up within me. I don’t belong there. In fact, Blake’s cabin feels more like home than they’ve ever been.

My palms are sweaty. “I’m not coming back to Brooklyn.” It’s a last-ditch effort to contradict him, but I can tell how limp my words sound.

My father lets out a low chuckle, like he’s speaking to a toddler about to commit mischief and not to a grown adult he’s threatening to swindle. That chills me to the bone. I’ve tried to ignore, for years, the burning feeling that my dad does not care for me much.

Right now, I’m forced to realize that he doesn’t care for me at all, in and outside of my career. All he wants is to maintain complete control.

“You can take as much time as you want,” he says, his tone honeyed. “As long as whoever’s got you stashed away still wants you around. But if you’ve started to realize the futility of you hiding and you want to come back to the city, you can call me back. In the afternoon next time, because I won’t be getting out of bed for you anymore.”

The line goes dead.

I stare at the receiver, tears forming in my eyes. Yesterday, after Kevin’s call, I knew things were dire. They were bad enough that I considered leaving the cabin this morning. But I decided on a last-ditch effort to call my father to see if I could work things.

It turns out that I was wrong. From that conversation, it does not even seem as if me going back into society would change a thing. Even if Blake would agree to get me a phone so I could put up a message on social media, my father has the passwords to all my accounts. He’d have changed all of them by now. Maybe he was preparing to release a message on my behalf in the near future.

The long and short of it is that I’m screwed.

I rise up and make my way back to the bedroom, my chest heaving. Blake is still beneath the covers, fast asleep. For a fraction of a second, I want to crawl underneath them with him and bury my face in his chest, forgetting the world.

Don’t be stupid, I scream internally at myself. I desire Blake sexually, but that’s about it. His behavior is still repugnant, and he can be an asshole every time he chooses to be. I can’t let the boundaries get muddled up.

I reach into the drawer for my bikini. Even now, I feel a spark of excitement deep in my belly as I remember Blake’s words, how affected he claimed to be when he saw me wearing it. I’m not going to be modeling it for him today, though. I need to swim for a bit and figure out a strategy to outsmart my father.

The lake is biting cold when I step into it, but I barely notice. My head is still messed up, and every time I think of my father’s threats, tears start stinging.

I dive into the water, closing my eyes, blocking out everything but my thoughts.

Maybe I kind of deserve it. I’d known from the moment I started singing songs about Ben that I was lying. To myself and to my fans. I knew I was only doing it to please my dad in the hopes that one day, he would look at me and not have that distant expression in his eyes.

That one day, he would love me.

I should have stood my ground back at the wedding instead of just running away. Should have told my father to his face I wasn’t going through with it. Better still, I should have walked up that aisle and told the guests that the wedding was off.

Blake was right after all. Love does make people pathetic.

I come up for air as my thoughts switch to the man inside the cabin. The phone call from Kevin dulled a lot of things, and after I came to the conclusion that I needed to leave, everything else was shoved in the past. Still, as I recall the memories of the previous evening, my thighs ache with a distinct longing.

I’m probably going to be out of here soon. I can’t figure out a good plan, much less by myself. There’s a lot to do: decide which city I want to live in, hire a PR team, probably get a few lawyers, figure out the best way to relaunch myself. All I know for sure is that I’m not going back to New York and that I won’t let my father bully me. Getting back together with Ben is not an option either.

I sink back into the water. If I’m being perfectly honest with myself, I wish I got to explore Blake like he did me before the curtain closed on my stay with him. In a couple of days, we’re going to go back to being strangers, and I’ll be another popstar who annoys him with her love songs.

My face breaks the surface of the water again. I’m aware something is different from the moment I gulp my first breath of air. Goosebumps rising on my arms, I look around.

I don’t need to look too closely, though.

Blake, whose mussed hair tells the story of his recent awakening, is standing on the bank. He looks like he just came out of the house in search of me.

Swimming to the edge, I raise my torso out of the lake. I’m about to apologize for possibly startling him when I notice something.

He’s not looking at my face. He’s staring at my body, a look in his eyes that incites a mix of apprehension and fear. He doesn’t just look aroused. He looks annoyed. Like he’s given me one too many warnings, and he’s about to punish me for my insubordination.

His gaze returns to my face. I stare back at him, my heart beating fast in my chest.

It’s fairly evident what’s about to happen.
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RECKLESS ABANDON


All the pledges I made to myself less than twelve hours ago are flying out of my brain at rapid speed. I can’t even bring myself to remember why I’m fighting this so damn much.

It’s inevitable.

Seeing her this way, the yellow swimsuit glued to her taut skin, highlighting her breasts and showing off toned, flat abs, would break any man. Even me. Her nipples are clearly visible through the wet fabric, two black dots urging me to touch them.

Just yesterday, I came across her like this and ended up hurting her because I was that desperate to make sure I stayed away. Today, I could do something different. I could tell her that I was looking for her and then walk back into the cabin. If I choose that option, I’d have to spend the next few minutes in the bathroom. My dick needs a release after days of this sweet torture.

I could take that route.

But after yesterday, and with the knowledge that she could slip out of my arms and back to the public anytime, I’m done being the honorable guy.

Faye’s green eyes sparkle with worry, like she’s unsure of what I’m about to do and has no idea if she’s in for a repeat of what happened last night.

Reassuring words are at the tip of my tongue before I bite down, urging myself to keep the suspense. I like the fact that she has no idea what I’m about to do, doesn’t know whether to stay or get back in the water. Still, I know enough of Faye at this point that I am sure she’s going to stick around for what’s next.

America’s good girl or not, she cherishes a challenge.

With one hand, I pull off my T-shirt. I revel in Faye’s astonishment as she scours my bare chest for the first time. I cast my mind back to the pictures I’ve seen of Weak Chin. He’s a frail, skinny fellow, without even half the bulk I’d built from a career in hockey and years of going to the gym. She’s awed, deservedly so, but I still spare a bit of jealousy for the bastard that had the right to touch her before I even knew she existed.

What a fool.

Hold your horses, Blake, I tell myself now. This is purely practical. In this moment and for the next few hours, I can own her. All of her. I can’t get greedy wanting her forever. It’s downright silly.

Not to mention, the only part of this girl I genuinely want is her banging body. Every part of her personality still repulses me.

But then, an image of her curving backward and fingering herself after I refused to make her come flashes through my mind, and I jam my teeth so hard into my lower lip I taste blood.

No girl has ever done that with me. Ever. I’d never seen anything more arousing in my entire life. In that time, she metamorphosed from who I’d thought was the most boring singer in the universe to the daring seductress who threatened to make me come from watching,

Okay. I want her body and that unique fiery streak she has that drives me crazy.

But that’s it.

I shove my pants down to the grassy ground.

Faye inhales sharply.

I could drag this out, maybe even question her and listen to her try to deny how much she wants this. But the silence is good too.

While making sure her eyes are still glued to me, I pull my briefs off so I’m completely naked in front of her. My dick is already stretched to its full length, precum glistening in the sunlight.

A low gasp escapes her lips as she stares at it. She swallows twice before I realize that she’s literally salivating for me. She wants this as much as I do.

Imagining how wet she must be under her bikini sends even more blood rushing south, making me lightheaded. I step forward, one foot after another, liking how her green eyes turn darker with each second that passes. Finally, when I’m right in front of the lake, inches from where she’s leaning against the bank, I look down at her.

“You should have⁠—”

I never quite manage to get the rest of my sentence out. Faye launches herself half out of the lake, kneeling in front of me. Then, without another warning, she takes me into her mouth.

The world spins around us. I close my eyes, feeling heady, my knees weakening. Faye’s soft lips are wrapped around my dick, and I feel her tongue prodding the skin at the tip of it, licking at it teasingly.

Somewhat taken by surprise, I yield faster than I would have believed was possible. My hands find the top of her wet head, and I inflict some pressure, guiding her.

But I come to learn fast enough that Faye needs no guidance. Even before I can direct her to, she opens her mouth wider, wanting to take in all of me. She hesitates for a second, no doubt unsure whether it’s going to fit.

“Come on, baby.” It’s a damn miracle I’m able to talk, but I need to see her filled to the hilt. “You can do it. I want to be all the way in.” Increasing the pressure on her head, I push even further. She surrenders, her mouth widening even more, and the last inches slide down her pretty little throat. She starts to gag.

“Fuck,” I hear myself groan, damn near breathless with pleasure. “You like that, don’t you?”

Faye looks up at me, excitement dancing in her eyes. She gives a single, sharp nod of her head. Her agreeing with me for what might be the first time only serves to deepen my pleasure, and I know I’m not far from exploding.

Faye seems to notice that too. She works feverishly, sucking hard and swishing her tongue over the top of my dick so quickly my knees start to quake. I place my hand on her head, only seconds away from coming, eager to see her swallow.

But just as I’m about to spill in her mouth, she pulls away, and plunges back into the water.

“What the . . .?”

Faye is moving across the lake at lighting speed. It occurs to me then that I’ve never seen her swim. She’s good, gliding elegantly in the water like a mermaid. In a few seconds, she’s across the narrow lake and climbing out on the other bank. She sits with her legs crossed and dangling in the water, a satisfied smirk on her face.

It takes me a moment to realize what she just did.

Revenge. Because just a few hours ago, I left her wanting more too.

Rage and amusement rise up inside me in equal measure. Here I am, standing naked on the edge of the lake, about to burst, and this girl is teasing me.

My first instinct is to order her to come back, but I think better of it. Last night, I stopped pleasuring her because I needed her to admit she wants me. It’s the same play here. She’s not going to give in until I admit something . . . whatever it is that she wants to hear.

Faye is cupping her breasts now, stroking her nipples with her thumbs. Her head arches backward, a moan spilling from her lips.

Now she’s full-blown torturing me.

Ransacking my brain, I groan, trying to figure out what she wants me to say for her to come back here the fastest. I swear I’m going to explode into smithereens if I’m not deep inside her in the next few seconds. She stops playing with her breasts for a moment and looks at me, waiting for me to figure her out.

It hits me like a brick then.

For the past five days, all I’ve done is reaffirm that I’m not going to let myself have her. And now that I’ve finally given up that stupid plan, she wants to push me even further.

She wants me to claim her. To go over to her, forget all my reservations, and take her.

I dive into the lake. I’m not exactly sure if my hypothesis is right, but there’s nothing quite like testing it. A few seconds later, I’m emerging for air at the other bank, and when I look up, I see that Faye has moved away and is now standing even further down, close to the nest of trees that border my property.

The smile plastered on her face is teasing, challenging me. She actually means to make me work for this, to keep pursuing her.

I take one step toward her, and she backs away more.

A feral hunger seizes me. Yes, I adore her wild streak, but she’s going to pay for this.

I launch toward her, catching her. She gasps and tries to wiggle away, but she’s fully in my grasp. She’s not trying very hard to break away, and the moment her silken skin is up against mine, I know I’m not planning on letting her go.

“Thought you vowed you were never going to fuck me.” There’s laughter in her voice. She’s still wiggling, and my throbbing dick brushing up against her naked ass every time she moves isn’t exactly good for my logical reasoning.

“Well, now I’m going to do it.” I push her gently to her hands and knees, my entire body trembling with the need for release. Faye goes down obediently, like she’s been waiting a long time for me to order her to do this. Once she’s in position, I come up behind her.

I’ve thought about this moment many times. And in all my imaginings, I’ve assumed this would happen in bed, after I’d sucked her tits and eaten her out until she was delirious with ecstasy. Not once did I imagine fucking her outdoors. Nor that I’d be impatient enough to tear that suit off her before riding her.

But Faye’s little game changed everything.

Her round butt cheeks are staring up at me, begging me to touch them. Another thing I can’t bring myself to enjoy when I’m desperate to be in her. Sparing a finger so I can move aside the thin fabric clothing her pussy, I finally hold her in my gaze.

She looks . . . glorious. She’s hairless, slick, wet, and dripping, her lips full and pink. She’s insanely perfect.

“Why,” I choke out, “are you intent on playing a game when you want me this bad?” I swipe a finger down her labia, and she squirms in my grasp.

“Because it’s more fun,” she says, sounding breathless, like she’s desperate for me to touch her again.

With a groan that sends birds scampering off tree branches around us, I finally push into her. The first feel of her slick walls contracting around me sends me out of this universe and into a place I’ve never been before.

I don’t know this feeling, but I know it’s the best. Take it from a man who’s had his fair share of women and then some.

Faye, for her part, lets out a scream that only serves to deepen my enjoyment. She sounds like it’s as good for her as it is for me, like this is the first time she’s feeling like this. It’s hard to believe that her moron ex has let her go. I slam into her again and again, unable to be gentle or patient.

She writhes, pushing back against me. Reaching forward, I cup her breasts with my palms, fondling her nipples as I continue to fuck her. She surrenders, gasping for breath, giving me complete control.

I’ve never enjoyed anything—or anyone—quite this much.

Perhaps that’s why, in less than five minutes, my breath is catching, warning me that I’m about to come. Faye’s moans are getting louder too, and I know I’m about to push her over the edge.

If it were any other girl, I’d pull out and beat myself against her ass until I came. But my attraction to Faye is so strong that I can’t even imagine not spilling myself inside of her and marking her as mine.

My climax is intense, taking me by surprise. I bend over, pleasure skyrocketing as I come in quick, short bursts while her walls contract, milking every last drop from me. I hold on to her even as the sensation recedes, reveling in the feel of her squeezing and twitching as her orgasm drags on.

And now I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to let her go.
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PAPARAZZI PURSUIT


Istand on my tiptoes and pull open the cupboards hanging over the kitchen sink. Except for a cockroach that scurries into the darkest corner once I spy it, there’s nothing in there. I open another cabinet, then the one beside the dishwasher. Nothing there either.

“Don’t look so surprised.”

I jump and turn around, my heart already banging in my chest. I know who it is. How could I not? We’ve lived together for the past week, and for the last three days—I swallow hard in almost-embarrassment—we’ve been fucking nonstop.

Like, literally all the time. The kind of continuous sex that leaves my vagina sore and the insides of my thighs aching, but also the kind that I can’t do without. We’ve done it in bed, on the kitchen counter, in the lake, on the bank of the lake again, on the kitchen table, on the ground, up against the walls . . .

It’s more sex than I’ve ever had. And it also feels better than anything else I’ve done my whole life.

Blake is shirtless, and even now, my mouth goes dry when I see his broad, hairless chest spread out like a smooth canvas in front of me. I look down at my body, clothed in one of his shirts, which is so large that the cuffs stop inches below the tips of my fingers.

“You won’t find anything there. Obviously.” His gaze is dark and expressionless, as usual. Nothing about the way he speaks to me or looks at me has changed. Except for when he’s thrusting into me and the tight way he holds me, I could sometimes be fooled into thinking that he still doesn’t want me around.

Maybe he really is incapable of arranging his face into a smile.

“We’ve run through all our supplies. After we finished that last bit of Nutella . . .”

There’s a glimmer in his eyes that tells me he’s thinking the same thing I am.

Last night, just hours ago, I walked up to Blake while he was reading in bed. He put his book down and watched me as I smeared the chocolate spread over my nipples. He pounced at me like an angry lion.

Spending time with Blake emboldens me to try things I would have never considered with Ben, not even in the wildest of my daydreams. I love discovering this new version of myself. Yet, fully embracing my new identity will take some time.

“We’ve got to go into town, then,” I say, kicking the cupboard beside the dishwasher shut.

Blake’s eyes narrow. “I,” he corrects. “I have to go into town. But then I’d have to leave you for half an hour, and I really don’t want to do that right now.” He walks up to me and places his hands on my hips, pulling me into him and letting me feel his hardness.

I pull away, shaking my head. I’ve been mentally preparing for this conversation for days now.

“I don’t want to be locked up here all the time.”

“Well, I don’t want you to go into town and get into trouble. You celebrities always have a fan in every corner. All it takes is one stupid picture on the internet for everyone to figure out where you’ve been hiding.”

Is it my imagination, or is he starting to sound like he cares?

Definitely my imagination, I tell myself as I study his scowl. He does sound nicer, and he’s actually explaining his reasons rather than barking out an order. But days of amazing sex would mellow out any guy.

He pulls me in again, burying his face in my hair, then trailing a slow kiss down my neck.

I know where this is going.

“I’m not interested in hiding anymore.” Before Blake came out to the lake three days ago and sucked me into his world of pleasure, I had thoughts of going back. Despite the haze of the recent days, I took a moment to ponder my next steps.

I look up at him, trying to focus despite the distraction.

“In fact, I’m going to grant an interview soon. A tell-all interview, where I expose my dad for being the liar he is.”

I expect Blake to criticize my plan, maybe even call it dumb. Instead, he pulls back, looking impressed.

“You sure about that?” He frowns. “I think it’s a good idea, but it still means making an enemy out of him.”

I think back to the call we had a few days ago.

“He’s always been my enemy. I just didn’t realize it before.”

He gives me a kiss, then reluctantly lets me go.

“Fine.” He focuses on folding my cuffs over my wrists. “But what happens if a townie comes up to you and moves up your coming-out date? I’m assuming the last thing you want is to be seen skulking about in a small-town store while dressed like this?”

I try my hardest to not focus on the little tingles crawling up my spine from his touch. “It’s highly unlikely anyone would recognize me if I wear a good enough disguise. I just need a hat or something. We’ll be in and out of there quickly. I’m sick of letting my father dictate my life from afar.”

He doesn’t argue. “Let’s go, then.”

Ten minutes later, I slip into the passenger seat of Blake’s car. I changed into jeans and one of the T-shirts he bought for me. Blake is dressed in the shirt I just slipped out of and a pair of slacks. His gaze is focused on the road, but just being around him is enough to restrict my breathing.

So, I try to think of other things. Like the fact that, just a week ago, I was sitting in this seat as my life turned into a wreck around me. I should still be on my honeymoon now. Somewhere in a parallel universe, maybe a version of me is enduring the monotonous sex Ben offered, safe and sound in the delusion that everything is perfect.

In this universe, my life is messy, but I like it way better.

Mostly because of the man beside me.

“Here.” Blake jerks me out of my thoughts. I look up to see him pulling in front of a convenience store. We’ve barely been driving for five minutes.

“It’s no Whole Foods,” he says. “But it does have everything you could want.”

“I’m not complaining.”

We walk in and greet the bored cashier, who’s the only other person around. Blake picks up a basket and leads me to the food aisle, which is all the way in the back.

I feel almost giddy as I follow him. Being famous means forgoing a lot of simple pleasures, including shopping for vegetables. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed this until now. Standing in front of the pasta shelf, I’m almost shocked at the overwhelming variety.

“Are you going to make a choice?”

I look around at Blake, a small smile forming on my lips. “I don’t know if I remember how to . . . what I looked at to decide one brand over the other.” I realize I sound unbelievably entitled, but I’m glad I can be honest.

“Haven’t been grocery shopping in a while, I take it.” I’m relieved there’s no trace of mockery in his voice.

“Years,” I say. “In fact, the last memory I have of it was in a store exactly like this, near our old apartment. And I didn’t even shop. I only lurked around the book section and made out with my high school crush.”

I regret those words the moment I say them, but it’s too late. Blake’s eyes are already glimmering dangerously.

I should turn around, take a random box, and walk back into the view of the cashier, but I’m rooted to the spot, waiting as Blake closes the gap between us and bends his head over mine. My heart is banging in my chest.

“You know what I liked most about our first time?” he whispers.

Thinking of him swimming after me and pushing me to my hands and knees makes my pussy throb. That was my favorite part, and I still get tingles as I remember how he thrust into me.

“No,” I breathe.

He leans even closer, so he’s speaking directly into my ear. “Fucking you outdoors, knowing there was a possibility of someone seeing us.”

My heart rate speeds up even more. I’m motionless as he pulls me to him, his palms finding my ass and giving me a little squeeze.

“You like being watched.” My mouth is parched, and I force the words out in a croak. “Wouldn’t have thought.”

“Why?” He’s still unbearably close. “You like being watched.”

I rear back so fast I slam into the shelf of pastas. “No, I don’t.”

“You liked it when you touched yourself while sitting on my lap. And when you refused to cover yourself at the lake because you were hoping I’d lose control.”

I’m stunned into silence. Because there’s absolutely no way I can deny that, not when it’s a hundred percent true. He’s just pointed out something about me that I hadn’t realized before.

He crushes his mouth on mine, stealing whatever breath I’ve got in my lungs. I kiss him back, not caring about much else; our location, or how hard we’ve worked to stay hidden. I know it’s not going to happen, but already my mind is speeding with the possibilities, Blake turning me around and fucking me against the shelves of dried goods, the cashier looking at us with a mix of arousal and disdain.

Suddenly, a camera’s flash pierces through the dim light.

A shriek tears from my throat, and I instinctively recoil from Blake, my eyes darting toward the source of the intrusion. My heart sinks as my gaze lands on a hooded figure outside the store, peering in through the glass with an unsettling focus. The moment he is noticed, he retreats, leaps onto a nearby bike, and vanishes.

Paparazzi.

Blake’s response is primal, a roar of anger and protection. I’m frozen, guilt gnawing at me for exposing us, but Blake is already in motion, his instincts sharp. Grabbing my arm, he propels us into a sprint toward his jeep, my legs barely keeping pace. With a burst of adrenaline, we’re off, chasing the intruder with Blake at the wheel.

We close the gap swiftly. The man, realizing he’s being pursued, pedals with desperate energy, but Blake’s determination is fiercer. He issues another growl, the jeep surging forward, and within moments, we’re blocking the man’s escape.

In a flash, Blake is out and on the man, yanking him from the bike with a force that sends it clattering to the ground. The balding redhead with fear painted across his face meets Blake’s furious stare, realizing he’s been caught.

“Who the fuck are you?” Blake snarls at him. “How did you know where to find her?”

Stepping out of the car, I stand next to Blake, feeling frazzled. Yet, there’s a peculiar calm that washes over me, seeing his fury, knowing it’s all in my defense.

The man’s face mirrors the hue of his hair as he swallows hard. “I . . .”

“Out with it,” Blake demands, pulling him close enough to share breath. “Or I promise, your camera’s going to meet its maker.”

“Please,” the man stutters. “I was just . . . I recognized her and thought . . . maybe the photo could fetch something . . .”

“That’s gonna be a hard no.” With a forceful shove, Blake seizes the camera, pressing it back into the man’s hands. “Start deleting those photos now, unless you fancy me erasing you next.”

Under Blake’s watchful eye, the man hurriedly complies, showing the cleared camera as proof. Satisfied, Blake lets him go. The man mounts his bike and disappears. Back in the car, Blake’s concern is all over his face as he notices my state.

“You’re trembling.”

I swallow. I’m not just perturbed because of the man and the fact that I was almost discovered. Watching Blake defend me like that makes me feel . . . weird. Otherworldly.

Like I’m watching one of my own songs come to life.

I push those thoughts out of my mind. “You were right. I shouldn’t have come with you.”

“You couldn’t have known it was going to happen. I’m going to drive back to the store and you’re going to stay in the car while I get us some food.”

I nod, more confused than anything. Blake drives us back to the store while we remain in complete silence. Only when I see him disappear through the store’s doors do I start to ponder why I’m so confused.

I don’t care about the fact that someone almost released a picture of us to the entire world. I knew the risk when I decided to come.

Something else is bothering me.

Blake.

He comes back in a short while carrying two bags. He dumps them in the back seat. I catch a suspicious item peeking out.

“You got a cell phone?”

His lips are drawn in a thin line. “It’s for the best. Need to make sure that punk really doesn’t have the photo backed up or something.”

The silence is even more tense when we get back to the cabin. I’d expected today to go on like the past three days, where we divided our time between eating and lovemaking. Now Blake powers on the phone as I set about unpacking the groceries, my mind still a frazzled mess.

Why the hell am I so bothered about him being nice? Sure, I’ve had a rough childhood and I’ve never really felt true love, but that’s no reason to freak out.

Maybe I’m concerned about him being nice and protective, while also being a great lay.

Maybe I’m bothered about the fact that I’m now spending most of my days with someone who is shaping up to be the man of my dreams.

As an avid romantic, that’s about my worst nightmare. Especially since said man has completely sworn off romance many times in my presence.

The landline starts ringing, the shrill sound slicing through the quiet. Blake throws a dismissive look toward the clamorous intruder.

“Just leave it,” he mutters with a hint of irritation. “Likely just one of my friends.”

Yet, the ringing insists, its relentless, sharp trills cutting persistently through the still air, refusing to be silenced. By the tenth time, he’s stalking over and pressing the receiver to his ear.

“What?” he snaps.

I have no idea what the other person is saying, but I watch as the color drains from Blake’s face. He nods mutely and then replaces the receiver.

My heart is in my throat now. “What? Who was that?”

“My sister.” A vein pops in his forehead as he walks over to the new cellphone and powers it on. “She asked me to check X.”

“He released the pictures?”

“Not exactly.” Blake is pressing buttons on the phone at maximum speed. Finally, he looks up at me. “But someone else saw us. And they released a video.”
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THE SHOW MUST GO ON


Newsflash: When you think things can’t get worse, they definitely, definitely can.

I stare down at the phone. It’s been seven hours, and my fingers are cramping up, but I can’t stop myself from scrolling through the hundreds of posts pouring in every few seconds. The reaction to the video is nothing short of epic. I couldn’t look away if I tried, even if all the posts are negative and strike me deeper than my dad’s betrayal ever did.

“Disappears from a multi-million-dollar ceremony on the DAY OF HER WEDDING and is found kissing another man a week after? Talk about a dozen red flags.”

“Lol even her brainwashed fans can’t defend her now. What sort of h*e would do this when her father and her fiancé have been crying on national TV for days, begging her to come home?”

“I don’t know what sort of sex she’s having with this guy, but I sure hope it’s worth losing a career AND a marriage for.”

“Singers are notoriously stupid, but Faye Strummer has to be the most stupid one of them all. Like, seriously, how dumb is this broad?”

“Gotta say, I’m disappointed in X tonight. It’s been HOURS and no one has been able to figure out the identity of the dude she was with. Come on guys, step on it!”

I heave a small sigh of relief at that last comment. It’s as vile as the rest, but it’s a good thing that no one knows who Blake is. The video was shot at an awkward angle, one where Blake’s face was completely hidden. People could have mistaken him for Ben if his blond hair wasn’t sticking out.

Even if this has tripled the negative press about me, Blake being anonymous is the best I could hope for. It means he’s not going to get dragged further into this mess. Blake is well known in the league, and if people figure out he’s the one, his career could be in jeopardy too.

Thinking about that gets my fingers trembling again, and I scroll past that post. The next comments in the feed don’t make me feel any better.

“Look! Faye’s father just posted, ‘I’m no longer talking about my daughter. She’s made her choice.’ Guess he’s as done with her bullshit as we are.”

“Faye just lost 200K followers in a single night. Biggest fall from grace ever.”

“Never known someone to work this hard on building their career only to throw it away like this. The fact that she’s STILL NOT SAYING ANYTHING ABOUT ALL OF THIS MAKES ME SO MAD, I WANT TO SPEW FIRE.”

“Faye, I loved you. We loved you. And we all regret it.”

That last one does it. I shove the phone away, my fingers jerking out of my control. I stare at the smooth surface of Blake’s table, barely even seeing anything.

One thing I know for sure is that my plan to go online and tell the world every single thing that’s happened is not going to work. Even if I tell the truth, the negativity would be so overwhelming that no one’s going to believe me, anyway.

I have to do something else. But I have no idea what.

“Have you had enough?”

I look up to see Blake coming out of the bedroom. He looks freshly showered, wearing a clean set of clothes.

“Yeah,” I admit, pushing the phone farther away from my line of sight. I look up at him, half waiting for an explosion. I brought nothing but chaos into his life since he met me. Surely, he’s at least a little miffed about it.

But Blake merely settles in the seat opposite mine. “People will get over it. Trust me.”

I try not to recall the awful posts I’ve been browsing through. “It doesn’t seem like it.”

“Well, maybe not immediately. I’ve got a friend, Alex, who was in the league. A few years ago, a girl went off on social media about him being a sociopathic playboy. But people moved on eventually. Because there’s always the next scandal to obsess about.”

I scrunch my brows, trying to remember that story. It happened only a few years ago, and it was such big news that even I heard about it—the studio workers were always discussing it. “Didn’t she almost succeed, though? Everyone forgot about it only when he started dating the girl next door.”

Blake’s lips are drawn in a thin line. “Yeah, my sister. They’re happily married now.”

“But you still don’t believe in love.” I hold my breath, feeling a little embarrassed. Does that statement make me sound desperate?

Blake doesn’t seem to notice anything. He shrugs. “I know love exists . . . maybe. My friends seem to think that, anyway. But the fact that I don’t believe it nullifies its existence. In my life, at least.”

Why does that make me feel disappointed? I knew this about him from the very beginning.

I decide to focus on more relevant topics. “Your sister. She’s the one who called you. She recognized you.” A tick of fear tugs at my chest. Is it possible other people recognized him, too?

“Yeah, she did,” he acknowledges. “But Britney and I grew up together. Of course, she’d recognize me. I highly doubt anyone else will. I guess I was worried about my friends figuring it out, but they know how much I . . .”

He tapers off suddenly, so I swallow the ball lodged in my throat and complete his statement before he can. “They know how much you dislike me.”

“Well . . . yes. Before. I like you very much now.” He smirks. “Don’t worry, we should be in the clear.”

“I can’t believe how calm you’re being about all this.” Maybe asking him directly about his change in behavior will help sort out my confused feelings.

Blake shrugs again. “There’s nothing to be upset about. In a few days, this is going to blow over. No one knows it’s me in that video. What we should be concerned about is talking about your next steps.”

We. That comforts me more than it should.

“I’ve got no idea what to do next.”

Blake reaches out and grabs the phone. Then he chucks it across the room toward the living room, where it crashes on the floor and disappears underneath the couch.

“I’ve got an idea.” There’s a tiny gleam in his eyes when he turns back to me. “Damn it all to hell. We shouldn’t stay cooped up here anymore. There’s an open mic night in one of the bars in town. If we sit in a booth, no one will see us. We can get some fresh air, and you can start feeling like yourself again. Then, you can plan your comeback.”

I’m too exhausted to even argue. “Okay.”

It takes twenty minutes for me to shower and get dressed. I put on jeans, a clean shirt and get one of Blake’s baseball caps. Then we hop into his car.

“Didn’t know someone like you would enjoy open mic nights.”

He doesn’t look at me, but his lip twitches. “I’m not a complete caveman. I enjoy music.”

“Yeah, just not my music.”

For the second time, I wonder about sounding pathetic. But Blake gives me a half-smile. “Well, you can’t fault me for that. Our tastes differ. I could stomach your songs if I didn’t think the lyrics were so . . . untrue.”

“Ouch.” I can’t exactly fly into a rage, though, because he’s right.

“Oh, come on. I was scrolling on social media one day, and I heard one of your songs. You know, the one about how hugging him makes you feel whole. I knew you just had to be faking it.”

Today has been one of the worst days of my life but hearing him say that causes a burst of laughter to spill from my lips. Especially when I think of how awkward and weird it always felt, hugging Ben.

“You got me,” I admit. I want to add, it could be true with the right man, but I’m done sounding pathetic and desperate. The last thing I want is for him to get the wrong idea.

“Don’t worry, though,” he says now. “In a few days, you’re going to go back to being the same lovable girl you always have been, and everyone’s going to get high on your songs again. This too shall pass.”

“You sound so sure I almost believe you.”

“Because it’s the truth,” he says. “Trust me. When things got heated for Alex, I was the one who suggested he date my sister until things cooled off. She’s the very image of innocence. Just being around her would be sure to get people off his back. That was my plan, anyway.” His lips are drawn again. “And things really cooled off when they kissed in front of a hundred cameras.”

I turn to him. “You’re kidding.”

“Thought you’d have heard of that part too. I was furious . . . until I realized Brit had been the one to orchestrate the whole thing. And it worked. Their fake relationship repaired his reputation, and suddenly social media loved him again.”

I pause. A plan is forming in my head.

Blake pulls out in front of a downtrodden bar standing alone in front of a thicket of trees. “Here we are.”

I’ve never been to a place like this, and I’m certain people will spot me from a million miles away.

“There are corner booths in the back,” Blake says, reading my thoughts. “Don’t worry. Not a single soul will set their eyes on you.”

I gulp and nod. We get out of the car and Blake leads the way, ignoring the main entrance and slipping in at the side. I follow him and look around. The place is warm and almost completely engulfed in darkness. Only the stage, where a woman is belting out a song, is well lit. Blake immediately picks a spot to the side of the stage. Like he promised, it’s pitch black.

“Feeling better already?” Blake says after I slide in beside him. The hairs on my neck rise, and for a moment, I internalize the fact that we’re in a secluded place in public.

That Blake’s fantasy could come true here.

I try not to focus too hard on that, instead looking at the woman who’s singing a rock song. She goes on and on until I feel a distinct pounding in my head. I turn to Blake, wondering how he could possibly be enjoying this, but his face is covered in shadows. Just when I’m certain I can’t take it anymore, the woman stops, and a moderator comes on stage.

“Well, that was . . . bracing,” he says, as the lights are switched on and the whole room becomes brightly lit. I see immediately why Blake picked this spot—it remains ashy dark over here. “Do we have any other volunteers before we wrap tonight up? Come on, anyone?”

A girl who looks about twenty comes up on stage. The lights flicker off as she starts to talk in a croaky voice. “Hello, everyone. Yeah . . . this song is one that has spoken to me since the first time I heard it and has made me believe there’s someone out there for everyone. Now, I don’t know where mine is or why he’s taking so long,” a polite titter runs through the audience. “but he exists, and just in case he’s right here, this one’s for you.”

She takes a deep, quavering breath and starts to sing.

“In your eyes, I find a truth so bold,

A story untold, in whispers and gold.

You’re the missing piece, my heart’s refrain,

In your embrace, I’m whole again.”

Shame breaks over my skin like welts as Blake stirs beside me. The audience is completely silent, but they could as well be booing and screaming at me, and I wouldn’t feel worse.

This girl, like many others, bought into the fantasy I sold them. One that was nothing other than a lie. And now, even after the social media stink I’ve gotten, she’s still holding on to the truth she believes from my songs.

I’ve never been more embarrassed.

“Told you,” Blake says behind me. “You still got fans.”

I ignore him. For the first time, I’m realizing that I’d rather be widely hated than widely loved for a bunch of lies.

She sings the song to completion, and as she ends to a round of applause, I feel determination overwhelm my shame. I’m tired of skulking in the shadows, of letting the world run with whatever version of the truth they think is right.

It’s time for me to come out.

“That was amazing, but I do have something to say about the song choice,” the MC booms. His words steel my determination even further. “Alright, anyone else? Last call for tonight.”

I stand up.

“What are you doing?” Blake hisses.

Without responding, I walk up to the stage. I’ve done this a million times before in a million different arenas, all of them with a lot more people than this. And yet, as I come out of the shadows and into the light, I feel as though it’s my first time.

Because it’s the first time I’m going to speak my truth.

The moderator eyes me with amusement. “Not another love song,” he groans, and the audience cackles.

I yank Blake’s baseball cap off my head, letting my hair fly free. “Can’t promise anything.”

His jaw drops to the floor. “Faye? FAYE STRUMMER?”

Everyone goes wild. The girl who just sang comes rushing back up, screaming about how she loves me. From the audience, I can hear a mix of boos and jeers, along with some people screaming for dear life. Cameras are flashing in my direction.

I’m completely undeterred. Seizing the mic, I say, “Hi, everyone. I have a song to sing tonight. It’s a new one.”

The place remains in an uproar. I glance over at Blake. His face is mostly hidden in shadow, but I can spot the set of his shoulders and the dark frown on his lips. He’s also standing, probably seconds from marching out of the place. I feel a bite of remorse. I understand why he’s mad.

Still, I know I’ve got to do this.

It takes several minutes to enforce calm, including holding back the people who are trying to run up on the stage. Finally, the bar is almost quiet, and I have a chance to speak.

I take a deep breath and start, “The past few weeks have been about the hardest I’ve faced in all my life. I’m coming slowly out of it, and I’ve got a new song that I’d like to share.”

The place is completely silent now. The MC runs back to the stage, pushing a guitar toward me. I hesitate. Songwriting comes naturally to me, but I did not prepare for this at all. As I start playing the first few chords, I close my eyes for a moment, the song that has been living in my head for the past few days bubbling out.

Have you ever chased a dream, so bright?

Every morning, rising with the light

Striving to make it real, to live your grand scheme

When everything crumbles, you feel the extreme

But hold on tight, it’s not the end

No matter what they say or decree

Dreams may begin in sleep’s serene stream

But beyond them lies a world to redeem

Keep pushing forward, keep believing, never waiver

In the world out there, find your fervent savior

Beyond the dreams that you so tightly clasp

A guiding light awaits, within your grasp.

I’ve never had an audience listen to me so quietly before. Still, I feel empowered. I repeat the verse, and as I sing, a dam breaks in me and gives rise to the biggest of releases.

For the first time in my life, I’m singing my truth.

And it feels better than I could have ever imagined.

The audience stays silent for a good ten seconds after I finish. And then, just when my euphoria is starting to take a hike downward, a singular applause tears through the silence. And then another. And another. Suddenly, I’m receiving a standing ovation, as even more cameras flash in my direction.

Tears prick my eyes. Not the first time I’ve been shown an overwhelming amount of love, but this is the only time it has ever mattered. The lights come up, and I see the audience, ranging from old to young, with a good smattering of older men. Most of them probably don’t even know who I am, but they like me all the same.

It means more than I could have ever dared to hope for.

I automatically turn around, glancing at Blake. I can see him more clearly now. He’s still on the side, but he’s no longer frowning. Instead, there’s a small smile on his face and a glitter in his eyes that tells me he approves.

Beyond the dreams that you so tightly clasp

A guiding light awaits, within your grasp.

I exhale. It feels impossible, but I’ve got to be honest with myself.

And admit that the last line of my song is mostly about Blake.

The MC comes on stage to give me a hug, smiling obsequiously. I ignore him. I ignore everyone. In this moment, the only person I can pay attention to is Blake.

Giving the guitar back to the MC, I walk away from the stage in my moment of half-blindness. Blake is staring at me, watching me come closer. My heart beats faster with every step I take. Finally, I’m standing in front of him.

“Way to make a comeback,” he says.

Standing on my toes, I kiss him. I didn’t plan to, but nothing has felt as right as that first brush against his lips does. He kisses me back, his arms coming around me.

But then he backs away, his arms falling from my body. He stares at me, his face aghast. I’m confused, but only for a moment.

When I turn around, I can see it. And hear it. People screaming at us with glee, sounding like so much more than the fifty people I can see. Dozens of cameras winking in our direction.

My brain shuts off and collapses.

Blake has done nothing but be outstandingly generous toward me since the moment I fell into his arms.

And I just ruined his life.
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UNEXPECTED ENCORE


“It’s kind of funny, you’ve got to admit.”

I push my palm against the headache that’s kicking up a storm in my skull. “Say that again, and I’m going to throttle you.”

This is the first time I’ve said something like that to my younger sister. But it’s also the first time I’ve actually felt this frustrated.

Because there’s nothing funny about my life falling apart.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Brit justifies herself quickly. There’s a wail on the other end of the line that tells me she’s currently taking care of her toddler. I hear her shuffle away, before she adds, “It’s kind of karmic, though, isn’t it? When this situation happened to me, you were seconds from kicking Alex’s ass. But now, you’re in my shoes, and⁠—”

“Difference is, I didn’t plan this,” I spit at her. How could she, of all people, not get the point. “You kissed Alex in front of cameras to convince Dad to back off. In no way did I plot and stage this shit.”

No one seems to understand. In the first half-hour after Faye kissed me publicly, my phone rang off the hook. Less than half of the calls were from my friends, who were both amused and stunned, asking how the hell this happened. Ken left a long voicemail where he went on and on about the questions I asked him the other day and how they tied to me getting cozy with Faye Strummer.

While this made me completely furious, what started the skull-crushing headache I’m still experiencing are the other calls. All of them were from various news and media stations, asking me for a quote.

I’m livid.

Thing is, I can’t exactly blame them for their confusion. I’m as surprised as they are. How did taking the wrong turn while attending a wedding end up in this, a video of me reposted five million times and dozens of blogs offering a “closer look” into the life of Blake White, Faye Strummer’s new boyfriend?

Really, how the hell did this happen?

“I understand,” Brit says now. The calm in her voice soothes me, but only for a second. “So . . . where is she now?”

“Not here.” I try not to dwell on the events of last night, how damn mad at her I was. “She packed a small bag and asked me for my credit card. She called a cab and said she’s staying in the motel by the gas station until she goes back. I suppose that means to Brooklyn.”

Brit hesitates. “Really? You aren’t worried about the mob she’s going to attract? She’s all alone out there.”

I bite down on the urge to yell at her. “Why don’t we stop worrying about her and start considering my feelings? You know, before the owners of the Philly Titans decide this is too much drama for them and ban me from playing in the next season?”

“You’re being overdramatic, Blake. No one is benching you for kissing a girl.”

A fresh wave of fury hits me, and I flop down on the couch. It’s been days since I had the cabin to myself, and I expected to feel a sense of peace and connectedness, the way I always felt when I was alone.

But now, without her here, it just feels hollow and empty. My eyes land on the book lying open next to me, Rumi’s Guest House, the collection of poems she insisted I get from the library.

I scan the excerpt the page is open to.

“The minute I heard my first love story,

I started looking for you, not knowing

how blind that was.

Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere.

They’re in each other all along.”

A bitter taste fills my mouth as the words mock me. Damn Faye for crawling under my skin like this. And damn me for still wanting her back, even after the stunt she pulled. I squeeze my eyes shut, but the poem’s lines keep repeating in my head.

“Can I ask a question? Without you threatening to hurt me?”

“Depends,” I growl. I really should be on a call with the PR team, figuring out how to contain the damage. But the thought of talking to a stranger about my messy life makes me want to bash my head against the wall.

“Why are you mad?”

I sit up, not believing she just asked that. “Want me to give you bullet points, or will a long rant do?”

Brit huffs. “Seriously, why are you mad? Are you annoyed that you’re all over social media as her new boyfriend, or⁠—”

“Yes.”

“Or are you annoyed that she used you without letting you in on the plan?”

“What do you mean ‘used’ me?”

“Come on, Blake. You know what I mean.”

I slump back on the couch, hating how right she is. Just before we walked into the bar, I was foolish enough to let Faye in on Brit’s drama and how it helped Alex’s reputation. And Faye confirmed she’d heard the story before. We also acknowledged that we had to figure out a new way to relaunch her.

Then, only a few minutes later, she kissed me in front of a hundred cameras.

I was her pawn. And yeah, that pissed me off a lot more than the calls I’ve been receiving since then. It makes me mad, wondering if she was just waiting for an opportunity, if she let me fuck her because she was waiting for me to lower my defenses enough for her to execute her scheme. Hell, I’m furious enough about that to march up to the motel and ask her why she did it.

“I’ll take that silence to mean you’re more upset that she used you than anything else.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

I can almost see my sister rolling her eyes. “Remember, I dated and married your best friend? Both of you are more alike than you think.” An amused note enters her voice. “Alex was furious about the kiss, but he was also pissed about the fact that it meant I might not have liked him at all.”

How does she manage to see inside my brain? “Again, you don’t know a thing about what you’re talking about.”

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think she’s pretending to like you.”

I hate the stupid leap of hope that stirs in my heart. I want nothing more than for Brit to give me reasons why she thinks so. But since I’d rather go on twenty interviews than ask her that, I remain silent.

Thankfully, she doesn’t.

“She stayed with you all week. I mean, she’s a multi-millionaire. She could have rented out a town if she wanted. Could have gotten someone else to transport her, maybe even outside the country. But she chose to stay with you in that tiny cabin. Any idea why that is?”

“Am I supposed to be flattered?”

“Well, yes.” Brit pauses. “Also, I watched the video.”

“Of course, you did.”

“I don’t think she was doing it for the cameras. Trust me, I’d know.”

“Because you were doing it for them?” Brit starts to talk, but I cut her short. “Never mind, neither answer is going to help me.”

Brit chuckles. “Even if she was doing it for the cameras, what then? Blake, she’s alone and hurting. Her family abandoned her. The world hates her. First, her father making her out to be a diva, and then the sneaky video of her kissing a random dude.”

“That random dude is me,” I remind her. “This new video will merely fan the flames of hatred toward her. It makes no sense.”

“On the contrary,” Brit says, “the perception has changed. People no longer hate her. They’re curious. Her song, singing about how her whole life has been a lie, has gotten people wondering again. And then, the fact that she seems to have found love with you . . .”

“No one has found love with anyone.” It’s crucial every person on the planet understands this.

“It only matters what people think. It’s going to help her. I scrolled through millions of comments. No one is saying anything negative about you. Most people think you’re blazing, but that’s about it.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point is, get over yourself,” Brit says bluntly. I raise my brows. Three years ago, Brit was a timid girl who rarely spoke and lived under our father’s thumb. The fact that starting her own family and business has matured her this much stuns me.

“Okay, I’m getting off the call now.”

“Wait,” Brit says. “I’m sorry. What I mean is, maybe you should think of her first. A PR relationship could be absolutely life-changing for her. She gets to come back, tell her side of the story, all while having a bit of support.”

“You’re actually asking me to let this ruse play out?”

“It’s the only option. People are going to crucify her if she says you’re not her boyfriend. It’s better for her if you pretend to be in a relationship.”

“And people are not going to crucify her for already dating someone a week after running away from her wedding?”

“They’re going to be way more sympathetic to that than the truth. Again, trust me on this. No one’s going to buy anything else, anyway. Haven’t you seen those videos? Faye looks happier than she ever has in all her performances and interviews combined—that’s what the comments are saying, at least.”

“She was only happy because she finally sang her truth,” I reply tonelessly.

“Doesn’t matter. People saw her happy, and they want to know more. You can help with that.”

Again, she’s right. I close my eyes as my headache begins to abate. A PR relationship had seemed like a great idea for Alex and Brit at the time but look how it turned out. They got married for real. Knowing Faye is a die-hard romantic, she’s going to think there’s something deeper at play here. And I like her too much to lead her on.

“I don’t know,” I mumble. “Don’t think it’ll work for me.”

Britney sighs. “Blake, maybe you should start thinking of her. She’s stuck in that motel, alone and probably miserable.”

A pang of guilt stings me. I didn’t kick her out exactly, but my anger had been overpowering, particularly when the first phone calls started to roll in. Perhaps she left because she was sure I was going to do it soon.

Faye was a mess the first night she spent here. Being alone now, after yet another scandal, means she is going to be even more of a wreck.

I didn’t turn my back on her when this saga first started, and I don’t want to do it now either.

“Fine. I’ll go get her.”

“Just remember,” Brit says tentatively, “faking a relationship between the two of you would go a long way for her. She just needs a couple of months. Then you can go back to never existing in each other’s worlds.”

Never existing.

“Great. I’ll tell you once I know what I’ll do.”

I hang up the phone and stand up. Deciding to get Faye back fills me with new spirit, and I realize how much of my misery today has been because of her absence. I slip into my car, mulling over Brit’s words.

I’d have to be insane to consider entering a PR relationship. Especially with Faye Strummer. How many times have I loudly made fun of her and her music? My friends are going to be insufferable.

Also, I don’t do relationships. I haven’t been in one in years or . . . ever. Don’t know how I could pull it off. Dating Faye is probably going to be like being in a reality TV show, with millions of cameras on me at all times and having to do horrible interviews.

It’s sickening, just thinking about it.

I’m at the motel in less than ten minutes. Like most other places in town, it’s deserted. My car is the only one in the lot when I get out of it and stroll to reception. A pimply teenager looks up from his phone as he hears me come in.

“All the rooms are available,” he says with a bored drawl. “You can pick any one you want.”

“All the rooms?” I repeat, hating the pang that arises in my chest. “I’m looking for a guest who’s supposed to be staying here. She’s⁠—”

“Faye Strummer,” he sputters, eyeing me with renewed interest. “You’re the guy in the video, aren’t you? The girl who covered the last shift told me Faye was here. But she hasn’t come out since, so⁠—”

“Is she still here?”

“Yes, but she’s about to leave. Didn’t pay for another night, and she should be out of here in thirty minutes.”

I feel another pang. “What room is she in?”

The teenager eyes me suspiciously before he answers, “Room three.”

I march past him into the low-lit corridor. I spot Faye’s room instantly. I had no idea she is planning to leave tonight, and it’s hard to pretend that I don’t feel relief that I caught up with her before she took off.

I knock on the door. Nothing. I wait thirty seconds and knock again. I still hear nothing.

I turn toward the corridor, another pang echoing in my chest. Maybe she left, and that teen was too much of an idiot to even notice. Or maybe . . .

The door creaks open. I turn around, wrenching my neck in the process, but barely noticing the pain.

Faye is standing in front of me. She’s still wearing the jeans she’s had on yesterday. Her face is red and blotchy, and her hair is a rat’s nest.

But it’s her. And the relief spreading through me makes it impossible to pay close attention to anything else.

“Didn’t expect to see you.” Her voice is dry and cracked.

I take a step. I don’t even mean to, but I find myself drawing her into my arms. It’s hard to see her looking like this, broken and vulnerable. Even on the night that was supposed to be her wedding, she still had a lot of anger to give. This time, she’s got absolutely nothing.

Faye folds into my embrace. She starts to sob, and my own heart collapses with her pain.

I must be the biggest dick on the planet. Maybe even a bigger dick than her own father ever was. It doesn’t matter if she staged it or if it was a mistake. All that matters is that she needs someone to get her out of this mess.

Brit is right. She chose me. And I chose to ride the rollercoaster. At this point, the only way to go is up.

I draw back to look at her tear-stained face. Even in this state, she looks more beautiful than any woman I’ve ever set my eyes on. In this moment, I’d do anything to make her happy.

“We’re going to figure this out together. I promise.”

It’s the first promise I’ve made her. Or anyone, for that matter.

And I intend to keep it.

Even if it involves a fake public relationship that could potentially be ruinous for me.
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THE COMEBACK


It’s even harder than I imagined, sitting and smiling at people who, only two weeks ago, had their fun calling me a stuck-up brat on national TV. But I maintain the smile on my face as the assistant mics me up.

If I can convince the most antagonistic of my derailers, I can finally get the ball rolling and settle back into a normal life.

“It’s nice to have you here.” It’s the guy with the pink hair talking. He sounds sincere enough, but he exchanges a smug smile with the blond woman by his side.

I try not to think of the barrage of unkind words they hurled at me after the lies my dad fed them. Today is the day I finally share my side of the story. And since E! is the most highly ranked program who’d asked me to grant them an interview, it was a no-brainer.

“We’re going live in ten seconds,” Kate Huxley, the blond woman chirps. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll do great!”

Her hostility is simmering underneath her nice words, but I try to remind myself why this is a good thing. If, by the end of the show, I manage to convince her and her co-host that I’m not a monster, the negative press about me will cease.

Or so Kevin thinks.

It had been Blake’s idea to hire my longtime friend. “I only came to your wedding to see him because my agent messed up my deals. He’s young and barely qualifies as a manager, but he has good instincts. I think you can trust him to relaunch you in a spectacular way . . . at least, until you find someone else.”

It seemed Blake was right. “You want to start by answering questions from your most violent opposition,” Kevin advised me. He was quick to agree to represent me, quitting his agency the next day and pulling together a ragtag team within forty-eight hours. That kind of reassured me, too. It meant that if my relaunch failed, both Kevin’s and my neck were on the line.

“Let them ask you anything,” he instructed me. “You already have a good story, one that’s going to move them to tears, so you don’t need to embellish much. Be honest, plain, direct. Let them throw all the venom they can at you. And when they realize they have no reason to hate you, they’re going to fall over themselves apologizing for being assholes.”

“What if I come up?” Blake interjected. He’d driven me to see Kevin’s team. I looked over at him, half-expecting to see that he was done with this drama and finally wanted to sever whatever ties he had with me. Instead, he looked curious.

“Then she talks about your relationship.” He put air-quotes around the last word—he was all for the fake relationship. “How you saved her, and she fell in love with you. How she decided to move to Philly to be close to you during the season. Be careful not to make it sound too needy, though,” he added quickly.

The interview hasn’t started yet, but I know that’s going to be the hardest part. The one where I talk about my so-called feelings for Blake. I’m glad he tracked me down—don’t know why on Earth he did it, but I’m grateful for it. Still, knowing I’m dragging him even further into my mess doesn’t make me feel whole.

All I want is for things to go back to normal. But since the internet is involved, things are never really going to be normal between us. Even when we dissolve our new, fake relationship and go back to our separate lives, my fans are always going to think I was in love with him at one point in my life.

That is, if I exit this interview with any fans left.

I look around the set, suddenly nervous and needing reassurance from someone friendly. But all I see are strange faces—a couple of anxious-looking producers and a camera crew. Kevin and his team came with me, as well as my new security detail. But I thought it best if they stay out of sight while I am on camera so my explanations sound less rehearsed.

I’m kind of regretting that now.

Kate counts down the last five seconds with her fingers while the assistant directs me on what camera to look at. Finally, she flashes an even broader smile at the main camera while she launches into action.

“Hi, everyone! Welcome back to E! News. Today, we’re going to be talking with none other than our dear old pal, Faye Strummer.”

The camera pans to me as the pink-haired guy, Zach Something, gives a mock gasp.

I smile as easily as I can muster. “Hi, Kate. Hi, Zach. I’m excited to be here.”

First lie of the day. Maybe I can make a game of ticking them off.

“You know, we had your dad on the other day, and that segment was the most widely watched one we’ve had in years!” Kate trills. “People are desperate for news about you. I can imagine the world is holding its breath, waiting for your side of the story.”

“I understand.” I plaster another forced-but-hopefully-natural-looking smile. “I’m glad to be back.”

“And I’m loving your outfit!” Zach titters. “It looks so . . . casual.”

I glance down at the simple silk shirt and skirt I chose to wear. My hair is pulled in a sleek ponytail.

“You want to look as close as possible to the Faye they remember. Chic, expensive clothes, your hair sparkling. All of that good stuff,” Kevin had warned me, but I didn’t listen.

“I’m not coming back as the Faye they remember,” I told him. Zach eyeing my outfit tells me that Kevin was right. But from now on, I’m doing things my way.

“Thanks.” I flash a smile at Zach. He looks put out.

“Let’s start with the question on everyone’s mind,” Kate says. “Why didn’t you show up at your wedding? The flower mishap?”

I cross one leg over the other, my heart hammering. This is my chance to tell the truth, and I’m not going to waste it.

“Because I found my ex with another girl on the day of our wedding. I literally caught him in flagrante delicto.”

Their jaws drop to the floor in unison. They exchange glances with each other, and I can just tell what they’re thinking: that I’m only making up a story about Ben so the audience will be inclined to take my side.

Kevin warned me about this happening and told me what to do to counteract it. “Provide details. The kind that they know you’d be psychotic to make up.”

“I was already in my wedding dress, set to walk down the aisle, when I walked in on him buried deep in my stepsister. If you know what I mean.”

Kate’s eyes are wide with horror. “No . . . No, you didn’t.” She looks like she’s forgotten this is a public interview. “But . . . your dad . . .”

“He lied,” I cut her off. This is the first time I’m admitting this to anyone other than Blake, and it feels really good. So good, that all I want is to keep going.

“He made up the story about the lilies and everything else to make me look like a mess,” I add.

“Why would he do that?” Zach sounds like he’s still firmly on the side of disbelieving me.

“To control me,” I say. “My dad has been my manager since I was seventeen. I’ve never really had much creative control—or anything else, for that matter. He has the passwords to my social media accounts, handles my finances, and governs my romantic life.”

Zach whistles. “Wow.” The producer behind the camera makes some furious hand gestures, and he sits up and tries to maintain a more professional look.

“How did this all begin?”

I think back for a moment, realizing that I’m not quite sure. “I wanted to please him,” I finally come up with an answer. It sounds quite foolish, but it’s the absolute truth. “He’s my father. I have no siblings, and my mom passed a while back. I simply believed everything he told me was gospel.”

I expect at least one of them to quip about how stupid that sounds, but Zach merely nods, and Kate adds, “I grew up with a narcissistic mom. I know what that’s like—when they make you their whole universe, and you don’t have a personality outside of them. It’s hard to break free.”

The producer shoots another warning sign, so Zach clears his throat. “Tell me if we’re getting this correctly. Your dad wanted you to marry your fiancé—ex-fiancé—even after he found out that he was not faithful.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I shrug. “He felt it would have been the better move for my career.” I pause, before forcing myself to say the complete truth. “I sort of felt that way, too. Because I’ve been singing about a love I haven’t felt for years. I didn’t want to let my fans in on the fact that it had all been a lie.”

Zach and Kate exchange glances again. Then Kate says, “Tell us a little bit about that—why you felt the need to pretend your romance with Benjamin Hart was better than it really was.” Her tone bears the slightest hint of reproach, but it’s mostly curious.

I decide on impulse not to lie. “I thought singing it into existence would make it true. Also, when it went on so long, I didn’t see a way out of it. I was writing songs about the love I wanted to experience. I already had a boyfriend. It would have been stupid to tell millions of people I didn’t feel anything even remotely matching what I was singing about.”

“I get it,” Zach says, and he sounds like he does. “Sometimes, when I listen to love songs hard enough, I can pretend that I’m in love.”

A smile forms at the corner of my lips. I didn’t expect to feel comfortable around Zach and Kate, but we’re slowly easing into it.

Kate, who still seems hung up on the dynamic I have going with my father, asks, “So you’re telling us that every single thing your dad told us about you ending your wedding for lilies and a missing photographer is not true?”

“You’ve heard my songs, Kate. I’m a die-hard romantic. Do you think even a tornado would have stopped me from walking down the aisle if the love of my life was waiting for me?”

Kate and Zach titter. “Yeah, I see your point,” Zach admits.

The producer signals for a commercial break, and Kate turns to the camera with a smile and announces it. The moment we are off the air, the producer comes running up to us.

“You’re doing amazing,” he says with a thumbs up, like we’re merely acting, and I’m not revealing the deep secrets of my life. “People are tuning in like crazy. We’ve got two million people listening to you right now.”

I suddenly feel woozy. Two million. For some reason, I find myself wondering if Blake is one of them.

A producer announces the break will be over in five seconds. In a little while, Zach and Kate have their artificial smiles pasted back on.

“Alright, we’re back!” Zach exclaims. “We’ve heard a whole lot about Faye Strummer’s past, and whether you believe it or not, she’s had a few things to say! But on to the present . . . Faye, where do you see your career heading from here?”

“Well, I’ll have to start by firing my father.” Zach and Kate cackle. “Afterward, I intend to settle down and write more music that’s true to me.”

“We saw the clip of you singing at that bar,” Kate chimes in, and it’s obvious she disproves of the quality of the place. “The song sounded amazing, but it’s quite different from anything we’ve heard you sing before.”

“It’s also more real than anything I’ve created before,” I admit. “And I intend to keep things that way.”

“You’ll tell us more about the song later,” Zach butts in. “But I’m sure we’re all dying to hear about something else—the man-candy who took your breath away at the end of the clip. Also, we want to know about the video that was released a few weeks ago. The one that broke the internet.”

For a moment, I falter. I’ve spent the last seven years lying and pretending my relationship with Ben was good, and it led me into this mess. Starting this new phase of my career by lying about a relationship isn’t going to end well.

But then, I can’t exactly tell them that I’d fallen into the arms of a random stranger and began a sexcapade with a man who thinks romance is nothing but a joke. That would shatter my reputation beyond reckoning.

I flash a sweet PR smile at them—one that I practiced with Kevin. “Yeah, it wasn’t our intention to go public yet, but you never know when you have a camera pointed at you.”

Kate leans forward, practically on the edge of her seat. “So, you are in a relationship with Blake White. That’s crazy. A week after your failed wedding—was this relationship already happening before you left Ben?”

“No,” I say, as firmly as I can. “Blake and I met when I needed help escaping my wedding. I wanted a place to clear my head, and he let me stay with him for a few days. And then . . .”

“He comforted you during one of those days?” Zach says with a wink.

I bite back a smile. “Not exactly. We’re still new at this and figuring it out, but it’s great to finally be able to make my choices independently.”

There, I think, looking at Zach and Kate as they process the information. I’ve given just enough information to hint that we’re in a relationship, but I didn’t need to lie too much.

Maybe I can get through this, after all.

“I understand that,” Kate croons. “You’ve been in a loveless partnership with Ben and your dad for so long. Not surprising how happy you seem now, finally experiencing freedom.”

“Yes. Moving to Philly, away from my father, has been transformative,” I chirp.

The producer signals something, and Kate looks at the teleprompter in front of her. “Ooh, and it seems our listeners agree! Look at this post. “So sorry I misjudged Faye. I should have known there was something off about her not saying anything on her socials. Abusive parents are the worst.”

I couldn’t agree more.

“And look, they’ve got a hashtag going already—Justice for Faye.”

Relief washes over me. I was terrified people would not believe me, but it seems I had nothing to worry about. This interview did its job.

“Our segment is almost up,” Kate says after she reads a few more posts, all of them expressing support for me. “But I’d like to ask one last question about the lyrics of the song you sang back in that bar. I’ve got to say, we know very little of Blake White except that he’s managed to keep his nose clean during almost eight years playing hockey.”

I think of Blake’s little cabin, about the coziest place I know. “Yeah, he likes to keep things private.”

And I ruined that for him.

I push away the guilt to listen to her next words.

“Your lyrics speak of someone waiting for you at the end of strife and sorrow. Are you singing of him?”

I swallow. There’s no going back now.

“Yes,” I say, my PR smile back in place. “Meeting him was random, but I like to think it was kismet.”

“How so?” Zach asks.

I try to think of what I felt in the moment I met him. It’s not hard to recall—all of the fear and angst comes flooding back to me within a second. “It was the lowest point in my life. My world was collapsing around me. I always knew to an extent that I was living a lie, but I never let myself face it. When I wanted to run away, I literally had nowhere else to go. I was sure I’d be hunted down by my father, and he’d make me walk down the aisle.”

“So, there I was, in this huge dress I didn’t want and at this gigantic venue I didn’t care for. All I knew was that I had to run. And then, I fell right into his arms.”

“You’re kidding,” Zach swoons. He’s lost his dramatic flair, and he looks genuinely stunned.

“Not even a little bit. I ran into him, and we fell to the ground.”

Kate chuckles. “And your relationship evolved since then?”

“Naturally. It’s pretty cool being with someone who gets you to feel all those things you’ve dreamed about but never really thought would happen. It’s honestly the best thing ever.”

“Yeah, we can see that,” Zach says. “You’re positively glowing.”

I flash my first genuine smile at them as Kate gives her closing remarks, and we freeze until the camera shuts off. Instantly, two producers come running up to us, huge smiles on their faces.

“You were amazing!” one of them cries. “We broke the internet . . . They’re going to be talking about this for years.”

I sag against the couch. It’s finally over. Relief rolls through me, leaving me weaker with every passing second. Still, there’s a niggling feeling at the pit of my stomach, like there’s something wrong, and I can’t place my finger on it.

Kevin comes onto the set, flanked by a couple of his assistants.

“He’s right,” he squeals. “The internet loves you once more. I’ve been on your IG page. Your fans are going crazy in the comments, telling your dad to release your social media accounts. I’ve asked Heather to compose an email to him, informing him you’ve switched managers. We’re hoping to get him to release your passwords within the hour . . ..”

I nod, feigning excitement even as I tune out Kevin’s words. I am happy that one interview has turned my reputation around, and I’m glad that I’ll be independent from my father soon.

But I also just realized what the niggling feeling is.

It’s the fact that I haven’t had to lie once about how Blake makes me feel.

And that is the most terrifying thing of all.
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PULLING BACK THE CURTAIN


“Now, here’s a man worth singing for!”

Laughter rings around the dressing room, buzzing in my ears. I spent the last two days preparing for it, and yet, I still feel annoyance well up in me as I look into the faces of my teammates.

“Stop it,” I warn through gritted teeth. I cast a deadly gaze around, because all of the bastards are grinning at me in that same mocking way.

“Sorry,” Nelson, the goalie, mutters as he starts to haul his gear out of his locker. “Forgot you’d probably want your love story summarized in a song.”

Another titter runs through the room, and I resist the urge to crack my fist against the nearest wall. Pushing past the closest person, I make my way to my locker.

“When’s the album coming?” one of them hollers. Another wave of laughter.

Keep your head down, I order myself, knowing I’m seconds from exploding. Teasing is a normal routine among the Philly Titans. Hell, I joined the boys in torturing Alex when he announced he was quitting the team to get married. And he had taken it all with a good-natured spirit.

But then, Alex would find it easy to let the taunts wash over him. He was in love with the woman he was being teased about.

I, on the other hand . . .

“You know, she’s got a show tonight at the Filmore.”

“We could get tickets. She’ll be singing about their love, and since White isn’t going to tell us a damn thing about how they met . . .”

“We know how, Luke, don’t be dumb. Remember that interview? What I really want to figure out is how Blake got over his disdain for Strummer. He was always going on and on about how he couldn’t stand her.”

“Well, we know how that could have happened . . .”

My shoulders are aching with tension. I bury my head in my locker as heat spreads to my face, reminding myself that they’re just bantering. I knew what I was getting myself into, and I did it anyway.

Apart from the start of the preseason training, my sacrifice has been worth it. It has been three weeks since Faye’s interview, and a lot has changed since then. Her father has completely relinquished control over her career and finances, and she’s America’s sweetheart again. My jackass teammates are also right about one thing—she’s giving a show tonight, her first since she ran from the wedding.

The changes in her life affected the atmosphere back at the cabin. We are no longer suspended from the world, and Faye is no longer the runaway bride who depended on me for sustenance. She is back to being Faye Strummer, an international popstar.

So, it was a relief when training began, and I had to leave the cabin to return to the city. Faye went back to Brooklyn that same day and started to organize her move to Philly.

We haven’t spoken since then. And I cannot pretend that’s not one of the reasons for the rage boiling inside me.

“White’s so tight-lipped today. Any other day, he’d be going on about Faye and her⁠—”

“Alright, lay off him.” I hear Ken’s voice cut through the banter like piss through snow. “This is our first practice of the season, and the last thing we should be doing is talking about Blake’s romantic life.” He sounds as amused as the rest of them, but I force myself to hold on to a tiny hint of gratitude. At least he’s not on my case.

But five minutes later, the jabs return. The boys keep taunting me, all through a mediocre practice that seems to last forever. Hours later, I storm back into the dressing room, sweaty and cold and furious all at once. Luke comes up behind me as I start to strip off my hockey gear.

“So, you going to the show or what? Think you could get us free tickets? They’re all sold out.”

My fingers fold into fists. “Shut the fuck up.”

The locker room goes quiet. I’m aware of the fact that everyone is staring at us.

Luke looks partly amused and partly offended. “Hey, no need to get violent. We’re just playing.”

“Well, I’m fucking sick of it. Shut the hell up, or I⁠—”

I feel the firm pressure of Ken’s hand on my shoulder. “Maybe we should talk outside, you know? Why don’t you finish getting dressed?”

I change into a pair of sweatpants. The boys watch us silently as we leave and head for the car park. As the seconds tick by between us, I go from feeling righteous indignation to defiance, then I feel downright stupid.

“Thanks,” I mutter to Ken. I know he could have done more to help me, but I appreciate him for pulling me out of there before I did something that would blow the cover on my “relationship” with Faye.

Ken says nothing for a few more minutes, until we’re at the very edge of the parking lot. Then he turns to me. “Something you want to talk to me about?”

I stare at him. Ken’s the only friend I’ve got who’s still single—at least publicly. Lucky bastard.

“I’ve got nothing.”

He lets out a frustrated sigh. “Come on, Blakey. First, you skip out on all our hangouts and say you’re having a better time holed up in that cabin of yours. Then you call me and ask me how to get back in the good graces of a girl you supposedly care nothing for. And now, you’re in the news because you’re somehow dating Faye Strummer. How the fuck does that happen without any of us knowing?”

My anger, so easily aroused today, is already brimming beneath the surface. “Are you saying what they’re doing is okay?”

“No,” Ken says emphatically. “But I’m saying I’m confused. We all are. You despised Faye Strummer. How the hell are you dating her? And why the hell are you this pissed off about it?”

I shove my fists into my pockets. Even though I’m still furious, I’m starting to understand my teammates.

I open my mouth to say something, but just then, a car pulls up in front of us. My mood plummets further as Alex sticks his head out of the driver’s window.

“Hey there.”

I’m relieved to see he’s not smiling. If there’s anyone who has the right to tease me to death about this, it’s Alex. Especially with what happened between him and my sister.

“I called him,” Ken explained. “Figured you needed breathing space after that hellish practice.”

I slip inside the car, fuming silently. I know an intervention when I see one. Still, I prefer the company of my friends over going back to my apartment and wondering if calling Faye will seem too desperate.

“You wanna answer my questions back there?” Ken says as Alex starts to drive out of the arena. “Why are you so uptight today? And why⁠—”

“I’m going to cut you short,” Alex says before I can utter a word. “Ken, I think you should know that Blake’s relationship with Faye is fake. Brit filled me in,” he adds, looking at me through the rearview mirror.

I’m torn between anger and relief. I don’t want Brit blabbing my secrets all over town, but I’m glad I don’t need to come out and say it myself.

“Oh my God,” Ken says, reality dawning on his face. “That’s why you’re so mad. But . . . why did you agree to this? Why did you kiss her?”

“Because she needed help,” Alex cuts in again, and I decide that I’m stuck on relief. “She was running from the wedding, and she bumped into Blake. He saved her. And now . . .”

“Now the guys are going to make fun of you forever.” Ken snickers.

“It’s not funny,” I spit at him.

“Oh, he finally speaks,” Alex drawls, glancing at me. “Still, you don’t need to be this mad. You’re helping out a friend and⁠—”

“Faye is far from a friend,” I say, thinking of how she went radio silent from the moment things started going alright for her again. “And if I knew I’d be getting daily calls asking me to grant an interview, I’d have thought twice about this.”

Or if I knew I’d never speak to Faye again, anyway.

“I get why this makes you mad,” Alex says in an appeasing tone. “A PR relationship is a lot to handle, particularly when it doesn’t benefit you in any way.”

Ken nods. “Look, she wanted her reputation back, and she got it. Her fans are not going to mind if she breaks up with you now. Maybe you could get her to release a statement telling her fans to chill out with you, maybe hinting that you broke up. She could release a few songs about heartbreak or something, you know, and let you off the hook.”

I pause, actually considering Ken’s suggestion. I never would have thought of it, but it seems like the most sensible thing I’ve heard in weeks. Faye no longer needs my help—that is quite obvious. I could tell her I want to break this off. Maybe she could get her manager to rope someone else into being her fake boyfriend, call it her exploration era or something like that.

But then again, the idea of Faye going out with some other miserly male and talking about their love life makes me want to punch the window.

“You think you can catch up with her before her show tonight?” Ken asks.

“Breaking up with her before the performance would be mean. Brit spent a lot of money and time getting tickets for Faye’s ‘Welcome to Philly’ show, and she’s going to be pissed if Faye is a weepy mess up there,” Alex complains.

The fact that my sister is coming to hear Faye sing doesn’t make it easier for me to make a decision.

“She’d know it’s not a real breakup,” Ken replies. “She’ll be fine. Also, she could use the show to tell her fans to back off.”

I’m still stuck on an image where some loser has his arm around Faye. It makes me want to vomit. On the other hand, though, that’s what’s going to happen any day now. Faye has told me herself, multiple times, that she loves romance. Whatever is between us isn’t going to change that. And the sooner I recuse myself from this mess, the better for all of us.

“You’re right,” I say, my voice tight. “Can you drop me at the Filmore?”

“Sure,” Alex says, in a too-chipper voice.

I sink back into the seat, only half sure that what I’m about to do is right.

Thirty minutes later, we’re pulling up to the venue. The letters that spell Faye’s name are glittering in red. Beside the name is a giant poster of her wearing a short sparkly dress and holding a guitar in a rockstar pose, strumming the instrument with her face in shadow. The tagline reads, ‘Welcome to Philly.’

A pit forms at the center of my stomach. For the first few days that Faye stayed with me, this is all I wanted—for her to get out of my life and get on with singing her sappy songs. But now, seeing that poster makes me want to go back to those days when it was just us in the cabin.

“Parking is hell to find out here,” Alex complains. Following his gaze, I see that he’s right. The whole place is packed with people and cars. It’s almost impossible for him to drive any closer.

“I know it came with horrible consequences for you, but I’m glad the world is back to loving her,” Ken says. “Kind of messed up what her dad did.”

Way to make me feel better.

“You don’t need to drive all the way to the entrance,” I tell Alex. “I can walk up.”

Alex squints at me. “You sure? There’s bound to be a spot a few blocks down.”

“Yes,” I say firmly. I’m a hundred percent sure that all I’ll want after seeing Faye is to be alone. “I’ll Uber home.”

Ken and Alex exchange glances before Alex concedes, “Alright then. We’ll see you later.”

I step out of the car, instantly feeling like a fish out of water. All around me are hundreds of people chattering excitedly, blown away by the prospect of seeing Faye in real life. There are men, women, young boys and girls. Like a whole tribe of people who are in love with her.

I can’t imagine what would make me stand out from the crowd.

It takes a full ten minutes to push closer to the entrance. Finally, I’m standing in front of a dozen security guards, all of them shoulder to shoulder, pushing back the crowd.

“Step back,” one of them orders before I can even get up the steps. “No one’s being admitted yet.”

Just as I’m about to open my mouth to say something, a girl lets out a loud squeal.

“It’s him! Blake White!”

A loud gasp runs through the crowd. Suddenly, I’m pushed side to side by the torrent of bodies pressing up against me, screaming questions about Faye. My brain goes from normal to buzzed in five seconds, and it’s all I can do to keep standing.

Dimly, I’m aware of someone walking past the security wall and making their way toward me. A firm hand closes on my arm and pulls me past the crowd clamoring around me, past the unsmiling guards, and into the building. I’m suddenly in a dark corridor to the side of the huge amphitheater, and a bespectacled man holding a clipboard is staring at me anxiously. He looks vaguely familiar.

“We didn’t know you were coming,” he cries, flipping the pages on his clipboard anxiously. “We don’t have you penciled in here at all. Does Kevin even know?

Digging in my brain, I finally recognize him as one of Kevin’s assistants.

“I wasn’t supposed to be here.”

“Oh,” he says, suddenly relaxing. “So, what? You want to wish Faye luck before the big event? The paps will go crazy if they see you guys together onstage. Also, you really should have informed us you were coming. The fans are very nice, but sometimes they can get too eager. Might tear you apart, you know. Also, we could have prepared a more . . . fitting . . . outfit for you.” He eyes my sweatpants dubiously.

His speech is two seconds from driving me insane. “I’m just here to see Faye. No public appearances. Take me to her, will you?”

He swallows, looking offended. But then he turns and walks away, gesturing for me to follow. He leads me through several dark hallways, some of which feature the poster of Faye I saw outside. With every step I take, the pit in my stomach grows even larger.

This is the right decision. My head knows it, and my feelings will catch up eventually. Even if my friends had not mentioned it, I’d have come to it sooner or later. Outside of the tiny little cabin, Faye Strummer is too big to fit into my world.

I have to let her go.

“Here we are,” the man whispers. He pushes aside a black velvety curtain in front of us, exposing a door. He knocks gently on it and slips in.

I follow him, the dazzling lights in the room blinding me instantly. There’s about a dozen light sources in here, and almost as many people—women poring over a couple of dress stands, three other men examining a fleet of shoes, and some people stashed off to the side, writing on clipboards. In the center of it all, in front of a huge mirror rimmed with light bulbs, Faye is getting her hair and makeup done by two stylists.

I stare at her. Her hair is smooth and curled at the ends, her face is half made-up, and she’s wearing a sparkly short jumpsuit similar to the one on the poster.

She looks like a stranger.

“I’ve got a surprise for you!” the man next to me squeals, startling me. Everyone turns toward us, and another gasp runs through the room.

I’m getting tired of the gasps.

Faye is staring at me, her face white as a ghost. I’m suddenly aware of the fact that everyone here thinks that we are dating, and I should be doing something like strolling up to her and kissing her on the cheek. Maybe I should have brought flowers.

But then, I’m about sick of pretending.

“Can we have the room?” she calls, sounding perkier than I remember. Her team files out silently.

The door shuts behind the last of them, and an awkward silence reigns between us. Faye struggles to her feet as some color returns to her face.

“Blake,” she whispers. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

I can’t tell if she’s pleased or just thrown off. It shouldn’t matter to me, anyway.

“Yeah, I just came from practice. Congratulations on your show.”

“Thanks.” She gives me a feeble smile. “It’s all because of you, though, the fact that I was able to come back so quickly. So really, thanks.”

I officially hate this conversation. Is this how it’s always felt between us, this stilted? Because even while we were strangers, I recall being able to actually talk to her.

“So . . .” Faye shifts her weight from one foot to the other, reminding me dimly of the girl that stayed in my cabin. “Why are you here?”

She’s definitely just thrown off.

“We need to talk,” I say.

She nods, crossing the room so she stands right in front of me. “Okay. Do you think it’ll be a long conversation?”

A wall of resentment rises up in me. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt you preparing for your show.”

Her eyes fill with confusion. “No, that’s not it. I just wanted to know if we needed to sit down.”

Her explanation is perfectly reasonable, and I nod.

“It’ll be pretty short, I think,” I say. “I can’t fucking do this.”

She blinks. “Do . . . what?”

“Pretend to be in a relationship with you when we’re not even speaking.”

Damn. Hadn’t meant to say that last part. Now I just sound like a desperate fool.

Faye looks confused. “What are you talking about? We’re speaking, Blake. We’re speaking right now.”

Anger forces me further down the desperate path. “You know what I mean. We haven’t spoken in days. And . . .”

Faye’s eyes grow wide with more confusion. “Because I’ve been organizing my move and preparing for this show, and that has taken all my time. Also, I thought you didn’t want to speak to me. You haven’t said a word since the interview, and I thought you wanted your space.”

I open my mouth to argue, but I realize I’ve got nothing to say. Again, it sounds perfectly reasonable.

Hurt sparkles in her eyes. “So, you were going to come in here and break up with me just before I go on stage?”

I’m not used to standing in one spot and feeling like the biggest asshole-idiot in the world, so I have absolutely no idea what to do.

Faye doesn’t wait for my response. “You know what? Fine. We can call it off. I’ll get with Kevin, and we’ll figure out how to announce it.”

How is it that the plan, which was completely rational back in the car, now seems like the worst thing I’ve ever heard in my life?

“Thanks for your help so far,” Faye says, already turning away.

But I hold on to her wrist, pulling her roughly toward me. Faye gasps as I wrap my arms around her.

This, I realize, is what I’ve been missing. This is the reason why I’ve been so on edge lately. It’s not because of the media’s frequent calls, my teammates’ taunts, or even the confusion I have to endure.

I would go through all of that again, hell, even more, if it means I get to end the day with her in my arms.

“I’m a jackass,” I breathe into the smooth skin of her neck. I’ve never been one for apologies, but it feels like the easiest thing to do when she’s this close. Almost as easy as admitting my real feelings. “Not seeing you has driven me up the wall.”

I can hear Faye breathing harshly, probably trying to let go of her hurt. Or maybe she’s reacting to my hard on pressed up against her stomach.

“I get it,” she mutters.

Her agreeing with me is everything I need right now. She doesn’t even need to tell me that she’s been driven up the wall too. I just know.

Tilting her chin up to mine, I kiss her until we’re both breathless. She melts into me, her arms going around my neck, pulling me closer. I’m smearing her lipstick over her face, ruining what looks like hours of makeup, but I don’t care. And I love the fact that she doesn’t mind it either, even if she’s going to be appearing on stage soon.

Appearing on stage soon . . . in front of all of those people, all of whom are desperate to have a piece of her.

A crazy surge of possessiveness wells up in me. I can’t have her all to myself for the next few hours, damn it, but I’m going to have as much of her as I can right now.

I begin to kiss her again, my hands cupping her ass beneath the short sequined jumpsuit. Faye moans as I squeeze her.

“My stylists,” she groans. “They’re just outside that door.”

“Perfect,” I whisper in her ear. The thought of people hearing me as I claim her has never been more alluring.

I hoist her in my arms. Faye surrenders willingly, not uttering another word of protest. I look around for a comfortable spot, but all I see are racks of clothes and makeup products. Suppressing a frustrated growl, I march to the dressing table and deposit her on it, right in front of the bulb-studded mirror. The light hurts my eyes, but I hardly notice the pain.

Faye looks up at me, her cheeks pink and her face full of need. I’m drawn to her like a magnet, pushing myself into the space between her thighs, feeling her outfit for a zipper or a button.

“Wait,” she mutters. She shrugs off the jumpsuit from the top, wiggling so it peels off her body and gathers at her waist. She pulls it down the rest of the way with her hands.

In a few seconds, I’m staring at Faye Strummer, naked in her dressing room and practically begging for me to fuck her.
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UPSTAGING THE PERFORMANCE


Isettle my gaze on her breasts, just the right size to fit into my palms perfectly. My dick is straining hard against my pants, and I swear I’m going to burst a blood vessel soon.

But even with how much her body drives me insane, I feel the strangest sense of peace envelope me. I don’t know what she has done to me, but I’m only going to be alright if I get access to her a few times a week.

Make that every day, I correct myself, as her nipples bead under my watch.

I step forward, pushing a finger between her thighs. Faye lets out a trembling moan when I brush past her clitoris and into her.

“Not even wearing panties,” I mutter, already getting harder at the thought of her performing wearing nothing else but that sequined mess. “Looks like you were waiting for me.”

Her cheeks turn brick red with embarrassment. Still, Faye rests her gaze on me as she mutters, “Kevin mentioned that he might see if you could come for the show. So, I thought . . . during intermission . . .”

She doesn’t complete her statement, but she doesn’t need to.

She was hoping I’d come and bang her halfway during her show. And she prepared for it.

That admission feels better than a thousand orgasms.

I reach for the band of my sweatpants, desperate to lose myself in her, but Faye gets there first. She strips me expertly, and I’m standing with my briefs and pants bunched around my knees. Her slender fingers wrap around my dick as she starts to stroke me.

“Faye,” I choke out, somehow managing not to double over from the pleasure. “As much as I enjoy the idea of you giving me a blowjob while your staff waits for you, I’m going to explode if I’m not inside you in the next second.”

She gives a sly little grin. An image of the first time we had sex comes to me, how she sucked me off and swam across the lake. The little tease. I didn’t just miss fucking her. I missed everything about her. Hell, I even kind of missed those nights of slow torture where I lay in bed next to her and hoped she would accidentally brush against me. And I definitely miss seeing her smile, even in response to making me uncomfortable.

Pulling her by her hips toward me, I plunge myself into her and swallow her scream as sweet, blessed relief washes over me. I’ve had sex with Faye dozens of times, but all of those times combined don’t feel as good as what I feel now, having her back in my arms. I pull her even closer and plunge into her again, over and over. My body is trembling with the need to finish quickly, but I want to enjoy this as much as I can. So, I settle into a slow rhythm that threatens to split my brain in two. Faye’s holding on to me for dear life, biting her lips so her moans come out as silent as possible.

“How bad did you want this?” I whisper, hating the near silence. I think back again to our first time together, how good it felt hearing her scream.

“Bad,” she whispers, and the sincerity in her eyes tells me she’s not lying.

“I want to hear you,” I mutter in her ear. Holding one of her nipples between my thumb and middle finger, I squeeze it. “Let me hear you.”

“Blake,” she whimpers, her voice quivering with pleasure. “There are people outside.”

“Good,” I say, driving myself inside her with even more force. “They get to hear what you sound like when I fuck you.”

“Blake, please,” she pleads. “No.”

I love it when she begs. Love that she knows I’m able to fuck her so well, she’ll lose control and start screaming in spite of what she wants.

Because that’s what I’m about to do.

Leaning over her, I say, “What’s the worst thing that’ll happen if a couple of your employees know you’re having a good time? They already know, anyway.”

Faye lets out a slightly higher moan as I thrust into her again. I let myself ponder my own question: what is the worst thing that could happen if people knew I had sex with Faye right here in her dressing room?

I picture a scandalous headline. Doesn’t mean a thing, though. The whole world already thinks I’m her boyfriend. Her fans would probably find the news pleasing and make it into some kind of statement about how Faye is finally in a great relationship.

It stuns me that I don’t care about being paraded as Faye’s man in the news. Not now, maybe not as long as she’s with me.

I thrust into her again even harder, at the same time increasing the pressure on her nipples.

Faye lets out another moan.

“Good, baby.” Just hearing her threatens to make me come, but I can’t help wanting her to do it again. So, I keep thrusting, letting the sounds settle deep in my soul so I can treasure them later.

“When you’re up there,” I murmur against her ear, “think of me. Only of me.”

“Yes,” she whispers. No arguments whatsoever.

Her willingness to obey drives me over the edge. I ram into in her, desperate to give her as much pleasure as she can take.

It works, and Faye lets out a soul-splitting scream as she orgasms. I come in her, my body shaking as the pleasure overcomes me. Burying my face in her hair, I let my climax recede, along with whatever thoughts that have started to spring up about taking her again. She’s got to do her show now, and later tonight, I’ll have her to myself.

It’s just as I slip my briefs back on that I realize something.

It’s not only that I don’t care about being paraded as Faye’s boyfriend.

I actually like it.

Because as long as the whole world knows she’s mine, no one else can have her.

And Lord help me, that’s exactly what I want: to claim her all for myself, for as long as possible.
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“Tell me you’re joking. I need to know you’re joking.”

I run my hand through my hair. Should have known this was a bad idea, but then I didn’t have anyone else to share this with.

“I’m not,” I say to my sister. It’s only three hours since I’d had mind blowing sex with Faye, and I’ve spent the whole time watching her give a performance of a lifetime while standing backstage with Brit.

I texted her the moment Faye got on stage. She was in the crowd somewhere, and I got one of Kevin’s staff to get her back here. All of his assistants and Faye’s stylists have been shooting me looks from incredulity to loathing for making Faye late for her show, but I barely notice.

Because I am facing a conundrum in my head.

“You really . . . had . . . sex . . . with her back there?” my sister asks, her eyes popping out of her skull. She seems too shocked to even express disgust about talking about my sex life.

“Say it louder, will you?” I say, as another assistant bustles past us, shooting me an evil eye.

“Sorry,” she whispers, clamping her hand over her mouth. She looks like she’s about to burst out laughing. “It’s just . . . wow. And she’s over there singing her lungs out like she’s got no care in the world. That’s amazing.”

I glance at the stage, where Faye is singing a new song—one that, thankfully, has nothing to do with romance. I try not to look too hard, though, because she’s switched the jumpsuit for a miniskirt, and I’m damn sure it’s going to be a lot easier to fuck her with that on than it was with the⁠—

“Can you hear me, Blake?”

I blink, returning back to the present where my little sister is looking at me with her brows knotted.

“Yeah,” I say, almost snapping. Britney is being as helpful as she possibly can, but I’m still upset with myself. Somehow, I walked into this venue knowing that I had to break things off with Faye, and I’m going to walk out after having waited until the end of the show for an opportunity to screw her . . . again.

“I understand this is hard,” she says. “Alex and Ken are not going to be happy when they hear you didn’t break up with her.”

“Thanks for telling your husband about my personal life, by the way,” I say, recalling that unfortunate little detail.

Brit pulls a face of contrition. “He was worried about you.”

“You mean they were amused by me.”

“No,” she insists. “Worried. I mean, all of them know how much you dislike popstars. The next thing we knew, you’re in a relationship with Faye Strummer. It made no sense. Alex was relieved when he found out it was fake.”

“I don’t believe you, but we’re going to file that discussion for later.” I’m not going to say it out loud, but all I want is for Brit to help me figure out why it’s so hard to let Faye go.

“You ever think of Dad?” Britney asks, startling me.

“Since he’s still alive, no, not too much.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m serious. Do you ever think of him? Of how his weird relationship with women might have influenced your outlook on life?”

I stare at her. “I cannot believe you just said that.” But I remember thinking along those lines for a moment there at the cabin, wondering if our father’s perception of women had affected me. But even then, I pulled up blank.

“I’m just saying . . .”

“I know your husband might have gotten you confused, but there still are a lot of people who don’t believe in romance. And it’s not because of some traumatic experience or⁠—”

“I’m not saying you have hidden trauma,” Brit cuts in. “Just . . . Dad’s belief system messed me up, a whole lot. You might want to consider his impact on you, too.”

I let out an exhale, reminding myself that Brit means well. “Thanks, but that’s not why I asked you to come up here.” The real reason is much more embarrassing.

The crowd goes up in a mighty cheer, and I watch as Faye beams at them. There’s a distinct burning in my chest as I watch her smile. I want to tell myself that all I’m longing for is to have her back in my arms so I can fuck her silly.

But damnit, that’s not all. And I know it.

“You know what?” Brit says now. “Screw your friends.”

I raise a brow. “You’re talking about your husband.”

“Yeah, even him,” she says. “Screw what they think, and what they believe you should do. This whole thing is confusing. I can’t imagine what this feels like for you. So don’t focus on what anyone is saying. Just do what feels right.”

I open my mouth to argue, but then I realize her advice is the best I’ve heard in a while. Perhaps I spent too long overthinking what I feel for Faye and what it means.

Maybe I just need to live.

Faye starts her next song, a slow number about flowers blooming, just as Kevin hurries up beside us, holding a huge bouquet.

“Things are going so well,” he says to no one in particular. “Well, the show is going to go on a little later than we planned, but we started a few minutes late, so . . .”

Brit shoots me an amused look. I turn to Kevin, suddenly feeling contrite. “Sorry about the delay,” I mutter. I made his work difficult because I was dead set on appeasing my ego.

“No worries.” He waves a hand. “You needed to talk to your girlfriend.” His undue emphasis on the last word reminds me that he’s also aware that our relationship is fake.

Like he needed me to remember that, too.

“What are the flowers for?” Brit interrupts.

“Oh.” He looks down at his arms as if he just became aware of their existence. “Faye arranged to have them delivered after this last song. It’s supposed to be symbolic, you know, representative of her blooming after all she’s gone through. I wish I knew how to get them on stage, though. We thought we’d dim the lights for a second and she’d reappear holding them, but it kind of seems whack now, doesn’t it? And⁠—”

“I’ll deliver them.”

Brit’s eyes pop out of their sockets. Surely my proposal isn’t that shocking?

“You?” Brit asks.

“Yeah.” I shrug. “I’ll give her the flowers and kiss her. Her fans will definitely go crazy over that.”

Brit swallows. “Yeah, I can see that. The media and everyone else will too. But you are . . . Aren’t you . . .?”

“Aren’t you too underdressed?” Kevin sputters, obviously thinking in another direction already. “I’ve got a tux that might be your size back there. Come with me.”

He turns and walks further backstage, Brit and me following him.

“Blake,” Brit says. “Are you . . . um . . . sure? I don’t know if you’re ready for that kind of public attention. This is going to be your coming out, and . . .”

I turn to her. “You told me to do what feels right. This is it.” It’s literally the opposite sentiment to what I had when I walked into the building, but now it makes the most sense.

Brit swallows again. “Yeah . . . well . . . I suppose.” She pulls out her phone. “I better text Alex and let him know. I don’t want him to have a heart attack over this.”

But as I slip out of my sweatpants and into the stiffly starched suit Kevin provided with a moment’s notice, I feel uncertainty prick me like a million needles.

What the hell am I doing? Why on Earth did I offer to do this?

And why can’t I seem to stop myself from following through?

The answer is obvious: because it feels like the right move. The same reason I’ve done anything since I met Faye. Helping her out of the wedding, taking her to my cabin, making love to her for days on end. Hell, even coming here and banging her just before her show.

With Faye, illogical things always feel right. And I’m kind of done fighting it.

A ground-shattering applause comes floating up to me as I step out of the tiny dressing room. Kevin and Brit are waiting, along with two stylists. One of them runs a comb quickly through my hair, and the other takes a powder brush to my face.

“Right,” Kevin says, handing over the bouquet. “Just go down that hall,” he points at a dark corridor, “and you’ll appear on stage.”

“Have you told her he’ll be coming?” Brit says, glancing at the earpiece Kevin’s wearing.

“Well, no,” he says. “She might be a little startled, but that’s good. I want the cameras to get her natural reaction.”

This seems like even more of a bad idea than it already is.

I accept the bouquet and start toward the dark corridor, but not before I catch a glimpse of the anxiety on Brit’s face.

Brit being worried about this should make me reconsider.

But it doesn’t. Because I actually want this.

Two burly security guards are right in front of another velvety curtain. They step aside to let me pass. I push past them, and a thousand bright lights instantly blind me.

I take an uncertain step. And then another. I’m aware of the crowd still cheering, but I can’t see a damn thing. How the hell does Faye manage to perform with lights like these?

“Blake?”

I blink. The stage comes into focus, as does everything else. The audience has finally spotted me. Hearing their screams, seeing a thousand phones pointed in my direction, is almost enough to convince me to turn back.

But Faye is only a few feet away. She’s staring at me, her jaw slack with shock. Her expression forces a ray of amusement through the dark clouds of uncertainty, and my lips tease into a smile.

I walk up to her. “Here. These are for you,” I say, handing her the flowers.

“Thanks,” she mutters, regaining control of her mouth. Up close, I can see tears of happiness in her eyes.

I have no idea why what I did makes her this happy. Maybe it’s not even me, but the fact that the show went well. Still, it’s in that moment I know I made the right decision. I would let my whole team mercilessly tease me for months rather than miss out on seeing how much joy this brings her.

It’s the most natural thing in the world to hook my arm around her and bring my lips to hers. Faye gasps, but in the next moment, I’m kissing her, forgetting and recalling the presence of a million cameras around us at the same time.

Do whatever feels right, Brit said.

Claiming her in front of the entire world is the rightest feeling ever.
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STRIPPED BACK


“Are you even listening to me?”

I jump, pulling my gaze from my phone and looking back at Kevin’s worried face. “I’m sorry.” I mean it. He hasn’t slept for hours because of me, and the least I could do is to respect that by putting my phone away.

“So, what do you think?” he starts. “I know that you’re not sure what you want to do, but I’m going to be frank here. The heat from all of this drama is not going to last long. Your fans need to know you’re releasing a real album here.”

I squint, confused. “What do I think about what?”

He exhales sharply. “Faye.” There’s a warning edge in his tone. “You have to listen to me. Who keeps texting you, anyway?”

Heat burns in my cheeks. “No one.” I push my phone across Kevin’s glossy table, and it glides to the other end.

His green eyes are disapproving. “It’s Blake, isn’t it?”

There’s no use denying it. “Yeah.”

His brows knot with an expression between confusion and fury. I expect him to blurt out something about how Blake is being inappropriate, texting me during a business meeting. That, or ask me to surrender my phone for the remainder of our time together.

But he doesn’t. Instead, he merely asks, “Why?”

For a brief second, I assume he’s asking about the content of the text, and my cheeks burn even brighter as I recall Blake’s last message.

“Get over here, and quick. I keep touching my dick wishing you were here to suck on it.”

But then, as I study the confusion on his face, I realize he’s asking why Blake is texting me at all. What reason Blake would have to keep in touch, considering that our relationship is fake.

A dark feeling gnaws at my chest as I push away possible answers to that question, which I’ve been ignoring all week. Ever since the show, my head has been in a confusing place.

The performance was great. It was Blake’s and my first official public appearance. I had not planned for it, but that did not derail it. For weeks, our pictures and videos trended on social media under the hashtag FayLake. There are dozens of videos out there analyzing everything about us, from lipreaders guessing what Blake said to me on stage to music analysts pointing out possible references to Blake in my songs.

Somehow, though, that wasn’t the most overwhelming aspect of it all. Something even stranger is afoot. For the past week, Blake and I have been behaving like a real couple. Every day, after my studio sessions and meetings, I go back to his apartment in West Philly, where he proceeds to fuck me for hours on end. Sometimes we order in and eat between orgasms, but then we are back at it a few minutes later. When I am held up by a meeting or his practice goes on longer than expected, we sext, detailing what we’ll do to each other once we are together again.

We re-established our old cabin routine. But this time, it is much more comfortable.

Looking into Kevin’s face reminds me of the same question that’s been playing in my mind since Blake delivered those flowers to me on stage.

What the hell are we doing?

Are we in a real relationship, and I haven’t gotten the memo? Apart from Ben, I’ve never really dated anyone, so I’m not exactly an expert at how to navigate this.

All I know is that asking Blake terrifies me.

“Look,” Kevin says after I remain silent for a whole minute, “I care about you, and I care about Blake too. I’ve known you both for a long time. But . . . I just think some boundaries are important.”

“We have boundaries.” I sound defensive, and I know it, but I can’t help it.

“Yeah, sure.” Kevin sounds like he’s not buying it. “But maybe you could stand to enforce them more?” He hesitates for a beat. “I know I’m just your agent, but I’ve known Blake since he became a Philly Flyer. And he’s just not a relationship kind of guy . . . no matter what impression you might be getting.”

His words hit me like a hatchet. I rearrange my features into a placid look. “I know that,” I say. “I’m not interested in a relationship, either.”

Another feeling gnaws at me, one that feels too much like denial.

Do I want Blake and me to be a couple?

I think back to the interview, how nervous I was after realizing Blake made me feel good, all the time. Not just when we are in bed. From the moment he caught me as we both fell to the ground, I knew something about him was different. There’s a safety and a joy with Blake that I haven’t found anywhere else.

Being apart from him the week before the show was torture, but it was also freeing. It meant I could unpack my feelings and push them to the far corner of my mind. In that time, I almost managed to convince myself that Blake and I were not real. I even managed to suppress how good it felt being together in the cabin. It was the only reason I was able to sing a bunch of songs that didn’t reference Blake or romance at all.

But then he showed up and made love to me. And came up on stage. Since then, we are on a roll, either texting or fucking.

Blake has no idea, but every single thing he has done this past week has been straight out of a fantasy of mine. And I cannot pretend it’s not registering. Nor can I pretend that a part of me has started to assume—or hope—that Blake has shifted his stance on romance.

“We should get back to what we were discussing,” Kevin says when I remain silent. “I was asking you about an album release. Your fans are clamoring for one, and we need to start working on it, and fast. A couple of studios have reached out. I know you haven’t decided who you’re going to work with, but I really think that this⁠—”

My phone starts to ring, jarring in the near silence. I jump again. Even with Kevin’s little pep talk, a part of my brain goes haywire imagining it’s Blake who’s calling. But when I stand up and reach for the phone, I see the number is an unsaved one.

Kevin looks annoyed, but he stands up too. “I’ll let you take that.”

I press the phone to my ear just as he walks out. A part of me is still trilling with the thought that this is Blake, and that he’s calling me with a different number to surprise me. I know Kevin is right, and I need to be more careful. But I can’t help feeling this way.

“Hello, Faye.”

Every ounce of excitement dissipates from my body, and the darkest of fears grows in its place.

“Hi, Dad.” I’m careful to maintain an even tone, to not betray the way I’m feeling. I remember our last conversation, where he assured me that I would have to come running back to him.

But he was wrong. The opposite has happened, in fact. My followers have increased in number, and judging from Kevin’s desperation, they’re all waiting for a new album.

Everything is fine.

So why do I still feel scared?

“Looks like things are looking up for you.” He doesn’t sound the tiniest bit pleased.

“Yeah.” I look around to make sure Kevin is not listening. “I no longer have to be your puppet, for one.”

“Don’t be so sure of that.”

Even if I know he’s just bluffing, a slight tremble runs down my arm. “Oh, I am.”

“Really?” He sounds sarcastic. “Because you’ve got yourself in a new relationship so your fans can throw themselves into the fantasy you keep creating?”

There’s a tug of pain in my heart even after all this time. For a brief second, I wish I had the kind of father who would be happy for his daughter.

“I have a way better life than the one I had with you.” I know he doesn’t care about me, but I still hope it hurts. “Goodbye, Dad.”

“Wait,” he says, just as I’m about to hang up the phone.

Against my better judgment, I pause.

“Do you think your fans would love you if they knew you’re still lying to them?”

Another tremble. “You’re right. I didn’t exactly go into the details of how terrible you are at being a parent. Maybe I should make a post about this conversation.”

Maybe I should have changed my phone number after I got back to the real world.

He laughs. It’s a dark sound that sends worry echoing into the deepest fragments of my soul. “I would hold off on that.”

“Why? You’d like to do the honors? I don’t think boasting about that will cause impressionable teen girls to take you on as their manager.”

He laughs again. “I would hold off on that because I know you’re lying. You know, about the relationship with that hockey player.”

The world stills. My limp body falls into the nearest chair.

“Wh-What?”

I regret saying that almost immediately. I should have laughed and denied it instantly. But I just proved him right.

My dad laughs for the third time. “Blake White, is it? I know you’re faking a relationship with him. Wonder what your fans will say when I make the news public. You’re still on thin ice with them, you know.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The words I say next have the potential to determine the future of my career.

“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”

Really, Faye?

“I think you do.” His voice is unbelievably smug. “Come on, think about it. I know most of your audience are teen idiots, but there’s no way you think they’re actually buying this. You fell into the arms of the person who would become your lover moments after escaping a wedding to the man you proclaimed repeatedly as the love of your life? Already, there are several videos on YouTube poking holes in your story. But the moment I announce the truth to the world, it’s all over for you. A miracle happened when the internet forgave you once. They’re not going to do it again.”

My head is spinning so badly I can’t think of what to say next. How did my dad find out about me and Blake? If he comes out with the news, how can I prove otherwise? I think of the text trail Blake and I have left over the past few weeks. Maybe posting them will do the trick?

But then I think of what that would do to Blake’s career, my career, if our lewd chats were exposed. I’ve dragged Blake into my mess long enough. I can’t keep doing it.

If my father decides to expose us, there’s barely anything I can do to help myself.

Except . . .

“I highly doubt anyone is going to believe the ramblings of an old man who was willing to let his daughter walk down the aisle to a cheater for the sake of a career.” I’m clinging on to that bit of hope desperately. My father’s reputation has been damaged so badly he’s had to shut down his social media accounts.

“You really think I need to announce the truth myself?” He sounds like he’s thought this through. “All I’m going to have to do is pay a few seedy people on Reddit. They don’t even need to mention your name—it keeps the intrigue. All they’ll do is start a conversation about how your relationship is obviously fake. Once the news starts to gain traction, it’ll spread on its own. And you’ll be done.”

My heart is beating painfully within my chest.

No, no, no.

I’ve worked for so long and done so much to break free of him. There’s no way on Earth that he can ruin my career this way.

“If you wanted to do it, you wouldn’t be calling me.”

“Oh, I will.” His assurance sends chills down my spine. “If you decided to play this game a little cleaner, maybe we could have worked out a solution. But right now, you’re just a loose cannon. I’m going to terminate your career and then move on to managing other impressionable young singers once my reputation is cleared. Just a heads up.”

The line goes dead.

I stare at the phone, my eyes blurring with tears.

The door creaks open and Kevin strolls in, a frown on his face.

“So, how was the love call?” His brows knot in worry when he spies my shaking hands. “Faye, what is it?”

I take a deep breath as I look up at him.

“We have a problem.”
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MINE, ALL MINE


The puck slides across the ice in my direction. Without a second thought, I slam it toward Ken, our center. The stadium erupts in roars so loud, we can hardly hear each other on the ice. Still, I feel the intensity of Ken’s glare.

“Didn’t ask for an apple,” he yells over the noise, before skating off to outmaneuver the Minnesota Wild’s winger closing in on him. I catch Luke’s eye, our other winger, and we both dart to flank Ken, covering him as he attempts to fake out the opposing wingers. Suddenly, the Wild’s center cuts in front of Ken, snatches the puck, and fires a one-timer at Nelson, our goalie. Nelson snags it just in time, drawing groans from the crowd.

“Can’t believe this,” Ken mutters, returning to us, a line of blood trailing from his split lip—a souvenir from a clash with the Wild’s center. “Last season, that guy was a nobody, and now look at him.”

Nelson flashes a grin, shaking off the close call. “Just gotta hold them off for the next fifteen minutes, and we’ve got this game in the bag.”

With a nod, we’re back in formation, the adrenaline pumping, determined to keep our lead intact.

“Guess they didn’t get the memo that this was supposed to be a friendly game,” Ken says, scowling at the center as he skates back into position.

“Or they don’t want to lose their first game of the year. Remember, Blake? How you almost broke the Red Hawk winger’s collarbone?”

I grin. “Yeah, that was almost fun.” When we exchange memories during a lull, it makes it easier to forget that there are thousands of people roaring at us and we’re playing an intense game.

The conversation stops. Luke and Ken exchange a look. I glance from face to face, confused.

“What now?”

“You look . . . er . . . happy,” Ken says, exchanging another cautious glance with Luke.

Great. Not this again.

Luke has a stupid little smile at the corner of his lips. “Well, we all know why . . .”

“Doesn’t look like the Minnesota Wilds are going to make it back before the game ends.” A commentator’s voice booms out on the speakers overhead, cutting us short. “The Philly Titans have owned this game from the beginning.”

We all get back in position as the referee drops the puck on the center line. Ken dives for it as the other center swoops in too. I come in second, poised for offense.

“Looks like White is in fit fighting form.”

“He would be,” says another, and I can almost detect the smirk in his voice. “You know, since . . .”

“A good personal life does make a difference in one’s career.”

A wild cheer goes up then. Since Ken and the other center haven’t made much progress, I know it’s got nothing to do with the game.

I glance at the video board, even though I don’t necessarily need to. Only one thing would cause that kind of exuberant shouting in the middle of a game.

One thing . . . or person.

Faye Strummer is sitting in one of the boxes overhead. She gives a little wave to the camera once the spotlight is on her, but her eyes are glued to the game . . . and me.

Even now, I feel a slight twitch in my pants, along with a greater dose of impatience, willing the match to end.

Just before the game, she came to my place and I fucked her, mere hours before we started to play. And now, my body is already brimming with excitement at the prospect of having her again.

Ken dodges the opposing center and heads straight for the net. Barely two seconds later, he’s checked hard by the left wing. The puck is cleared to the other end of the ice while Ken, knocked down to the ice, struggles to regain his footing. The referee immediately blows his whistle, signaling a penalty. The crowd lets out a collective groan.

“Can’t the time go any faster?” Luke spits through gritted teeth as we skate across to help Ken.

I glance at the timer. We have only six minutes left. Judging by the expressions on the faces of the Wild’s players, they’re still very much trying to win.

“I’m going to kill him.” Ken spits out a mouthful of blood and jerks himself free of our grasp. “Can’t believe the referee isn’t even going to call a foul.”

Our coach is leaning over the boards, arguing hotly with the referee. The man looks like he’s not budging. I skate back to position, already slightly bored. What I wouldn’t give for the time to run down so the game can finally end . . .

So the game can finally end and I can hold Faye in my arms again.

Discomfort rears its ugly head in my stomach. I look over at Ken and Luke, who are still both fuming. Our coach seems to be blind with rage. In fact, I’m the only person on the Philly Titans team who isn’t fuming.

Are the guys right? Have I changed all that much?

I clench my hands tighter around my hockey stick. I don’t even need to wonder what’s changed about me. The whole world knows it.

Other incidents start popping into my head. Like the fact that I seem to be completely immune to the guys’ teasing. I’ve barely even noticed it.

More than that, when Kevin suggested Faye come to the game, arguing, “If her father really starts telling people your relationship is a fake one, we need to have as much public evidence as we can to combat it,” I’d okayed the plan without thinking. I’ve always been the guy who thought it was cringey to invite your girlfriend to watch a game just so the cameras could get the after-game kiss. And yet, here I am.

I’m changing. And I can’t even bring myself to care.

The referee blows the whistle again, and my coaches return to the box, their faces bright with anger. Ken and Luke look even more tense as we start to play again. My sense of boredom increases. There’s just four minutes left, but it feels like it could be hours.

Without even meaning to, I glance up again at Faye. She’s still visible from her seat in the box, but I notice that she’s no longer looking down at the ice.

She’s got her attention focused on a man sitting beside her. I squint, my head already starting to pound. He looks vaguely familiar.

Ken and the Wild’s center crash against each other as they reach for the puck, but I can’t look away from the man with Faye. His soppy little smile, his weak chin . . .

My gut tenses. Weak Chin. Of course.

“If you don’t start focusing, White, I’m going to bench you!”

I start. Coach is screaming down at me. I’ve been completely stationary for five seconds, while the centers are basically in a headlock.

Blood rushes to my ears. A mix of mortification, shame, and pure unchecked rage is always a good combination on the ice.

Barely thinking, I rush toward the center. He’s burly, about fifty pounds heavier than me and an inch taller. He’s about to throw Ken to the ice again when I thrust a fist between their bodies and disengage them. He turns his attention to me, his face brick red.

My ears are still ringing. Somewhere in the back of my head, I know I’ve nothing to lose. There’s less than three minutes on the clock, and this beefy bully poses no threat to me in the slightest.

And yet, when I stare back at him, all I can think of is Weak Chin. The fucking asshole talking to my girl.

I arch my shoulders and drive myself toward him, headfirst. He comes at me with similar intensity. In a second, however, he’s ricocheting off my shoulders and spinning away. Ken lets out a victorious whoop, but I feel nothing for hurting him. Hell, I’m half tempted to go over to him and punch him until he’s unconscious.

Not him, anyway. Someone.

I’m tempted to look up at the box once more when Ken yells, “The puck! You’ve got the puck!”

The Wild’s wingers close in on me, swift and aggressive. Frustration overriding finesse, I lash out, sending the puck flying toward the goal with all my might. It slips between an opponent’s legs, zeroing in on the target. The goalie lunges in a desperate attempt to intercept but falls short. As the puck settles in the net, the buzzer sounds, sealing the moment.

The crowd erupts in their largest cheer yet. The commentator is screaming, “And with the one-timer of the decade, White closes the game! Folks will be talking about this for years.”

My teammates crash into me, yelling loudly with jubilation. All along, there’s a dull ringing in my ears and my face feels hard with tension.

Why is Weak Chin at my game? Why the hell is he talking to Faye?

And why is she giving him the time of the day?

I push past my teammates a second later, already done with the celebration. Coach is bearing down on the ice, but I look around for Faye. She’s no longer in the box. Instead, she’s down in the stands, surrounded by her bodyguards and just out of reach of the yelling fans. She hurries over to the boards, still being guarded by her human boulders. I skate the distance between us.

“You were amazing!” she screeches, pushing past one of her bodyguards and launching herself into my arms without warning. I catch her, her weight causing me to move back a few inches.

Pulling off my helmet, she brings her lips to mine. I automatically kiss her, my annoyance leaving me in droves. A cheer goes around the stadium, and I’m aware that a dozen cameras are pointing at us. My teammates are probably looking at us and laughing their asses off.

But once more, I can’t bring myself to care. Not when she’s in my arms. I can’t even bring myself to be pissed about Weak Chin being anywhere around us. Doesn’t even matter if I get jeered to death back in the changing rooms.

Doesn’t even matter if she’s just doing this for the cameras.

“Faye.”

Even through the clamoring fans and the cheers, I hear his voice. A chill grows in my soul as I pull my lips away from hers and look around.

Of course, it’s him. He’s even more pathetic than I remember, straw-colored hair stuck up oddly in places, and his face a touch green.

“Faye,” he repeats. He’s standing just out of reach of her bodyguards, staring at her with a pallid expression. “We have a few things to talk about still.”

Faye turns around too. She has an almost irritated look as she nudges me to put her down. I set her gently on the ice, and she walks across to the boards, as close to him as she can get.

“Ben, I told you, we have nothing more to say to each other.”

A modicum of relief bursts through the chill I’m feeling. For a second there, I convinced myself that Faye invited him. But it couldn’t be clearer that she wants him as far away from her as he can get.

“I just needed to⁠—”

I step between them, gripping Faye’s arm and pulling her back to me.

“Leave. Now.” My ears are ringing, blocking off the noise the crowd is making.

Ben looks at me. There’s a glint of fear in his eyes, but there’s an even greater pool of defiance there.

“You’re not going to stop me from talking to my fiancé.”

“Ex-fiancé,” Faye corrects quickly. “And Ben, please. People are staring.”

She’s right. Half the people in the stadium have their eyes trained on us, and the noise has reduced substantially. Most of them have also pulled their phones out.

After today, there’s going to be a million posts on X talking about this. But I’ll worry about that later.

“Leave,” I growl. He looks even worse as I move closer. “Before I’m forced to throw you across this ice and get banned from playing this season. Something tells me your face wouldn’t look good with a broken nose.”

Ben gulps. He looks around, almost like he’s hoping someone will intervene and tell me to back off. My teammates are already approaching the scene, but none of them say a word.

Finally, he turns and leaves, his shoulders slumped.

The crowd erupts in a mix of cheers, with some boos thrown in for Ben. Satisfaction spreads through my veins as I look at Faye. She’s grinning at me, but there’s a hint of confusion in her eyes.

I kind of get it. I’m confused, too.

“If you were our lucky charm today, we’ll definitely need you for the next game,” Ken declares. Before Faye has a chance to react with more than a radiant smile, Ken lifts her, balancing her on his shoulders. Faye’s joyous laughter fills the air as the team congregates around in a triumphant, shared celebration. I skate up to them, my feelings a mix of amusement and a slight pang of jealousy, watching the scene unfold.

I’m always going to be suspicious of any man who gets to touch her. I’m just going to have to deal with that.

But Faye seems to be having the time of her life.

Good, I think. Hearing from her father a week ago stressed her badly. If my ridiculous teammates can make up for that, I’ll allow it.

A few minutes later, they set her back down as they start to stream toward the changing rooms. I plant another kiss on her lips.

“My place. Two hours,” I whisper. Faye lets out a sound that’s half-acquiescence, half-desire. My dick hardens as I skate after my teammates.

“Look, X is already going crazy.” Ken passes his phone to me as we walk off the ice.

I look down. The hashtag is BlakeWhiteKnight. The first post reads, “Blake White defending his girl from a loser is everything I didn’t know I needed in this life. Second one reads, “Let’s admit it. We’ve all fantasized about two guys fighting over us. Only Blake White knows how to bring our fantasies into real life.” Another, “Tonight, Faye Strummer is the luckiest woman in the world.”

“You win X for tonight man.” Nelson grins.

“Maybe forever.”

“Shut up.” I brush past them into the changing room, but even I have to admit that everything is different. I don’t feel nearly as much irritation. Hell, even the prospect of being branded as a renowned loverboy doesn’t faze me anymore.

I think of Ben’s pallid face, his trying to get attention from Faye. She has moved on from him, sure. But I’m still a fake boyfriend.

Sooner or later, Faye’s going to fall for someone for real. And I’m going to be back at square one. Only, I’m always going to have that tint to my reputation now.

The hockey player who fell in love with—and got dumped by—Faye Strummer.

And yet, even that chilling thought doesn’t make me reconsider meeting up with her in a couple of hours.

I have changed.

And it might be worse thing than I realize.
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CONFESSION IN THE CABIN


The mustiness of the room hits me the moment I push the door open. It’s a slightly stale smell, but I inhale deeply, tension draining off my shoulders. The room is shrouded in darkness, but I navigate easily, slipping past the couch to flick the lights on.

Blake’s cabin comes alive around me. It looks exactly like it did six weeks ago when we left to go back to the city. Seeing it again takes me back to my failed wedding night, how I felt seeing this place for the first time. I was so out of my element and uncomfortable.

Today, I can’t think of anywhere else that feels more like home.

I let my overnight bag fall to the floor. My guitar is hanging from my shoulder, and I place it gently on the table before settling on the couch. It feels almost weird to be here without Blake, even though it’s comforting in a strange sort of way.

He wasn’t able to come with me. As much as I will miss him, being alone will allow me to focus on what I came here to do.

Kevin looked at me like I was crazy when I told him I wanted a weekend away to start working on the new album.

“I think you should do it in a studio,” he said. “You know, like your fellow musicians?”

But I insisted. Most of my past songs were written under a lot of pressure, with my dad hovering and lyricists in the background. Yeah, I wrote most of the lyrics, but they were always just a fantasy.

This album is going to represent the true me. I want that more than anything. Since this spot is where I really started to figure myself out, there’s nowhere better to work on it than here.

I bend over, reaching for my notepad and a pen. Poising the pen over the blank sheet, I wonder what to write about first. My father’s betrayal? Coming into my own for the first time in my life?

My faux relationship?

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. As always, thinking about it takes me back to the hockey game less than two weeks ago. When Blake stepped between Ben and me and told him to back off. How he smiled when his teammates gathered around me.

In those moments, the line between what is fake and what is real was the blurriest it had ever been.

I recall Kevin’s words, “Blake isn’t a relationship sort of guy . . . no matter what it seems like.”

I can’t tell if this is still true. After the most amazing sex of my life—it gets better with him every single time—he’d flown out for his next couple of games. We’ve kept up with our usual flirty texts. I’ve also watched his post-match interviews, where reporters insist on asking him about me. He is always cordial, responding to their questions politely, saying the right things.

It feels as if we are for real. It seems more genuine than my relationship with Ben, and that went on for a full seven years. I find myself texting Blake way more than I ever did with Ben, and he occupies my thoughts much more than Ben ever did. Also, I definitely feel more things now.

I open my eyes, drawing harsh breaths. It’s hard to admit it, especially here. Blake has made fun of me countless times for daring to think of romance as a real concept. Enjoying a good romp doesn’t mean that he’s changed his mind.

I look down on the empty page, suddenly recalling what a lyricist said to me once: “What do you feel? Put it in writing.”

I grip my pen harder. Truth is, I can’t figure out what to do with my emotions tonight. It might take a couple of weeks, maybe even months.

But I can turn them into an amazing song.

My hand flies across the page:

Colors:

Had my life in shades of black and white,

Black studios, white walls, day and night,

Back and forth, from home to the studio light,

Trapped between the walls, in an endless flight,

Moving on without a stop, caught in this plight,

But you walked in with colors, oh so bright.

Your smile’s a pink sunrise, soft and warm,

Your touch, a yellow glow, a gentle storm,

In your care, purple hues, a love transform,

Red shadows when you’re gone, a heart torn,

Colors in my world, a new form,

Do you see them, in this love we’ve sworn?

I read it again, satisfied with the first draft. The last two lines are a little needy and might raise a few brows from people who are certain Blake is in love with me already. I wonder whether to delete them, but I decide against it. If I want to be as honest as possible, I can start by saying what I feel for a change.

I write two more verses before I flip the page and start another song titled “Betrayal,” this one about my father. I’m about halfway done when I hear a faint rustle outside.

“Hello?” I say, heart jumping to my throat. The cabin is out in the middle of nowhere. Which means that I’m totally defenseless if someone barges in here.

My mind starts to spin as the rustling grows louder. Who could it be? Someone who saw the lights and wanted to check in on Blake? The possibility’s quite slim, seeing as Blake never had a single visitor while we were here. What if it is someone else who saw the car parked outside and thought he found easy prey to rob?

The movement is nearer still. This time, I also hear footsteps coming closer, stopping at the door. I wait for a knock, but then the sound of the lock being opened reaches me, and a sliver of realization hits me.

“Faye?”

I blink. Blake is standing in front of me. He looks tired, sweat matting his hair to his forehead, his shoulders slumped and his eyes dull. But it’s him, all six-foot-three inches of him, looking as close to a Greek god as he did the first time I saw him.

“Faye?” he says again. He shrugs his bag onto the floor. Then he opens his arms wide. It feels natural to run across the room and sink into him. His sweatshirt is damp with sweat, but a hug has never felt so good.

“I thought I’d surprise you,” he mutters against my hair. “I drove here from the complex because I wanted to see you.”

“I started working on a song.” I nod at my notepad.

Blake grunts. “Good.” He pulls himself away from the hug. “I’ve got to take a shower, but then I’ll be back.”

I watch as he strides away, my relief giving way to a stronger sense of elation. I’d been okay with spending time here alone, but I have to admit that I prefer being here with him.

I finish the song about my father just as Blake comes strolling back into the room, freshly showered with a clean pair of sweatpants. He settles beside me on the couch.

“Tough,” he says, staring down at the lyrics about my father. “Quite a departure from writing about roses in eyes and whispers in gold.”

I grin. For once, he’s actually teasing and not mocking. “Yeah.”

“Your fans are going to be shaken.”

Worry rises up my gut. “Do you think they’re going to hate it?”

Blake stares at me strangely. I melt under his gaze. He reaches out and brushes a lock of hair from my face. “I think they’re going to fall in love when they meet the real you.”

My heart bangs in my chest. Every nerve in my brain is on full alert, waiting for him to add something else to that statement. Like, as did I.

But Blake looks away and reaches for the remote. Quelling my disappointment, I look down on my notepad and flip the page again. With Blake being so near, it’s hard to figure out what to write next.

He turns to me again. “You going to write about Ben, too?”

Is it my imagination, or does he sound almost . . . pissed? Is he jealous?

Is this a real relationship?

“Yeah . . . maybe.” The real answer’s no, but it doesn’t hurt to poke a little.

Blake’s lips thin. “Why was he at the game, anyway?” His tone is casual enough, but I can detect just enough interest underneath his words.

I shrug. “He said something about my dad. You know, all of his threats. He was trying to warn me about it.”

“You didn’t tell him your dad already took the time to give you a heads up?”

Yeah, that’s definitely jealousy.

“Yeah, I did. But Ben said he only told me because he was hoping I’d fire Kevin and hire him back. When I told Ben I’ve got my dad under control, he⁠—”

“Started to talk about how he wanted you to get back together?” His lips are practically non-existent.

“Well . . . yeah.”

Blake’s shoulders are stiff. I’m torn between reassuring him and backing away. But then he turns to me with a glint in his eye. “Be sure to add a hint of his desperation to your song.”

I’m partly relieved, but also disappointed.

Looks like I’m not going to get any clearer on Blake’s feelings tonight.

He starts to flip the channel, settling on E! A familiar pit in my stomach forms as I see the reporters. But this time, they’re talking about a fashion trend.

“You don’t need to worry about them.” Blake obviously caught something on my face. “Or your dad. I don’t care how many worms he’s got underground on Reddit or wherever. The internet is going to love you, especially after you give them a great album.”

A surge of gratitude wells up inside me. Without thinking, I move closer to him, resting my head on his shoulder. We’ve barely had any non-sexual physical contact before, and I’m surprised at how normal it feels. Blake moves even closer, placing his arm around me.

“Fuck,” he mutters to himself. “I hated having anyone in this cabin . . . until I met you.”

My heart is beating fast in my chest. Does he mean . . .?

I don’t quite finish my thought before Blake’s lips are on me, softer than they’ve ever been, but every bit as passionate. I yield instantly, my arms going up so he can pull my shirt over my head. I’m wearing one of my sexiest bras tonight, and I take a second to be grateful about that before Blake unhooks it and sends it flying off to the other end of the room.

“Fuck,” he says again. His mouth finds my nipple, and he starts to suck, causing me to arch my back and moan loudly. “Didn’t even realize how much I missed you.”

My arms push against his chest, desperate to touch every bit of his skin. Soon, I’m tugging at his sweatshirt and running my fingers down the hard muscles of his chest. Blake’s arms grip me and pull me closer, still sucking my nipple, switching from one breast to the other.

“I want to prolong this,” he gasps. “But I’m desperate to feel you.” His dick is straining against his pants with such force it looks like it’s about to tear the fabric open. I let my fingers go lower, pulling down his waistband and letting his cock spring free. Even after all this time, I feel muted awe as I stare at it.

I’m straining to get closer, to suck it, but Blake has other plans. Shoving pillows aside, he sets me gently on the couch, ridding me of my jeans. I’m completely naked before him. This has happened many times before, but there’s a gentleness to his look that’s new.

He starts to kiss me then, from my neck down to my collarbone, between my breasts, down my stomach. He’s tender, meticulous, and his touch feels so damn good, I’m squirming before he even gets to my belly button. He continues his slow progress, running his tongue down the small tuft of hair between my legs.

“Blake,” I hear myself moan. “Please.”

I don’t know what the hell I’m begging him to do, but I sure hope it doesn’t involve stopping.

Blake takes my pulsing clitoris into his mouth. A tremor runs through me. Automatically, my legs attempt to snap shut, hiding my most sensitive flesh from his touch.

He looks up at me, a smile in his eyes. “You’re going to have to trust me, sweetie. I want to show you the kind of pleasure you’ve only ever dreamed of.”

I hesitate. Sex with Ben never involved oral play, and so far, it hasn’t happened with Blake. I don’t even know anything about it, except that it involves an awful lot of surrender. But when I look down at his blue eyes, I start to relax.

Blake’s right. I can trust him. I’ve always been able to.

He parts my legs and delves in face first. His tongue draws a line down my labia, both taking away and adding to my moistness. His fingers work on my clit as he continues to lick me, prodding his tongue deeper with every stroke.

I close my eyes as pleasure breaks out from me in uncontrollable spasms. Blake keeps at it, slipping a finger inside me and sliding it in and out. Tears start in my eyes as he pushes me closer to the edge. I’m a quavering mess in seconds, trembling all over as my first oral orgasm hits me.

Blake was right. I’ve only ever dreamed of this sort of pleasure.

Or maybe not, I think, as Blake rids himself of his pants and positions himself above me. Even though I’m desperate to have him in me, a part of my brain fires with warning. We’ve never had sex missionary style, ever. It feels too close, too intimate. Less . . . lust-driven.

But Blake doesn’t seem to notice. He pushes himself inside me with one full stroke, and I hear myself scream with pleasure, all of my thoughts disappearing into oblivion. Raising my legs, I wrap them around his waist, urging him to drive into me deeper.

And he does. Over and over, until I can’t even remember my own name.

“Fuck, Faye,” he screams, giving me his longest and slowest stroke yet. “What the hell have you done to me?”

He drives himself into me one final time before he collapses on me, in the throes of his own climax. I hold on to him, my hands coming around his neck too. His weight threatens to flatten me into the couch, but it’s also oddly comforting.

In the silence interrupted by our heavy breathing, I let my thoughts linger on everything Blake said.

I drove here from the complex unable to bear the thought I wouldn’t be seeing you for the next few days.

I hated having anyone in this cabin, until I met you.

What the hell have you done to me?

My breathing is getting deeper and shallower as I settle on the conclusion that scares me to my very core.

He has feelings for me.

I close my eyes, my heart pounding. It’s almost impossible to even imagine it. Blake spent days telling me of his views about romance.

But I can’t deny what’s in front of me.

Especially because I’m falling in love with him.

My heart feels like it’s collapsing on itself, but even with that, a sense of relief creeps in. Admitting what I’ve known for weeks now makes me calmer than I’ve felt in a while. I’m in love with Blake, and there’s no use pretending otherwise. No use pretending everything depends on what he feels for me.

I watch as he pulls on his sweatpants, wondering about the exact moment I started falling. During our weeks of non-stop texting? When he came back for me at the hotel? Or even sooner, the day we met? I remember how firmly he’d gripped me as we fell to the ground, how even then, I knew he was different from anyone I’d ever met.

I pull up my own clothes, still feeling that sensation of my heart caving in. I’ve never felt this way for anyone before.

The fear of not knowing how he feels does not descend on me. Not yet, anyway, because I’m becoming a new, better person. The kind who’s not afraid to feel things for fear that it might offend someone else.

“As much as I’d like us to settle in for a night of . . . similar pursuits.” Blake is smirking as he bends to pick up my notebook, which was dislodged from the couch along with the pillows. “I think you’ve got to get back to writing, and . . .”

He suddenly stops talking. His face hardens as he looks down at the page.

“What?” My lyrics about my father’s betrayal can’t be that bad.

Blake says nothing.

A second later, it hits me. Blake is staring down at the first page of the book. He’s not looking at my lyrics about my father.

He’s looking at the song I wrote about him.

My heart sears with pain. I’m unbelievably embarrassed, but then, there’s another emotion tickling around in my subconscious.

Hope.

One way or another, I’m finally going to know tonight.

He stares at the page fully, absorbing every word. I try hard not to think about the emotionless expression on his face. Finally, he looks back at me.

“Thought you said you were done writing love songs.” His voice is flat, disinterested.

Why is my mouth suddenly dry? “Yeah.” I swing to my feet. “I’m done writing just love songs. This album is supposed to represent how I feel about life in general.”

His blue eyes darken, and he glances at the page. “You do know that if you release songs like this on the album, your fans are going to think you’re talking about me.”

Not the kind of reaction I was hoping for. Still, my sense of dread morphs into calm.

I’ve spent most of my life running, avoiding. Skulking in shadows, pretending to be who I’m not.

I don’t know how Blake feels. But I’ve got a chance to tell him about me, and I’m not going to pass on that because of cowardice.

I take a deep breath and gaze up at him. This is about the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, toe-to-toe with running from my wedding.

“Because I am.”

Blake blinks. “What?”

“I feel that way about you.” Suddenly, my heart is ballooning again, and I go with the flow. “I love you, Blake. And I want to write about it.”

Blake just stares. The seconds lengthen between us, until my hope is stretched thin and the tiniest hints of doubt start to poke their way across my mind.

“This . . .” He looks back at the book, before he tosses it to the couch. “This is a fake relationship, Faye. We’re having mind blowing sex, but that’s all there is to it. And if you’re starting to feel otherwise, we’re going to have to make sure we get back on the same page.”

He turns around and marches into the bedroom, banging the door behind him.

I crash onto the couch the moment the door closes. My eyes stare at the floor between my legs, barely able to see the carpet through the blur of my tears.

I did get my answer.

One that makes me feel like a giant fucking idiot who should have just stayed with Ben.
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PULLING THE PLUG


Iwake up hoping—damn near praying—that what happened last night was just a dream.

But the universe isn’t that kind to me lately. Faye’s side of the bed is empty. Who would be fool enough to sleep next to the man who shot down their love declaration?

She stayed on the couch last night.

I twist on the bed, an emptiness gnawing at me. Something has changed between us, and I have to deal with it.

For one, we will never have sex again. Never going to do anything that might make her get more silly ideas in her head.

Closing my eyes, my mind goes straight to her words.

I love you, Blake.

It sounded so simple. And yet, hearing her say it felt like things were getting real complicated, real fast.

Why did she have to ruin things?

And why did I let things go that far?

Less than two months ago, I was on this bed, twisting and turning while Faye’s perfect body lay beside me. Even while enduring the sweet, slow torture night after night, I had my head on straight. I knew that I could never touch her.

And then my resolve flew out the window. She became a drug I couldn’t get enough of.

I’ve started to accept that I’ll never be fully over Faye Strummer, how crazy she drives me, and I am fine with that.

But falling in love is an entirely different ballpark. That, I’m not going to allow.

Self-hatred burning within me, I swing my legs off the bed. The last thing I want to do is see Faye right now, to look at the pain in her huge green eyes and apologize. To deal with still wanting her even after her outburst.

I have no choice, though. I was right last night. We have to figure out a compromise that works for both of us. Because, damn it, I still want to help her.

I stride out of the room, unsure of what to expect. I’ll find a way to be fine with any reaction that’s short of weeping or wailing. I brace myself as I approach the couch, only to see . . .

Nothing.

Faye isn’t here. Her bag, guitar, and notepad are gone. A quick peek outside the cabin door reveals that her car is not here anymore either.

I crash on the couch, mingled feelings of both relief and emptiness burning inside me. I’m glad we don’t have to do the morning after, but I’m aware that it’s only going to be more awkward the next time we see each other. Also, a tiny part of me feels an insane sense of loss.

Don’t be dumb, I tell myself. The more I think about Faye’s love admission, the more I’m trying to persuade myself that she didn’t really mean it. Emotions were high last night. We’d also just had sex.

She’s probably going to get over it in a couple of days.

My cell pings with a text, and I reach for it, wondering if it’s her. But it’s only Ken.

Emergency practice at noon. You coming in soon?

I reply in the affirmative, almost relieved. I looked forward to unwinding this weekend, but I’m glad I don’t have to stay by myself and ruminate over Faye all day.

I shower and dress within minutes. Then I close up the cabin. Faye has a key of her own, but even if she didn’t, I highly doubt she’ll want to come back here.

Within a few hours, I’m pulling into the Philly Titans’ complex in the heart of Philly. My teammates are in the changing room, not looking too pleased about their day off being taken away at the last minute.

“You look well rested,” Ken says when he spots me.

I don’t need to think too long to realize that he’s being sarcastic. Last night was nothing short of hellish.

“Hey, Blake.” Luke brushes past me. “Now I don’t want you threatening to murder me or whatever, but I’ve got to ask this question. If not, my girl’s literally going to break up with me. Can we get tickets for Faye’s show in New York next month?”

Of course. Barely two seconds in, and her name has already come up.

I switch to the default mode of a happy boyfriend. “Pretty sure it’s all sold out.” It’s hard to force those words out casually. How did I convince myself that I was getting more comfortable with this charade?

Luke groans. “What about the one in Miami in November?”

“They’re all booked, bro,” I force through gritted teeth.

His groan is louder this time. “I’m going to lose the hottest girl I’ve ever had, and it’s all because of you.”

Thankfully, Faye’s name does not come up again. Not through practice, and not after we shower and start heading off to our own destinations. Ken hitches a ride in my car.

“We’re going to Alex’s,” he announces, not waiting for my opinion. “His wife—your sister—is out all day. We can have some real fun.”

I mull it over in my head. I was half considering calling Brit and letting her know what happened between Faye and me last night, but I thought better of it. She could comfort me, but she’ll probably say some stuff that’ll make me feel like a jackass too.

Drinks and games with the guys sounds like a hell of a lot more fun.

“Fine,” I respond. Within twenty minutes, we’re pulling into Alex’s driveway. Before he got married and had a kid, Alex had a sweet bachelor pad I loved crashing in. He traded it in for a five-bedroom in an up-and-coming Philly suburb.

I can’t help but cringe. Just another example of how love destroys things.

Alex has a big pot of pasta and a cooler of beer and soda ready, and he’s already drinking when we walk into his living room. He takes a swig of beer as he watches us approach.

“Switching up of the practice schedules was always my least favorite part,” he says with a cocky grin. “Got to say, I’m glad I have control over my day again.”

Ken scowls. “Yeah, nothing like changing diapers and washing bottles for the rest of your thirties.” He slumps beside Alex on the couch. “You going to put a game on or something?’

As Alex sets up, I look around the room. I’ve been here more than fifty times already, and the lime green walls, bamboo furnishings, and pictures on the mantel feel as familiar to me as my own cabin. But I newly realize how different this spot is from Alex’s bachelor pad. Homey, full of life, yes . . . but also restricting in an odd sort of way.

“The nanny’s got the little one for the afternoon,” Alex says, interrupting my thoughts. “So, I’m not going to be changing diapers for a few hours. Also, you know, since he’s been potty-trained, there’re a lot less diapers in general.”

Ken rolls his eyes. “Still doesn’t mean he doesn’t suck up all your attention when he’s around.”

Alex grins. “Yeah, he kind of does that, doesn’t he?”

My chest growls with discomfort as I grab a plate of food and settle down. There’s no use denying it. No matter what I try to tell myself, the facts are clear. Married father Alex is a hundred times happier than the Alex I knew as a bachelor.

In-love Alex is even better.

I let out a sharp exhale, hating myself. Doesn’t matter how much better off Alex is now. Some men just aren’t built for this kind of family lifestyle. Some people can’t thrive in a loving, happy marriage.

My father certainly couldn’t.

The intro for Grand Theft Auto comes flashing on the screen. Ken and Alex each grab a controller. “You want in, White?”

“No.” Reaching for a diet coke rather than beer, I down half of it in one gulp, washing down the pasta. I prefer not to drink on practice days. “I’d rather watch you guys fail at it . . . for now.”

Ken grins, but his expression turns serious a second later. “Don’t be so pissy about Luke. He’s just an idiot.”

Alex looks between us. “What happened? What did he do?”

“Nothing,” I say quickly, but Ken’s nothing if not insensitive.

“Kept bothering Blake about Faye and some damn tickets.” Ken glances at me. “You’ve got to understand, the other guys don’t know this relationship is all PR.” He pauses, and I know he’s about to say something that might piss me off. “It’s also harder for us to know when you behave like, you know, like at our last Philly game.”

“I watched the clips on TV.” Alex’s gaze is focused on the screen. But he, at least, sounds a lot more cautious. “Seems like you’re settling in.”

Settling in. Yeah, that’s one way to put it.

They say nothing for a few moments. Just when I think I’m getting off the hook, Ken looks up from his game.

“I just don’t get Luke, though. I know he was being insane, but what’s the obsession with the tickets? He keeps asking about them, all the damn time.”

I recall the conversation where I almost lost my cool. Ken’s right. Luke was asking about Faye’s tickets a lot.

“He got a girl or something?” Alex asks.

Ken shrugs. “Yeah, he said something like that. Doesn’t mean he needs to keep bringing up Faye Strummer every single day.”

Alex is grinning again. “Well, when you get someone you love, you’re bound to do stupid things.”

“The only thing Luke is in love with is tapping that ass,” Ken mutters. He looks over at Alex. “But what’s your theory? Love makes men do crazy things?”

Alex pulls a face. “I mean, I couldn’t even stand thinking about a baby. Next thing, I hear Brit is pregnant, and I’m looking forward to the day I’ll be changing my first diaper.”

My discomfort expands. Their conversation doesn’t involve me, but it’s getting deeply personal. And I can’t help feeling like it’s going to go even deeper.

“How did you know, though?”

“Know that I’d love my baby?”

“No, fool. How did you know you were ready to take the leap with Brit? I mean, you were in a fake relationship. Next thing, you two are getting married.”

I remember asking our friend Reggie this exact question on the day of his wedding. His answer did nothing to change how I felt about the concept of lifelong companionship.

On the other hand, though, that conversation happened before I met Faye.

History must be laughing at me right now.

I kind of understand why my friends were so flummoxed about my dating her out of nowhere. Honestly, they should have given me a much harder time.

“Wasn’t so much of a leap as it was a slide,” Alex says.

“Now what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Does the man ever stop grinning nowadays? “Just saying. There was no fear or force involved. Didn’t have to leap. It was a slide. It felt natural, like it was the next step I’d been waiting for all my life.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic, you aren’t writing a love song.” Ken shoots a cautious glance my way, and my emptiness increases as I think of Faye’s lyrics from the day before.

My friends are kind of right, I admit to myself. I was all over the place recently. I had no business getting Ben to back off her. Or texting her that damn much. Or creating a routine that involved seeing each other every day.

From the moment I marched into her dressing room and fucked her within earshot of so many of her employees, I changed our relationship forever. And that confused her into believing she is in love with me.

It’s all my fault. But it’s also a pretty clear misunderstanding that can be sorted out quickly.

Whenever I see her again.

“It does sound like a love song, but it’s the truth,” Alex chimes in again. “I had feelings for Brit all through our PR stint, and I think she felt the same way. Just couldn’t find a way to admit it to myself, you know. And then, she started to talk about moving out of Philly. Realizing how empty I would be without her led me to being honest with myself.”

This conversation is too damn personal. Almost like Alex is trying to come at me. I stand up, deciding to head to the other room.

But then the ringing of Alex’s phone distorts the atmosphere. He pauses the game and picks it up.

“Oh,” he says a second later, a frown replacing his grin. “I’ll tell him.”

He looks at me. “When did you hear from Faye last?”

My heart brims with guilt. Am I going to have to tell them everything that happened last night?

“Who just called you?” It always works like magic, deflecting a question with another.

Alex definitely falls for it. “Brit. She says that Faye’s causing a commotion on X.”

Fuck. Did she make a post about us? Make our breakup public before we even had a chance to discuss it?

“How?”

“Well . . . she canceled all her upcoming shows without warning and took down all her social media accounts.”

My heart misses a beat.

Faye canceling everything and disappearing into the wind. That sounds familiar.

She ran away . . . again. And this time, I’m the flame that lit the fuse.
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HEARTBREAK HANGOVER


Walking into Kevin’s kitchen, I brace myself for ‘the look.’ The same one he’s been giving me for the past three days, combining pity and sadness and barely restrained frustration into a single, silent stare. Yet, when I emerge from the bedroom under the stairs and walk up to him, I still feel a pang of hurt when he fixes his eyes on me.

“You’re up early.”

He is already at the stove, frying sausages for our breakfast. I’ve come to learn a lot about Kevin’s domestic habits over the past few days, but the most impressive tidbit yet is that every morning, he prepares an elaborate breakfast. Surprising when I think about the fact that Kevin has gained so much notoriety for being my manager, he’s literally sinking in deals and should by all accounts have no time left for cooking.

On the other hand, though, he might basically become blacklisted if I don’t dig myself out of this depressive hole soon.

My dark mood, which already feels like a heavy cloud enveloping my body, dampens even further. I slide onto the stool and watch as Kevin dumps some eggs and sausages on my plate. “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep.” One way to stave off depression is to keep talking and not let the thoughts settle. Like they had last night.

Kevin gives me that look again. I let out a breath, anger seeping into me. “You can say it.”

He raises his brows. “Say what?”

“It.” I have no right to be mad at him. He’s done more than any manager would have, including not dropping me the moment I canceled my shows. I did that without telling him and showed up at his doorstep, crying like a little girl. And he took it in a stride and let me stay with him over the past few days.

But I am mad. Because he’s walking around on eggshells and treats me like a pathetic, weak person.

“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.” Kevin goes off to a drawer and pulls out two forks. He hands me one. “Really.”

My fingers ball into fists. I’ve got to say, it feels good to finally feel something that’s not misery. Even if the new feeling is misdirected anger. “What you’ve wanted to say for the past few days. That I’m an idiot for not listening to you about Blake, and that you always knew this would happen.”

My heart thrums with pain when I say his name. I’m thinking about him literally every second, but I don’t let myself talk about him. I didn’t even tell Kevin what happened, but judging by his expression, he put it together real quick.

Kevin looks almost surprised. “Faye, I’m not thinking that. I swear.”

“The way you tiptoe around me says otherwise.”

There’s a wan smile at the corner of his lips. “I do no such thing.”

“Sure, you do. You’re annoyed that I’m moping around your house. You’re frustrated that I’m working hard on ruining my career again, and you have no idea if you’ll be able to save it this time around. You’re mad I didn’t listen to you about Blake and that I’m now going through this heartbreak, but you still feel sorry for me because I’m just plain pathetic.”

Kevin seems shocked by my little rant. I can’t remember ever expressing myself like this to anyone, ever. Maybe it does show I am growing in some ways, trying to detach from being a pretty little princess and speaking my truth. Living with Blake propelled me into a whole new identity, and I’m now walking all over it.

Blake. My heart twists again, and this time, I cannot help the tears that start to gather in my eyes. I blink them away, feeling beyond stupid. They don’t go so easily. In a few seconds, I have both hands to my face, and I’m bawling almost as hard as I did when I first walked into his house.

Kevin is on my side of the counter in a few seconds. “Oh, Faye.” His firm hand is reassuring on my back. “I don’t think any of that, I swear it. You’re not just a client. You’re a friend.”

For some odd reason, that makes me bawl harder. Maybe because it reminds me of my fake wedding, not having friends to serve as bridesmaids and having to enlist the help of my backup singers.

Kevin waits for me to cry it all out, which takes a good five minutes. Then he pulls up the chair beside me and repeats, “I promise I don’t think that of you. You’re not an idiot for falling in love.”

Falling in love. He makes it sound so simple. But that’s what I did. I’ve been singing about love for seven years without ever knowing what it felt like. And now I do.

“I’ve been there, twice.” He gives a noncommittal shake of his head. “In the real world, people get heartbroken every day and cling to the smallest ray of hope. I once spent three whole months checking my ex’s social media account, asking all my friends to look for the hidden meanings behind her posts and captions. I was down bad. Why do you think your songs are so popular? Everyone wants to believe that after their heartbreak and pain, they’ll find The One and live happily ever after, like you did.”

My heart swells with a fresh bout of shame. “But I didn’t. I was lying, and I never found anyone. There was nothing perfect about my relationship with Ben.” Nothing perfect about my situation with Blake either, I add silently.

Kevin seems to have read my thoughts. “Exactly, Faye. There’s no perfect love. That’s the lie we tell ourselves. Life is a mix of confusion and heartache and happiness and crazy. Sometimes, you fall madly for someone, and they don’t feel the same way. Sometimes, they do, and you’re the luckiest person on Earth. No one knows how these things play out, or what makes it happen. And you’re not a fool for trying. I’d rather be someone who’s open to the idea of love than someone who’s too much of a coward to even consider the possibility.”

He’s talking about Blake. I pause, wondering whether to ask him more questions. Thinking about Blake makes my heart feel like it’s a dartboard in use, but maybe I need to explore my hurts more openly.

I go for it. “You warned me that Blake isn’t open to love. How do you know?”

He shrugs. “Because it’s Blake. You don’t spend five seconds with the guy before he starts mocking love or romance or marriage. I first met him about ten years ago, and I was dating someone then. His first words to me were, ‘Goodluck with that.’”

A small smile forms on my lips. Ironic that Blake’s sardonic humor is the only thing I’ve found funny in almost a week.

“When she broke up with me three months later, Blake was there for me. But he was . . . relieved.”

“What?”

“He kept going on about how he had been sure this would happen at the end, anyway. That I should have listened to him. That’s when I understood just how averse to relationships he is. He would rather fool himself into thinking that all love is doomed to fail than try it out for himself.”

My heart sinks. “I knew that,” I admit. All Blake did since the moment we met was make fun of romance. “And I was stupid enough to . . .”

“Sometimes, we can’t help who we fall for,” Kevin says, gripping my shoulder. “But what we can do is make the best out of a bad situation.”

Tears form in my eyes again. “I wouldn’t know where to start.” If I hadn’t canceled all of my shows on a whim, maybe I’d have more hope of getting out of this hole. I haven’t been on social media, and Kevin has been kind enough to not give me any new information, but I already know I’m causing a stink.

“You can start by being honest with yourself, by standing up for yourself and telling the truth. Not just to your fans, but to yourself.”

“What does that . . .?” I start to ask, but then I cut myself short. I know exactly what he’s saying.

Back at the cabin, on the day my heart shattered into smithereens, I spent all of my time worrying about Blake and how he felt for me. I was too scared to let myself admit my feelings until I was sure of where he stood. I thought of fear as some sort of safety net, preventing everything from crashing. But when he told me how he felt, I was devastated anyway.

“I was inert around Blake.” It feels good to finally say it out loud. “For most of our . . . situationship . . . I played a passive character in my own story. I didn’t want to do anything that would be too needy or too desperate. I didn’t⁠—”

“Want to put yourself out there?” Kevin completes, his wan smile back. “I’ve been there. I get it.”

“I thought if I was brave enough to admit my feelings, he would wake up and realize he felt the same way about me.” I feel another sting at remembering Blake’s reaction, but it’s less of a pang than usual.

“Getting hurt’s good sometimes, though. It makes us confront the uncomfortable parts of ourselves.”

“Yes.” I have to admit that I’m still far from being the woman I want to be. I fled my wedding, thinking I could be confident and assertive, someone who lived life the way they wanted. I made a lot of headway on that, but not when it comes to Blake. The person I want to be would have admitted, full-on, that she loved him and wanted to be with him. That person would not have packed all their hopes in a song.

“I’m in love with Blake White, and he doesn’t want me.” The shards of glass stabbing my heart feel almost comfortable. “It’s going to take a while to get through that.”

Finally. I said it. Just doing that makes the dark cloud split in two.

Kevin grins at me. “Good to see you making so much progress.”

I nod, but my mind is still reeling with other thoughts. Yes, I love Blake, but there is so much more to it than that. All my life, I thought that the answer to a great life was enshrined in a great love. I’ve taught that to millions of impressionable young women around the world.

But that’s not exactly true.

Kevin’s stability and friendship succeeded in making me feel better than anything has in a while. Loving Blake was great. His desire for me was enthralling. But there’s so much more to a fulfilled life.

I want to explore those things. And I want to allow myself to be as vulnerable as I can.

I glance at Kevin. I already know he’s going to oppose my next series of ideas, but I’m going to pitch them anyway. And I’m going to follow through.

Kevin rubs his hands in delight. “So . . .” he says, evidently mistaking the determination in my eyes for something else. “Are you ready to go on air? Should we tell your fans that the show must go on?”

“No.”

He does not bother to hide his disappointment. “I know that breakups are hard and all, but your career . . .”

“I want to do what’s right for my career.” My ideas are filling me with a new surge of energy, a new hope. I stand up and start to pace, too jumbled to just sit in one spot. “I left my wedding wanting to give my fans my all, but you know what I did?”

“Lie?” Kevin takes a sausage from my plate and bites it, looking sour.

“Yeah.” I turn to him. My eyes are wide, and I can tell Kevin can probably see a bit of crazy in them. Still, I haven’t felt this alive in . . . ever. “I told myself I needed Blake to get through the PR mess of my fans hating me. That the only way to salvage my reputation was for them to see that I found love again, and then they would accept me. But you know what was missing?”

Kevin takes another bite. He looks confused.

I plow on. “Me. I was missing.”

“You look pretty found to me.”

I ignore his sarcasm. “I could have come to them and told them the truth. That life sucks. That life can be messy. That I’m not perfect. And yes, that I left my wedding and made out with a stranger barely a week afterward, but that I had not fallen in love with him at that point. And that now, after a fake relationship, I have fallen in love with him and that he doesn’t want me back.”

Kevin’s eyes are lit up with alarm. “I don’t think⁠—”

“And then I can tell them that there’s more to life than a perfect relationship. Or the perfect man. Even if the person doesn’t love you, you still feel love. That sometimes, life plays out that shitty. And that somehow, we find a way to move on.” I’m still torn over Blake. Maybe a part of me always will be. But I’m not going to wait around for Prince Charming to save me like he did the last time.

I’m going to save myself.

Kevin stands up, the sausage slipping from his limp grasp to the floor. “You can’t do that, Faye. Your career will implode. That’s two lies in the space of three months.”

I take a deep breath to calm the emotions raging inside me. “I understand you, really. But I want to tell the truth with my music. I’m not going to keep lying, not even to save my career.”

“Fuck,” Kevin sighs. He stays silent for a few moments, looking at the sausage on his otherwise spotless floor. And then, he mutters, “As your manager, I’d like to say this is a terrible idea. But as your friend, I’m hopeful. This is the only way to get your dad off your back, for one. And who knows? Maybe your fans are deluded enough to fall in love with you for being a total dork.”

“Or maybe,” I don’t feel as confident as I want to, but I say it anyway, “I’ll get new fans. Women who can relate deeply with what I have to say.”

“Fine.” Picking up the sausage, Kevin swings into action. He slips back into his seat and fetches a pen and paper. “First, you go back on social media and apologize. Say you’re working on something that’ll see the light of day soon. I don’t know how fast you can get an album ready, but I would start thinking of a title. Maybe Truth? Very symbolic.”

“I don’t want to release an album yet,” I say, walking up to him. “All I’ve got to do is apologize on social media, like you said. Then I’ll organize a single show, sing a few songs, and tell everyone the truth. And not just by singing, either. I could take an intermission. I don’t want it to be a large performance. A small event space would do. The videos will circulate the internet in seconds.”

Kevin’s pen is poised over the paper, and he has a pensive look on his face. “Your whole plan is nuts, first of all. Second, where on Earth do you think you can get a venue that tiny? You know, without your fans screaming at the door so damn loudly the whole building collapses and no one can hear you?”

I open my mouth, flummoxed.

And then it hits me.
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CRACKING THE CODE


“Is it just me, or does it look like this house is mocking us?”

I look up. It’s less of a house and more of a damn mansion, sprawling for thousands of feet to both sides in front of us. The stately white pillars and multiple floors look like The White House. It’s hard to believe that regular people live here.

“I guess,” I mutter. I might have had that thought myself, if I had the ability to think of anything other than Faye nowadays.

Alex stops the car in the driveway where five other cars, Lamborghinis and Range Rovers, are packed side by side.

“Looks like he didn’t mind spending her money too much,” Britney mumbles at the sight.

My fingers fold into fists. I’m mad at Brit, but more at the whole situation. It took a lot of convincing from my sister for me to even consider coming here, and now, everything I’ve seen so far makes me resent him more.

We stroll up the gigantic driveway, walk past the stately pillars, and Alex bangs the knocker against the door, an artisanal wooden piece that looks like it belongs in a museum.

A smiling housekeeper opens the door. “Please come in. Mr. Strummer is expecting you.”

Of course, I think bitterly. Half a mile ago, when we pulled up at the gates to the house, the security guards had to call in for us to even be permitted entry.

Opulence assaults the senses from every corner of the lavish interior. Marble floors gleam brilliant enough to admire one’s reflection. Pristine white leather couches adorn the space like stoic sentries. Atop every surface, ornate 16th century vases flaunt their priceless antiquity. On the wall opposite the TV, there’s a family portrait of Mr. Strummer, his wife, and a girl who looks to be Faye’s stepsister.

It’s ironic, I think as I exchange glances with Britney. Faye’s money paid for this fucking monstrosity, and she’s not even in the family portrait.

Faye’s dad is on one of the white leather chairs. A balding man with graying hair and a beard, he’s wearing a black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. He gives off what someone else might term a genuine smile, but I can’t help recalling several kid shows’ TV villains.

“Please sit down,” he says genially, swinging one leg over the other. “Marie will bring whatever you want. Nice to meet you, Blake. Unfortunately, I don’t know either of you.” He nods at Alex and Brit.

I shove my trembling fists into my pockets. Hearing him speak like we’re old buddies does not help my anger in the slightest. Seeing him look this calm when the whole world knows his daughter has gone missing again isn’t great, either. Every passing moment I don’t know where Faye went is one moment closer to the mental breakdown boiling inside me.

The first couple of days were kind of fine. I left Alex’s place in a haze, managing to give a couple of lame excuses, and texted Faye on the way back home, asking her to meet me. It was a half-hearted message because I was dying to not see her at that point. Seeing her meant having to talk to her about what happened, and I knew I couldn’t handle potentially ending things for good when all I still wanted to do was be inside her.

But I hadn’t needed to make that decision. Faye never replied. Hell, the text never delivered. After a couple more days of checking my phone every other minute, I finally gave up and phoned Kevin.

“You just missed her.” His tone was almost gleeful, as if he was happy about my misfortune. “She was staying here until yesterday, but then she decided she needed some solitude and went off. Don’t even know where to, she wouldn’t tell. Maybe back to Brooklyn? We had creative differences, and she didn’t want me to stop her.”

That started my descent into chaos. Kevin was the only person who knew where Faye was during her first time being a runaway. If he doesn’t know now, no one does.

Unless she started to shack up with one of her fans, maybe someone who appreciated her more than I ever did and started to bed her the same night she arrived in his home.

Thinking about her in another man’s arms fueled my insanity further. Finally, on day five, when I absolutely could not take it anymore, I phoned Brit.

“I expected your call sooner.” Thankfully, she sounded more sympathetic than Kevin did. I admitted that she was right. Five days later, even the internet moved on from wondering where Faye went and started to talk about other matters.

“I can’t sleep,” was my reply. I hadn’t meant to get so personal, but it was the absolute truth. I spent two whole nights awake, staring at my ceiling, both missing Faye and hating her for depriving me of her presence.

Brit, true to form, didn’t wait a single minute to reassure me. “We’ll find her,” she promised. “We’ll track her down.”

Yesterday, we began the search, starting at the cabin, of course. Nothing. I wasn’t really expecting to see her, but we had to tick that box off. I searched around town and went back to the motel where she first lodged at. Once we ruled the town out, I started to get angsty.

The possibility that she isn’t with another man was getting slimmer by the second. I thought of how badly I treated her for the first few days, how I kept backing off even when it was clear that she wanted me. No other man on this Earth would be that foolish. Hell, he’s probably dicked her down so many times by now she’s started to write songs about him.

It was then that I started to hate myself.

Brit called me this morning with another idea. “I know it might be a long shot, but we should try her father.”

“No.” Thinking of how horrible he was to her made me certain I’d punch him if I ever got close enough. Going to jail would not be a fun way to end my hockey career. “She wouldn’t go there.”

“Come on, Blake. No one knows where she is, not even Kevin. You said he threatened her a while ago. Maybe he called her again, and she answered, maybe told him where she was headed? He could know, especially if they are already working out a deal to buy his silence. Because she might have to get him to shut up after all.”

She left the rest unsaid, that the reason Faye might have to buy her father’s silence is that our PR relationship fell apart, and her father could now use that to ruin her career.

And now, here we are. Staring at David Strummer’s smug face and refusing his refreshments. Is he this calm because he knows where she is? A man in danger of losing everything, including this trashy house, would look a lot more worried, wouldn’t he?

“I’m Britney, Blake’s sister. This is my husband, Alex.” Brit takes the lead. “We won’t be staying for long, really.” She waves at the housekeeper, dismissing her. “We just wanted to ask about Faye. If you’ve seen her recently or heard from her.”

My throat tightens. We’re taking a giant risk here. The bastard is smug enough to possibly be recording this conversation.

But I’m that desperate.

His eyes glitter. “Yeah, I thought you’d show up sooner.” He looks at me. “It’s harder to maintain a fake relationship than you’d think, right?”

Growling, I take a step toward him. Alex hastily positions himself in front of me.

“Their relationship wasn’t fake,” Brit says, casting an anxious side-eye in my direction. “We just . . .”

Strummer stands up, ice shards in his eyes. “Britney, is it? I’d rather you leave my house than tell me lies. My daughter and I were on the outs for a couple of months, but I still know her better than you ever will.”

Brit gulps and looks at me for help. I pause, focusing on his sentence. WERE on the outs for a couple of months. Has he reconciled with Faye over the past week? Is she stashed somewhere in this house?

There’s no way to tell. But I’ll make sure my pride doesn’t take the wheel on this one.

“Fine,” Alex spits, eyes darting at me curiously before he continues. “Do you know where she is?”

“Yes.”

That answer almost sends me crashing to the floor in relief. She’s with her father, not some hulking dude I’d have to terminate for touching her. Sure, that has its own problems, but I’ll see her before I start to dwell on that. My eyes, burning from the pain of not sleeping in more than forty-eight hours, lose some of their pressure. Sidestepping Alex, I go straight to him. “Where is she? Here?”

David looks up at me, a coy smile playing at the corner of his lips. “I answered one of your questions. Now, you answer one of mine.”

Damn it, he looks even more punchable up close. “Fine. What is it?”

“What did Faye give you to play along? You know, making a scene in front of the camera after your hockey game? Hell, what did she give you to do this, coming here and pretending you give a shit? I can’t quite figure it out.”

“Why do you care?” Brit sounds disgusted. “You need an explanation for his behavior when you start exposing your own daughter online?”

“I’m not doing anything wrong if I’m telling the truth.” He’s got on his genial smile again. “I know Faye much better than the three of you combined. She’s always had a pathological craving for love and affection. It repels people more than anything. Her fans would know this if they took a second to think. She managed to get this far ahead by convincing them she’s worthy of love. When I know it’s quite the opp⁠—”

He doesn’t get to say more, because I’ve got both hands clenched around his throat, halfway to squeezing the life out of him. Brit yelps as Strummer tries to beat against my hands, but I barely feel anything. All of the anger and frustration I’ve felt over the past few days is channeling itself through me now, and I’m powerless to stop it.

“You fucking bastard.” I hold on to him tighter with each word. Dimly, I’m aware of the housekeeper screaming in the background and Alex trying to pull me off. “You’ve got no idea where she is, do you? She would never even come to you for help, because she knows what a sadistic fuck you are.”

His red eyes are bulging out of their sockets. “Let . . . me . . . go . . .”

“I’m calling the police!” the housekeeper screams, penetrating my blur of rage. Alex manages to take one of my hands and twist it off him. I let go of the bastard, and he collapses in a heap on his white couch, coughing and gagging.

“I am going to end you,” he screams as he massages his throat, even before he gets to his feet. “I’ve got proof that Faye is lying to her fans again, and I’m going to use it. She’s already halfway helped me by disappearing again. This time, I’m going to permanently put an end to her.”

“She’s your daughter.” I resent Brit for sounding so dignified when all I want to do is throttle him again. Unfortunately, Alex holding me back renders that plan impossible.

“She’s no daughter of mine,” he spits at Brit. “She’s a freaking disappointment who ruined everything good I ever did for her. Who’s trying to damage me for doing my best as a father.”

I wave my free hand in his face, aching to get as close as I can. He wisely backs away, tripping over the couch.

“Do it,” I tell him. “Get your rats to start spreading that rumor about Faye. Hell, release a snippet of this conversation to the world. I’m going to go on my social media accounts and tell the world that I’m in love with Faye. Let’s see who they believe.”

Strummer’s eyes are popping out of their sockets again, this time from genuine shock. “You . . . wouldn’t.” He looks so deeply terrified that it takes a second for me to understand why.

But then, it hits me.

He wasn’t just counting on the idea that Faye was unlovable. He did a hell of a lot of research. He dug enough to learn that I’m averse to romance and have never been in a serious relationship.

His plan did not rest on Faye, but on me. He assumed that once rumors started flying, I’d find a way to extricate myself from the situation.

I hate him even more for thinking that way, but I can’t deny that he was right. Two months ago, before Faye barreled into my life, I would have shuddered at the idea of declaring my love for anyone, even as part of a PR stunt. Hell, a week ago, I would have done the same thing.

But not seeing Faye is driving me crazy. And I’d rather lose everything else than be without her.

“I would.” I can tell Strummer isn’t the only shocked person in this room. “Tell the world we’re lying, and I’m going to deny your claims. You’ll be twice ruined and blacklisted. I’ll be happy to hammer that last nail in your coffin.”

When I walk out of the mansion thirty seconds later, I do it with the pleasure of knowing that I just freed Faye from her father’s tyranny, forever. The pleasure doesn’t last long, however. The moment I slip into the back seat, the reality of not knowing where Faye is crashes over me anew. I bury my face in my hands as a headache rages up a storm in my skull.

Alex and Brit are quiet. I can almost see them exchanging glances, flummoxed out of their minds. I get it, kind of. They’ve never seen me lose control this badly.

I’ve never seen myself lose control this badly, either.

“We’ll find her, Blake.” Brit turns around and reassures me. “She’s laying low somewhere. She’s not dead.”

Oh, I know. But when I find her, she could very well be in another man’s arms, with no use for me.

I can’t even marshal enough thoughts to describe to myself how badly that terrifies me.

“Maybe we should go to Kevin’s house,” Alex suggests. “He did say Faye was living with him until recently. Maybe she has come back.”

There’s silence in the car. Letting out a deep breath, I raise my head up and nod mutely. I feel pathetic being this vulnerable in front of my sister and best friend, but I’m only just starting to realize something.

I’ll do anything for Faye.
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In person, Kevin does not hide the depth of his irritation for me. “Honestly, Blake, even if I knew where she was, I wouldn’t tell you. But I don’t. So, there.”

He’s standing in his doorway, arms crossed. Stepping up, I push past him into his living room, ignoring his cry of protest. Alex and Brit are right on my heels.

“Faye?” I yell out, taking in his lime green chairs and organized kitchen. My gaze finds a door under the stairs, and I go straight for it. Kevin screams again as I yank open the door.

The bedroom is a medium-sized guestroom with a bed that hasn’t been slept in. It’s empty, but in it I find the tiniest ray of hope.

Faye’s scent lingering in the air.

“Where is she?” I storm back to Kevin, resisting the urge to grab him by his shirt.

He looks alarmed. He glances at Alex and Brit, no doubt hoping for an intervention, but they give him nothing. So, he turns back to me. “Look, I really don’t know where she is now. She spent three days here.”

“Alone?” It’s scary to ask, but I do it, anyway. I’ve got to know if she’s found someone else.

Kevin wrinkles his nose. “You think I’m going to have her shacking up here with some random stranger? Yes, alone, you fool. Then she left.”

I’m torn between relief and further frustration. “To where?” It takes everything in me to not scream.

“Don’t know.”

“You said you had creative differences,” I remind him. “What did you mean?”

Kevin lets out a frustrated breath. He stares at me evenly for a moment, before he says, “The first two days for her were rough. Heard her crying into the night on both nights. Really nice work, jackass.”

I ignore the jibe, as I’m clinging to every word he says about her. “Go on,” I spit through gritted teeth.

“But then, on the third day, we spoke. She was brutally honest. Said she fell for you, and she shouldn’t have allowed it of herself because she knew you didn’t believe in love. I told her you were the idiot, not her.”

My heart twists in my chest. I kind of agree with that one. Only a moron would let Faye go, and in that manner.

“Then she started talking about the truth. Said that she’s been living a lie to her fans, even if she came out after her wedding saying she wouldn’t do that anymore. Sounded like she was grateful for the heartbreak, you know. Like it helped her find herself, and that she was going to be brutally honest in her next songs about how much healing she’s got to do, and how she’s not come to find herself yet. That’s where we disagreed. Then she took off to organize a show.”

“A show?” For the first time, Brit sounds more concerned about watching Faye perform than helping me out. “Where?”

“Dunno. She wouldn’t tell me because I would have stopped her. Said it was going to be a little thing, you know. That might keep her father off her back, but otherwise, it’s nuts, and I don’t think it’s right . . .”

“I’ve got her father handled,” I mutter mutely. “You never have to worry about him again.”

Kevin stares in shock. He opens his mouth to ask, but Alex speaks first. “We’ll fill you in later. Do you really have no idea where she could be planning to give the show?”

He shrugs. “No. If I did, I’d stop her. I’m guessing it’s going to be soon, though. Maybe even tonight. She plans on telling the world that your relationship was a fake. All I know is that the venue is going to be small.” He gives me an almost sympathetic glance. “Damn. If I knew you’d be this sorry to see her go, maybe my pep talk would have been a little different.”

I know he’s only doing his job, but damn it, I hate him. I’m starting to hate every single person around me, especially since they are no help in getting Faye back.

I think over what he said, unsure of what to feel. Faye isn’t discarding me for someone else, the way I feared. She’s discarding me to find herself.

I don’t know if that’s worse or better.

“You guys interrupted my meeting with my team,” he says. “I’m going to go back to that. Make yourself at home. Or not. Just shut the door when you leave.”

He strides away as Brit turns to Alex. “Can you give us a moment, please? I want to talk to Blake in private.”

Alex does what she asks, and I’m left alone with my little sister. I feel ridiculously like the younger sibling as she directs me to take a seat and looks into my eyes.

“Can we talk about what’s happening, for real?” she says, her tone low. “What has been happening since that night when you gave Faye flowers at her show?”

I look up at her, weary with exhaustion. “What?”

“You’re in love with her.”

Even with how exhausted I feel, I can manage a bark of laughter. “You’re crazy.”

“I’m also right, Blake.” She doesn’t ease up from talking to me like a little kid. “Look at yourself. I’ve never seen you this way. You’re going mad because she’s not here. Volunteering to proclaim your love on social media, words you can never get back. Going all over the place. I mean, why do you want her back this badly? What are you going to say to her when you see her?”

I pause. I have been going crazy for the past few days, and I haven’t even thought of that once.

“I know I brought this up, and you laughed it off. But we really need to talk about something important—how Dad might have shaped your view of women.”

I open my mouth to argue, but then I realize I’m too tired to protest. So, I just let Brit’s words wash over me.

“Look at it this way. You spent years watching Dad be a misogynist. He treated us differently, let you do whatever you wanted while I was stuck at home having to be a doll to earn his love. I’ve broken free of that, but you haven’t. Somewhere in you, you’re worried that if you ever fall in love with a woman, you’re going to start treating her the way Dad treated me, and possibly Mom when she was alive. You don’t want that to ever happen to you, so you’d rather stay away from love altogether.”

Turns out Brit’s words aren’t that easy to ignore. They lay on me brick after brick, almost causing me to double over with their weight.

I think back to that moment at the cabin, hearing Faye say she loved me. I all but blocked those words out over the past few days of anguish, but they come back to me again. She meant it from the bottom of her heart. I could tell.

But I disregarded it like it meant nothing. I said a bunch of shit I didn’t even mean and walked off. But even as I said those words, I knew that I wasn’t telling the truth.

I bury my face in my palms as a shudder runs through me. I’ve spent all of my life believing I had things under control. That I had nothing to do with what our father did to Brit, and it had nothing to do with me.

But Brit is right. Nothing else could explain the paralyzing fear I felt when I imagined having a real relationship with Faye. I already wanted her more than life itself but making it official scared me to death. And not because I was shying away from commitment, like Reggie.

“I don’t want to hurt her.” I don’t mean to say those words out loud, but they come out of me anyway. And once I start, I can’t seem to stop. “She’s already so . . . different. Open. Loved by millions. Every time I think of another man touching her, I lose my damn mind. If she was mine, I’d want to control every ounce of her time.”

I look up at Brit, bracing myself to feel embarrassed. But the emotion that surges through me when I gaze at my sister’s open-hearted smile isn’t shame. It’s peace.

I’m finally letting go of the burden that has plagued me for months now. Maybe ever since Faye fell into my arms on her wedding day.

“Blake, the fact that you’re terrified of controlling her already shows you’re miles different from Dad. I mean, you just almost killed Faye’s father for trying to ruin her life. You’ve done nothing but help her make her own decisions ever since you met, even to your detriment. You’re not going to be Dad, I promise you that. Yeah, you’re going to make giant mistakes, like the one that set us off on this wild goose chase, but you’re going to keep working at it until you get better.”

The peace increases with Brit’s words, suffusing my entire being. I let out a breath, my shoulders crashing as tension recedes from my body.

I have no idea if Brit is right, but I decide to trust her.

“While you chew on that,” Brit says, “can you think about what Kevin said too? A small venue where she might be officially coming out to the world. We might be able to save her from doing that if we get there in time.”

“I don’t . . .” I start, but then I stop myself abruptly. The words replay themselves in my head, and a rock-solid conviction grows in my heart.

I stand up, feeling better than I have in a week. Maybe than I have in all my life.

“I know where she is.”

It’s time to reclaim the love of my life.
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BRIDGE TO BLISS


It’s a small bar, but I swear my fingers haven’t shaken this much while waiting to be called since the first time I started singing professionally.

“Next up, we have a very special performance. Trust me, folks, you’re going to want to see it. I say that as the biggest idiot in this place tonight. You know, since I mocked this singer the first time she was here.”

It’s the moderator. He turns and gives a wink in the general direction of where I’m standing, clothed by the shadows. I stare down at my trembling fingers. I’m a lot more prepared to sing at this bar tonight. For one, I brought my bodyguards. The people here are shockingly few, and most of them seem bored, but I know the news will spread on social media quickly, and very soon, hundreds of people will storm the place, searching for me. I know that several of my fans kept showing up in this town weeks after I left, hoping to run into me.

I pointed this out to Kevin when I asked for the guards. “You’re still not going to tell me where you are?”

“Nope.”

“Fine. Have it your way.”

I paused for a few seconds. I’d like to kid myself into thinking I was waiting for him to try to argue, but deep down, I know it was more than that. I was waiting for him to say something about Blake. Maybe about Blake potentially reaching out to him. It’s been a week now, and although I discarded my old phone, I was hoping Blake would try to reach me in other ways.

Kevin said nothing. I felt a burst of pain in my chest when I ended the call.

I still feel that pain now, standing in between the two massive men Kevin sent. It’s stupid, because I know I’m finally starting on the road to recovery. Soon—after a few months? Years?—I will let go of Blake. But right now, standing in the bar he brought me to, I can’t help but miss him.

“Faye Strummer, everyone!”

I brace myself for a resounding crash, but it still exceeds my expectations. The former disinterested crowd comes alive, people jumping to their feet and screaming. My bodyguards spring into action, forming a human blockade on both sides as I walk up to the stage on trembling legs. Two teenage girls in the front whip out their phones and start to record.

Good, I think. Make it a livestream. I want as many people as possible to know what I have to say, and as fast as possible.

“Thank you, everyone,” I say, with as broad a smile as I can muster. “I’m so happy to be back here tonight.” Why can’t my damn fingers stop shaking?

“We love you, Faye!” one of the girls screams. I notice she’s no longer recording me. Has she posted a snippet already? If so, I’ve got twenty minutes tops before the bar collapses because of people streaming in.

“Thank you.” I grin at her, and her face goes slack. “I’m here to sing a song. It’s a new one, actually. It’s going to be on my next album.” I make a mental note to apologize to Kevin about saying that last sentence before checking with him. Then I launch into the song.

Had my life in shades of black and white,

Studios dark, my walls all light,

Shuttling back, forth in my confined space,

Trapped in a loop, just a rat in a race.

But you walked in with a spectrum so broad,

Thanks to you, I’m painting colors I adore.

I see the pink in your smile bright,

Yellow warmth in your touch feels right,

Purple intrigue when you pay me mind,

Red in your leave, you’re one of a kind.

All these colors, now I see,

Do you notice them like me?

Hoped you’d see the pink flush on my face,

In your presence, my heart would race.

Waited for a world where you’d feel it too,

But you missed the signs, left me feeling blue.

When you couldn’t see, my world turned gray,

Had to find a way to brighten up my day.

But it’s all the colors that I needed to find,

I’m the artist of my life, no longer blind.

Paint my days with shades of green and blue,

A canvas of my life, vibrant and true.

You sparked the flame, baby, that’s a fact,

You lit the fuse, and now I’m the rocket on track.

I lose myself so deeply into the song that I only realize the tumult I’ve made when I round off with the third verse. The girls are still screaming, and about two dozen more people are now packed in the bar, all of them yelling my name. I pause, almost disappointed.

Did anyone even hear the song?

Doesn’t make a difference, I realize, my fingers shaking again. The song was the easy part. My speech is what I’ve been dreading for the past few days.

“Can I get everyone’s attention, please?”

It takes several minutes and the moderator screaming repeatedly for everyone to finally hush up. More phone cameras are pointed in my direction, and the chatter seems sewn into the foundation of the building. Someone screams, “Where’s Blake? We want Blake!”

Great. Sudden tears start in my eyes, and I’m alarmed as much as I’m terrified. I didn’t think I’d cry talking about this. For a second, I wonder if that’s a sign. Do I just end it and run off backstage?

Then I look into the crowd and see something that stills me.

The girl. The one that sang my song at the bar last time before I took the stage. She sang in a croaky voice and declared she was waiting for her one true love. She seemed pure and innocent, but she lit in me a shame I still haven’t gotten rid of.

Unlike other girls her age in the bar, she’s not screaming or recording. She’s merely gazing up at me, arms folded, smiling, her face lit in adoration. Just watching.

There are thousands of girls like her around the world. Girls who got renewed hope in their romantic life because of me. I owe it to them to see this through.

My fingers are steady when I take the mic.

“A few weeks ago, after my stint here, news broke around the world about my relationship to a certain hockey player.” If I let myself say his name, I’m going to lose whatever control I have left. Plus, the chants around the bar of “Blake White” already supply the missing information. “I spoke in interviews about how well we were doing, and cameras followed our relationship. I told the world that he was a respite for me. After a lifetime of not knowing what love was, he came and made me feel it. And you thought that we were in love and happy.”

The bar is dead silent now. I know why. Being this vulnerable about their romantic life isn’t something that stars often do.

“But I lied.”

A silent gasp runs through the crowd. I have eyes for only the girl. Her face registers shock, but also disappointment. I can tell she’s not disappointed in me, though.

She’s disappointed that her fantasy wasn’t real.

“I know I keep messing up, and I’m sorry.” I imagine the millions of viewers tuned in around the world now, watching via livestream. “I’m deeply, deeply sorry. The truth is, I fell in love with him faster than I could say my name. He gave me every single thing I have ever wanted.” My voice breaks. “But still, he did not love me back. He doesn’t believe in relationships. I knew this when we started, and I still fell for him, anyway. He was ready to keep up the public pretense to help me, and I thought I needed it to save my career.”

The bar is still silent. There are several different expressions on their faces, ranging from condemnation to pity. I can’t know what they all feel about me now. I’ll have to push to the bitter end.

“For most of my career, I sang a lie about love. That it’s this perfect magical thing where everything goes right all the time. But that’s not how it works. You can be an amazing person and still never be with your soulmate.”

Is it my imagination, or are they listening more intently now? I catch a glimpse of some movement at the back of the bar. Someone just slipped in, a woman, and she looks oddly familiar.

Could it be⁠—?

Don’t be stupid, Faye, I chide myself. Finish your speech.

The world is waiting. After tonight, my career will take a definite turn. But I can garner confidence in knowing that even if I’m left with the ashes, I’m going to be rebuilding on absolute truth.

“The good news is that you can find yourself in all this, like I did. Relationships don’t define you. Love doesn’t define you. Having the perfect man or woman in your corner doesn’t mean your life is going to be perfect. You have an identity, and you have a purpose separate from the love of your life. Don’t wait for them. Live your life.”

My shoulders sag as I step back from the mic. The murmuring grows louder. I focus on the young girl. She’s got her eyes fixed on me, her expression blank. Slowly, though, she begins to smile, until it lights up her face.

I smile back. The tears that form in my eyes are those of joy.

I’ve done my job. Finally.

She starts clapping. Some people join in. I wait, wondering if it’s going to turn into full-on applause.

Just then, a louder murmuring starts, followed by multiple people gasping. Soon, the whole bar is screaming. One of my bodyguards moves quickly toward me. I turn around in alarm, wondering if I’m about to get attacked.

But it’s Blake.

Like every time he walks into a room, my body reacts with a tingling sensation.

His hair is glued to his forehead by sweat, and he looks haggard, like he hasn’t slept for days. He’s wearing a pair of jeans and a shirt that tightens around his biceps like a second skin. His blue eyes are lit with a fervor I’ve not seen before.

The mic slips from my fingers in shock. The feedback sends a horrible, grating noise around the room, but I can barely hear it. What’s he doing here? Is this Kevin’s last-ditch effort, sending him in an attempt to save my career? But Kevin isn’t even here. The only other person here is the woman I now realize is Blake’s sister, Britney.

Blake dives and takes the mic before the moderator can get at it. He stares at me for a moment longer, his gaze indecipherable. My heart beats faster, and my knees are weak. What the hell is going on? Then he turns to the audience.

“Hello, guys.” Shock floods my veins. Blake never, ever spoke to the public. What did Kevin ask him to do? Was he paid for it?

The crowd is screaming again. Blake pauses until he can make himself somewhat heard. “All Faye said is true. We were in a fake relationship.”

I narrow my eyes at him. If this was Kevin’s idea of saving my career, he made a huge mistake. I can already see the posts: “Faye went from a sweet girl to the most dramatic and messy popstar on the whole planet. Unfollow and block.”

“And she did confess her love for me, and I turned her down.”

Kevin is never going to find work as a manager again. Ever.

“But . . .”

My heart stills. But? I look up at him as he focuses on the crowd. I glance at Britney, but her eyes are trained on her brother rather than me.

“But I was an idiot.”

The crowd goes wild. My heart is ramming in my chest. I’m desperate for him to keep going.

“Truth is, I faced some pretty severe things in my childhood. Those experiences made me swear off love. It took a week and a lot of brain bashing by my sister, but I can now finally admit it.”

Blake turns to me then, his eyes shining with inexplicable light. “I love you, Faye. More than I ever thought possible. Yeah, romance wasn’t my thing, and I was too much of a brute to realize how my childhood hurt me. Maybe I never would have gone down that dark road if it weren’t for you. But from the moment you barreled into my life in that wedding gown, everything changed. I don’t want to ever live a single moment where you’re not the focal point of it. I admire your message about finding yourself, and I understand why you need to do that. I’m ready to wait as long as it takes. Because I’ve found myself, and now, all I want to do is to hold you again.”

This cannot be happening. I stare at him, blinded with tears, the overpowering noise of the audience deafening my ears. I don’t even know what to say, how to go about a response. If this isn’t a stunt orchestrated by Kevin, how can I let Blake down when he’s saying all I’ve desperately wanted to hear for months? And even if this is a stunt, I can’t embarrass him and reject him publicly. But how can I take him back so brazenly after the message I just preached?

Unbidden, my head turns toward the girl. She’s still on her seat, smiling. There are also tears streaming down her face. Our eyes lock, and I wait with her. I need to know how all of the girls that have been affected by my music feel about this.

She mouths three words to me: Love finds you.

And just like that, I have the answer.
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It takes a full hour. For my bodyguards to hustle me backstage, for the moderator to clear out the bar while the crowds chant for me to reply to Blake publicly, for me to get into a car and have the driver evade the tons of cars and paparazzi bikes following us—how the hell did they get here so fast in the first place?

For my heart to stop hammering the way it did when Blake made his speech.

And then finally, I’m standing on top of the wooden bridge that leads to Blake’s cabin, the one he carried me over the day we met. He is standing in front of me, still looking worn down. While he was making his speech, before the uproar started, Britney told my driver about the cabin’s location, telling him of a much longer route that would stop us from being followed. Now my drivers and bodyguards are out of sight, Brit with them. I’m standing in view of the cabin where I started to understand my identity.

And I’m staring at the man who brought me closer to it.

I finally get to ask him the question I’ve been mulling over for the past hour.

“What the hell is happening?” I’m definitely taking the largest hit ever on social media tonight. Hundreds of thousands of people might have unfollowed—or followed—me. I could be canceled for real, and forever. Kevin’s career might be nothing again. My father could emerge victorious.

But I don’t care about that. All I care about is knowing that I’ve reached that one girl tonight. Several others like her all around the world could have also been touched. Every decision I make from now will go a long way toward helping them figure themselves out.

Blake’s eyes meet mine. The honesty in them is Earth-shattering.

A part of me was still holding on to the idea that he was sent by Kevin. Letting go of that idea makes my stomach knot a million different times.

“You . . . you love me?” Those are the words I never thought I’d hear from Blake.

“More than I love myself.” Stepping forward, he wraps his arm around my waist. I sink into it automatically, unable to draw myself away. “I was a jerk. But you’ve entranced me from the moment I met you, Faye. Even that night, while I carried you over the bridge, a part of me knew I never wanted to be without you. I’m sorry it took me a week of not hearing from you to realize it. But I’m never letting you go again.”

Tears start in my eyes. Crying three times in one night feels silly, but I can’t help it.

Blake loves me. Even if you choose to find yourself, the perfect love can find you.

The girl was right.

I realize then that even if the world disagrees with me coming together with Blake an hour after I decided to let go, it doesn’t matter. Becoming my own person means making decisions based on what I feel is right. It’s not anyone else’s choice. It’s mine.

And I’m damn well going to choose my love.

I bring my lips up to his. Blake growls as he kisses me back. He hardens against me instantly, and I moan, fully collapsing against him.

“Fuck it, Faye.” He’s slipping underneath my dress, his fingers probing my lips apart as he fingers me. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

“My guards . . .” I want him to, but getting banged within earshot of his sister and my employees doesn’t exactly sit right with me.

“They can hear how much I want you.” He’s shoving his pants down, pulling my legs apart. “I’m going to have you all night. But if I’m not inside you right now, I’m going to die. I mean it.”

I search his eyes. He does mean it. Almost as much as my body, which is already clamoring for him, does.

A smile forms on my face as I throw my arms around him. “Then show me just how much you missed me.”

“Is that a challenge?” His blue eyes turn indigo, and I recall all the moments I challenged him in the cabin and lost horribly.

“Yes.” I match my gaze with his. Joy explodes in the inner recesses of my being. I like to think that I could have moved on from Blake and found contentment with another person in the future.

But no one would ever make me feel the way Blake does. I’m sure of it. He’s the one for me.

As he pushes himself inside me and I let out a scream that reverberates through the woods, a realization sinks into me.

I’m always going to lose as far as challenges with Blake go.

But I’m always going to enjoy it, too.


EPILOGUE


“Why does this feel like a déjà vu moment?”

I roll my eyes, not surprised. I had half-expected Reggie to say those words the moment he stepped through the doors. What I did not expect, however, is the fact that he came with Alex and Ken. Alex also has his baby squirming in his arms.

“Not to sound weird, but you look dapper.” Ken grins as his gaze washes over my white suit. “Someone should help him with his cufflinks, though.”

I hold up my arms as Alex thrusts his baby into Ken’s arms and goes for it. The three men are all wearing matching white tuxedos, same as mine. The only difference is the red pocket square I have.

“Yeah, I remember why this feels like I lived this moment before.” Reggie is looking through the window, where about a hundred cane chairs have been organized neatly on either side of a white aisle leading to a beautiful wedding arch.

The site of my wedding ceremony.

“Seconds before I walked down my aisle, Blake was here, making that exact face at my stepson.” He nods toward Ken’s bewildered face as he struggles to hold on to my nephew. “And asking me how it was possible for me to ever consider marrying a woman and adopting her son.”

“Great. Rub it in. Add it to the best man toast, why don’t you?” It took a while for me to finally decide on who my best man was going to be, seeing as I’ve got so many good friends. But I finally picked Reggie over Alex. Alex is always going to be my brother—literally, as we grew up together and he’s married to my sister—but Reggie deserved the honor. For one, it was his wedding that set me down the path of knowing that love can redeem a man.

It did for him, and it has for me too.

It’s been a full year since my public confession. Even now, I can’t believe the impact it’s had on my career. I was catapulted into the limelight in a way that still stuns me. I came to Faye’s wedding hoping to get Kevin’s advice on how to get better ad sponsorships, but I don’t need it anymore. Day in and day out, my agent is saddled with deals, trying to sort through the few that suit me and dismiss the rest.

For Faye, things also changed, but in a less pleasant manner. She lost almost a million followers across all social media platforms that day, particularly when she wrote a post saying we were getting back together. Words like “liar” and “fake relationship” haunted her page for months, even after she released the album, Truth. Still, it did remarkably well, shooting to the top spot on the charts in a day. I proposed to her shortly after that, and Faye’s reputation was redeemed slightly when the internet learned we were getting married.

Apart from our careers, things blossomed in a manner more beautiful than I could have imagined. Spending weekends in the cabin and building our love slowly over the year transformed me. In and out. I can finally hang with Alex and Reggie and understand their fascination with finding true love. I’ve been in therapy over the last year, sorting out my issues with my father. Every day, Faye brings me closer to the version of the man I want to be, while I left the man I thought I was content with. And so far, no control issues have spiked up.

Nor will they ever arise.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to tease you,” Reggie says. “Even if all you talked about during my wedding was Faye and how her wedding was unnecessarily huge. Isn’t it funny that you’re here, less than two years later, marrying her?”

I agree with him. Fate is a funny thing.

“Sounds like you’re teasing him,” Alex says as he backs away from my sleeves. Pride glimmers in his eyes as he gives me the once-over. I can see why. Since Brit, he’s been trying to get me to understand why it was important for him to choose my sister over our friendship. We’ve grown past that, but my being with Faye brought a level of healing to our relationship that I didn’t even know we needed.

“Also, he’s right on the wasteful front. Look at how . . . calm . . . their wedding is,” Ken adds. He finally got the hang of holding Alex’s boy.

I look over at the aisle through the window. I let Faye choose everything, and she was quick to decide on a field wedding with less than a hundred guests in attendance. It was easy to narrow the guest list. We both focused on making sure only people who mattered to us would be here. Faye invited her whole family, but only her stepmother showed up. She decided to hold off on inviting celebs, choosing instead to go for the few friends she’s gained over the last year.

“You know, you should be more worried,” Alex says to Ken.

Ken looks horrified. “Did your son already poop on me?”

“No, fool. I mean about this.” He nods at Reggie and me. “You’re the only single one. It’s going to happen for you sooner than you expect.”

He snickers. “Don’t think so. I’m not holding off on relationships, remember? I’ve dated girls in the past. Don’t fancy marriage, but it’s not completely off the table. I’ll be fine.”

I hold back a smile. “You remind me of me.” Ken starts to argue, but I raise a hand. “We’ll talk about it later.” Excitement shoots up like a star within me. “I’ve got to go get married.”
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She looks radiant.

The gown is nothing like the ginormous ball gown she had for her wedding to Ben. Instead, Faye chose a simple, off-shoulder, A-line gown that barely has a train, the kind of gown no one would expect a popstar to get married in. The headlines are going to go crazy.

But I don’t let myself focus on X trolls. I look at her as she comes up the aisle, arm in arm with Kev. Her face is almost free of makeup, and she chose to do her hair in a simple updo, with red tendrils that fall down her face.

She’s the most beautiful creature on planet Earth.

Behind her marches Trisha, the girl who sang Faye’s song the first time we went to the bar. They became tightknit friends over the past few months, and Faye was happy to make her Maid of Honor. Reggie’s son, Carl, is right in front of Faye, holding the rings on a fluffy pillow.

I’ve witnessed Alex and Reggie get married, sat in the front row and eyed their happiness suspiciously.

I never could have imagined that it would happen for me. Nor that it was possible to feel this happy.

It seems to take an eternity, but finally, Kevin and Faye are up the aisle with me. He gives me a mock warning glare as he puts her hand in mine—he has never quite forgiven me for what happened a year ago. Alex, Reggie, and Ken have identical smirks as we march past them and up to the minister.

“You look beautiful, soon-to-be Mrs. White,” I mutter. It’s taking every bit of me to not kiss her, but I can’t hold off on telling her how pretty she is.

“You look dapper yourself.” She gives me a small smile as the minister asks everyone to take their seats. I watch as she turns and looks down at our rather short aisle.

“Thinking of running away again?” It’s a joke, but the tiniest part of me is really wondering if Faye considered doing that this morning. I know we’re perfect for each other, but intrusive thoughts are a bitch sometimes.

She grins at me. That smile alone sends the thought fleeing. Still, for clarity’s sake, she gives a verbal confirmation.

“Never.”

THE END
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Did you like this book?

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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