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This story is for everyone who hasn't found the person who makes them pause and think 'This is what it's supposed to feel like'.


Don't settle. They're close by.
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Chapter One
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Charlotte

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The heart monitor sings the usual tune. Feelings of life and hope are swiftly chased away by a real bitch named Bleakness. 

“Dammit, Jacob Matthews, it’s been two weeks.” His hand is warm, which is such a contradiction to how lifeless he is. “No one knows what happened. You need to wake up, so you can tell us.”

When the one in an accident isn’t awake to share the tale, the rest of us are left to link together the tiny pieces of the puzzle. 

Being alone with Jacob’s still body is my new normal. My new reality. 

“It’s getting harder to leave,” I whisper my fears.

Since receiving the terrifying news, one of Jacob’s family or I have spent every minute in this hospital room. He’s never had a moment alone. If the doctors are right and he can hear us, his skin is crawling from all the attention. He’s not the kind to be fussed over. When he was in fourth grade and had his tonsils out, he crawled out his bedroom window and came to my house. He couldn’t handle his mother asking if he was feeling okay and if he needed anything.

There are only so many popsicles a kid can eat, Char. The memory makes me laugh.

The only detail we know is the police found his car around the S-curve right outside campus. According to the tread marks on the gravel, speed was a factor in his wreck. No surprise to me. He’d squealed his tires like a bat out of hell, and the last sign of him I’d seen was his tail lights.

A few days later, his brother Wes and I had gone to the impound to see if anything could be salvaged and recovered from inside the vehicle. The image of the smashed chunks of metal still aches in my chest. I don’t know how he survived, but clearly, he’s meant to be here for something. Perhaps to finish our argument. No one should have come out of the car alive. His doctors keep saying how lucky he is to only have a broken leg and ribs. They believe the impact caused a brain injury, which is why he’s in a coma. His young body needs time to recuperate. 

A yawn breaks through, reminding me how tired I am. The sterile smell piping through the vents and the annoyingly attentive nurses are starting to weigh on my last nerve. The way they gawk at Jacob is borderline inappropriate. Even in a coma, the guy can rattle a girl’s heart. Lord knows he’s always been able to shake mine up. 

To make matters worse, the doctors don’t have answers for us. They spew a lot of ‘nothing’s changed’ and ‘all you can do is wait’, none of which gives any sort of comfort or takes away an iota of our pain. This hurt, this unbearable ache I feel for Jacob’s absence is intolerable. Over time things are supposed to grow easier, but I don’t understand how it’s possible. Whoever created the mantra is full of crap.

Jacob and I have known each other since I was eight and he was ten. Inseparable is more like it. My family moved in next door, and at my young age, I thought my world was over. A child of theatrics is how my father described me. Jacob likes to argue I still hold a bit of an eight-year-old in my heart, releasing her when the time is right and most beneficial for my personal causes.

The afternoon my family pulled up to our new home, the giant tree house was the only redeeming feature. It wasn’t until high school when I discovered the closet was large enough to hide Jacob’s six-four stature that anything about the house impressed me.

I ran to the backyard, stretching to climb the rungs two at a time.

“This is my tree house,” a young boy, close to my age, called from the bottom of the ladder. He wore a football jersey and stain-kneed jeans. 

“No, it’s in my yard, so it’s my treehouse.” I scurried down to come face to face with him. 

He flashed a toothy grin. “I’m Jacob. You must be the new neighbor.”

With one smile, he had stolen my heart, and since then, he’s broken it and put it back together more times than I can count. 

“The Broncos still suck, Jacob,” I utter, hoping to trigger something and force him to open his eyes. If anything is going to work, talking about his football team will. I have tried every last thing in the playbook and defeat sets in every time my plan doesn’t work. Stupidly, I’ve even searched Google for ways to wake a coma patient.

“If that doesn’t stir him up then I don’t know what will, sweetheart.” Mrs. Matthews makes her way over to her oldest son, pushing long strands of hair off his forehead to kiss him. She loves him unconditionally and deeper than I can ever understand. Her eyes scan over the monitors. “How’s he doing today?” Hope screams in her words. 

Once again, I have the privilege to disappoint her.

“No change,” I answer, mimicking the doctors I hate so much. 

I stand and wrap my arms around her. Mrs. Matthews hugs me back with the same urgency. 

“Everything will be okay. Something will change soon because Jacob’s a fighter, and there’s no chance in hell he’d leave you behind.” 

I almost believe her whispered words.

“Enough with the tears.” She swipes her cheeks then mine. “Now, I need you to go downstairs. Rachel’s waiting. She’s under strict orders to force you to go out tonight.”

I wave her off, grabbing my purse strap and crossing it over my body. “I plan on going home to catch up on some sleep. Maybe do a little homework.” 

I have zero intentions of going anywhere tonight that doesn’t accept sweatpants as an appropriate choice. Comfy is my nighttime style these days. Between school, my internship, and daily hospital visits, I barely have time to remember to feed myself, let alone doll myself up to pretend I’m having a good time.

“You and I both know he’d want you to go have some fun, and your girl, she screams fun from every pore of her body. She won’t take no for an answer, so good luck dodging her.” She pats me on the back and shoves me towards the door.

The gleam in Mrs. Matthews eyes says it all. She’s proud of the coercion she’s cooked up with my best friend.

I step out of the room, and shake my head in a slow, soft rhythm. This is all too much. The admiration and the guilt are in constant competition these days for who will be the lucky one to take the final blow and put me out of my misery.

Mr. Matthews sits on a bench near the elevator beside Wes, Jacob’s brother. They are closer than any brothers I know. When college applications were due, it had come as no surprise Wes chose Greystone. Like me, he’s a freshman and the closest thing I have to a brother myself. The moment his bored gaze lands on me, he jumps from the bench and wraps me in a tight squeeze.

“Hey, sis,” Wes whispers into my hair.

“Hey, Wesley.” I lean back and peer into his blue eyes, a near duplicate of Jacob’s icy color.

“You know how much I hate my full name.” 

“What are older sisters for?” 

“Well, for one, you aren’t my sister. Yet.” He winks. “And you’re only older by six weeks. It hardly counts, Char Char.”

At the mention of the possibility of Jacob and me getting married, my chest tightens. 

Wes walks backwards, his hands out wide at his sides. “Rachel’s looking smoking hot, by the way. Saw her lurking around the downstairs lobby, giving doctors heart attacks.” He pumps his closed fist in front of his chest.

“Want to come out with us? Keep her in line?” 

Please take me up on the offer. Please, for the love of God, come out with us and take all the pressure of going out away. She’ll focus on you and not me.

“I’ll pass tonight. You call me if you get too out of hand and need a ride from your little brother.” Wes passes to Jacob’s room, a devilish grin on his face. 

I face Mr. Matthews. “So, you really have to leave?” I fret, afraid of what it will be like to care for Jacob on my own. 

We’ve all done our best in balancing our own responsibilities around visits, and even though Wes will still be here, too, some of us know how to juggle better than others. 

I witness Wes’s shoulders sag when he opens the door to Jacob’s room. Worry shadows his eyes when he looks at his older brother lying in the hospital bed. No one can hold it against Wes for not always being present even when he’s there.

“We’ll be back on the weekends and during the week when possible.” He draws in a long, exhausted breath, pulling me back into our conversation. His gaze dances beyond my shoulder to Jacob’s door. “It’s going to be hard to leave him, but we’re running out of options. All of our vacation time has been depleted.”

“I’ll be here,” I offer. “And you’re only a few hours away.” 

My attempt to calm his nerves is futile. My words don’t make me feel better, so why in the hell would it bring any peace to Mr. Matthews? 

“I know you will, sweetie, and it helps knowing he won’t be alone. We wouldn’t know what to do if he didn’t have you.” He pulls me in for a hug. My arms lay limp, stuck under Mr. Matthews’. When he leans away, his eyes darken. His unwavering fear causes my throat to close. “Have a good time tonight, okay?”

Somber music plays as the elevator descends to the main lobby of the hospital. It feels impossible to keep this all up. When the Matthews look at me, they see perfection, a girl worthy of their precious son. What if sometimes I don’t want to be that girl? Being worthy of someone isn’t the problem. It’s the flawless version they see through rose tinted glasses that haunts me. 

The cool metal on the elevator panel is a forgiving sensation against the heat rolling off my skin. Once the doors open, my best friend will be waiting for me. I can never be prepared for the fire storm that is Rachel.

With heavy steps, I exit. 

Rachel jumps from the chair and runs her hands up and down her hips in display. “It’s about damn time. I thought I was going to kill a few doctors with this outfit.”

“The no underwear is a nice touch.” I link my arm through hers and rest my head on her shoulder. Relief is always found beside her.

“I’m not a savage,” she scoffs. “I have on underwear. They just happen to give the illusion they aren’t there because of the thin material and nude hue.” Even without seeing her, my instincts tell me she’s wiggling her eyebrows with pride. 

Rachel and I grew up together. Jacob says she’s my other half. I’ve learned I need people like her around. Sometimes I find it impossible to speak loudly in defense of myself when needed. Rachel, well, she’ll stand up for herself and everyone else without a second thought. She’s a ballbuster. She roars when the rest of us back down.

Ridiculously smart to the point it’s annoying, she’ll correct your grammar and ramble off facts most people shouldn’t know. Her gorgeous long, blonde hair is closer to white than gold, framing eyes as dark and deep as the Atlantic Ocean. And for someone only a few inches over five feet, her huge boobs leave quite the impression. Loyal, intelligent, beautiful, and stacked. No wonder most girls hate her.

I don’t know what would’ve happened if we hadn’t gotten accepted to the same university. The thought of not having her in my life is nearly unbearable. Some would call us co-dependent. A lot of people believe a soul mate is the person you end up marrying. I disagree. Your soul mate is the person who stands by your side no matter what. Rachel knows me and is willing to call me out when necessary. It’s one thing Jacob has never understood. Our friendship is rare. If you want me, you get her, too.

And here she is, smiling at me. If she doesn’t stop the grin, her face will split in half before we reach my car.

Intending to avoid a night of drinking and dancing, I pull my keys from my purse and attempt to skate around her. She slips between me and the door, sidestepping in front of me when I reach for the handle. Her thin arm blocks my entrance. 

“Oh no, you don’t,” she shouts. Her car is a few spaces over, and she drags me by the arm behind her. “We’re going out tonight, but before we do, I need to take you home. We’re finding the tightest dress and the tallest heels in your closet. Only then will we go dance away the shit-tastic life you lead right now.”

I have a few options here. The first being to kick my best friend’s ass and make a run for it. Or I can pull up my big girl panties and do what she says. Forgetting my shit-tastic life, as she so lightly puts it, doesn’t sound half bad right about now.

My groan bounces off the brick of the hospital, echoing through the parking lot. “Fine, one drink, tops. The deal is if I don’t complain, then I get to head home by midnight,” I argue. A few bats of my eyelashes paired with the sad distraught puppy dog eyes, and she gives into my demands.

Rachel nods and smiles. “It’s a deal. Not one word of resentment or negativity. I want you to have fun, even if that means I need to force feed tequila down that long, beautiful neck of yours.”

Like always, I don’t put up much fight, and ten minutes later, I unlock the front door to our apartment. My purse lands on the kitchen counter, and I sprawl in my usual comfortable spot on the couch. The overstuffed cushion is a nice change from the hard hospital chair. They have a way of sucking every bit of life out of a person.

“If you plan on being tucked into bed by midnight, then you need to get your butt in gear. It’s almost nine, which only gives us three hours to get your skinny ass drunk.” Rachel pulls me to my feet. “Shouldn’t be too difficult, since you’re a lightweight and under practiced.”

Shoulders slumped in resignation, I don’t say anything as I follow her into my bedroom. My silence is the perfect act of an obedient friend. Hangers clink together while Rachel rummages through my closet. She grumbles and sighs with disgust of my choice of clothes. Clothes fly onto every available surface of the floor. 

“Yes! I found the perfect dress!” she exclaims. “Remind me to take you shopping.”

Dangling from her hand is the only tight article of clothing I own. The bandage dress is hidden all the way in the back of my closet for a reason. She extends it in front of her and then pulls it back against her body. Her amused grin widens as she showboats the cobalt mini dress.

“This is fucking hot. Why haven’t you ever worn this? Why haven’t I borrowed this?” She carelessly pokes through my jewelry box and pulls out a few longer necklaces and earrings, holding them up to my ears.

“You can have it. Jacob’s always said it shows too much thigh.” Rachel’s eyes soften when she hears the defeat behind those words. “He meant well,” I add. 

“You must have kept it in hopes of wearing it someday, or else you would’ve just thrown it out.” Her eyebrow quirks. “Go slide this on. Put on a pair of ‘fuck me’ heels and get your ass in gear.” She bumps her hip into mine. This is her attempt to lighten the mood. 

“I don’t need ‘fuck me’ heels.” I snatch the hanger from her grasp. “And I suppose there’s no reason not to wear it now.”

The sleek fabric cools my skin as it slips up my legs and over my thighs, until it covers all the important parts. In the mirror, I assess the damage. Too much thigh. Too revealing. Still, I don’t look half bad. Old habits die hard. I’ve always believed Jacob’s small critiques were for my own good. 

“Quit tugging.” Rachel swats my hands. “It’s not going to get any longer, and thank fuck for that. Look at those legs.” She grazes her hands over the exposed skin. “It’s a shame Jacob always wanted this all covered up.” 

Rachel rests her chin on my shoulder, and I stare at her in the reflection of the mirror. Sometimes words don’t need to be spoken to have an exchange. We’ve discussed Jacob and me. She’s asked questions. I’ve bared my soul. She knows what I feel. Just as I know she’s here for me.

“Can we get going before I change my mind?” I pull a long, silver necklace over my head as Rachel hands me a pair of black heels. The smug grin on her face irritates every cell in my body. She follows behind me. A smack lands on my butt after she slams the apartment door.

“Here’s to a night of fun!” Rachel hollers.

I cringe, incapable of giving her the enthusiasm she needs. 

*****
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Murphy’s parking lot is full when our taxi pulls in a little after nine-thirty. I’ve heard of this place. Jacob says it can get kind of crazy most nights. His frat brothers have dragged him a handful of times, but since it’s twenty-one and over, I haven’t had the pleasure.

A giant man stands in front of the entrance with his arms folded over his broad chest. His presence makes my breaths shallow. I glance to Rachel and then back to the door with wide eyes.

Rachel waves a dismissive hand. “You’re covered. I slept with a guy last semester. He has a cousin in the fake ID business. I had one made up of you, hoping one day you’d participate in a night of debauchery.” She flicks her finger against the new ID. It’s identical to the one safely tucked in my wallet. Except now, apparently, I’m twenty-one.

“Let’s get this over with,” I groan through clenched teeth. It won’t be as painful as I’m letting on. Secretly, I get a kick out of bugging Rachel, and nothing annoys her more than someone not willing to let loose.

As we approach the bouncers, a gust of wind blows up my dress, if this strip of fabric even qualifies as a dress. The one holding the clipboard glances up. A grin plasters on his face as he eyes me pulling on the fabric. He nudges the guy next to him. Their attention locks on my legs. Great, now I’m a steak for them to eat. 

Tattoos decorate the knuckles of his hand pinching my ID. Ballsy move to ink skin that will seldom be covered. He clearly doesn’t care how others will perceive him. For that alone, I’m jealous of him.

“Have a good time tonight, beautiful,” he growls, sliding his tongue along the ring protruding from his lip. 

My eyes bulge. At my reaction, a rowdy laugh escapes him. Rachel giggles, pulling me towards the front door. 

“You’re so naïve, and it’s the most endearing thing about you. Those guys out there looked like they wanted to take you home and draw you a bath.” Rachel ushers me to the bar with her hand resting on my waist.

When she realizes I’m ignoring her comment, she leans over the bar in hopes of getting one of the bartender’s attention. I, being the best friend, I am, stand behind her so her butt cheeks aren’t on display for everyone’s enjoyment. Not that she cares.

“Holy shit,” Rachel whispers. 

‘Holy shit’ can mean a million things in her world, all of which I ignore most days. 

“Holy fuck, I might be in love.” She reaches behind her, swatting at the air, looking to connect with me.

“Who’s caught your attention now?” I ask, unaffected by her excitement. The drink special menu catches my eye, and I pick it up and scan down the list. Slippery nipple. Sex on the Beach. Redheaded slut.

Rachel pokes my shoulder, pulling me away from our sexually charged drink choices. Once she has my attention, her stare drifts to the tall specimen with his back to us. He has to be at least six-four, with broad shoulders and a certain confident, charismatic swagger. The tall drink of water grins at girls waiting patiently for their drinks and nods to guys as he slides beers across the bar. He’s well liked, and he knows it.

The bartender circles to face us. An audible gasp slips from my mouth as his face is bathed in light.

“Why does he look so familiar?” Rachel surveys him with wide, appreciative eyes. Her reaction is something a guy like him is used to.

“Duke Anderson,” I whisper. Or at least I think I whisper. He closes the gap between where he poses, and I stand gawking like a lunatic. 

Tattoos, brilliant green eyes, and all on display in front of me.

He smirks as he leans across the bar. “In the flesh.” 

“You two know each other?” Rachel’s eyes bounce between him and me, hopeful for an introduction, as he and I have a silent standoff. 

“No,” I answer.

“Yes,” he says.

Well, shit.
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Chapter Two
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Duke

Murphy’s is in rare form tonight. Drinks fly from the bar to the masses. Loud music vibrates the floor. The bar doesn’t have a reputation for a quaint atmosphere, but fuck, it seems every idiot itching to fight has walked through the doors. First, two scrawny guys try to take off each other’s heads, and then a two-on-one girl fight near the bathroom. 

Guys brawling is one thing. We have too much testosterone. We can’t help what sets us off sometimes. When douche bags run their mouths or overstep, you have to handle business. Girls rough housing is something I’ll never understand. The female population is meant to be delicate, not running around throwing punches and yanking each other’s hair out.

They’re supposed to be like her. The pretty girl at the end of the bar who quite literally covers her friend’s ass hanging out the bottom of her dress. She’s petite, but the heels help cover more ground before her friend gives the back end of the bar a show.

With only her profile visible, I lean over the bar to get a glance at the beauty. The lights above the bar make her skin glow. She has the softest of brown hair with highlights. All of those things are nice, but the dress makes it difficult to glance away. The color strikes me in the chest, drawing my attention away from anyone else around her. 

Several minutes pass. Drink orders are shouted in my direction, but they go ignored. Nothing can tear my eyes away from this girl. She’s mesmerizing and familiar. I can’t put my finger on where I know her from.

Lydia, the only female bartender around this place, forces me out of her way as she picks up my slack. She’s used to my antics and laughs when I gawk at my current distraction. 

We slept together once, a year ago, and instead of never speaking to her again, which is usually how it goes, she and I became friends. She was new to the area, and Derks gave her a chance behind his busy and lucrative bar. Lydia and I get along because we both understand it was too much whiskey and a lack of sleep that brought us together the first night. 

At the end of the day, I’m not a saint and don’t pretend to be. I’ve learned, through trial and error, it’s safer to be upfront and honest about my intentions to the females who trail in and out of my life. I prefer less mess to clean up.

“You look like a fucking creep, just so you know.” Lydia laughs as she leans around me to grab a bottle of vodka. “Go talk to her. The girl is hot.” 

“A girl like her takes more than witty banter and flirting.” I grab the bottle before she can, and she rips it from my grasp, pouring the shots before handing it back to me. We are fluid behind the bar, guessing the other’s move before we make it.

“Well, that’s all you have in your arsenal, so you’re fucked.” She pats me on the shoulder and scampers to the cash register to empty her bulging pockets. “Better yet, stand here. Stare at the pretty girl at the end of the bar for a little bit longer.” Her loud voice carries over the music, and I glance around to make sure no one heard her.

Fuck it. What do I have to lose?

As I approach, the girl twists, revealing her flawless face. My stomach punches into my throat. Of course, she’s even more beautiful up close. The only problem is flirtation won’t work with this one. She’s spoken for. Taken. Committed. Take the pick of appropriate words. The worst part is she’s the girlfriend of one of my fraternity brothers.

Shit.

“Duke Anderson,” she sneers. My name sounds like a curse soaked in venom. The hatred is loud and fucking clear. But why?

Where her animosity stems from, I’ve never quite understood. Jacob and I are brothers. We’ve taken an oath to have each other’s back. We hang out occasionally, but Charlotte has never warmed up to me. Of course, to get warmed by the fire, she’d have to pull up a seat, and she’s always twelve paces away. 

“In the flesh,” I banter back, extending my hands in a bullshit display of satisfaction. Her intoxicating blue eyes flash to the tattoos on my arms. 

She swallows hard and shakes her head. 

So, I affect this girl; whether it’s good or bad, the jury is still out. I have every intention of poking until she snaps. Girls like Charlotte Novak are easy to rile up, and maybe a small part of me enjoys the thought, even when nothing will come out of it. The thrill’s in the chase most of the time. 

Take a shark for instance. He doesn’t sink his sharp teeth into a surfer and gobble them up. No, he nudges them with the tip of his nose, swims away, and then comes back to finish. Sharks play with their food. Consider me a great white.

The blonde observes us like a tennis match, shifting her head back and forth. She’s pretty in a slutty kind of way. It’s hard to judge a girl accurately when they’re standing next to a creature like Charlotte. Most girls can’t be classified in the same category as her. Charlotte’s a different kind of beauty. I may not be picky most nights, but I can appreciate how lucky guys like Jacob are to snag girls like her off the market.

“You guys know each other?” her friend asks. Her interests lie in what causes the palpable tension half the bar can sense building around us.

“No.” Charlotte shoots a direct venomous look, and it hits me in the chest. Damn, this girl really hates me. 

“Yes.” Our responses overlap. Mine is much warmer than what she delivers.

Technically, we don’t know each other. We share common friends and have crossed paths occasionally. Jacob keeps his worlds separate and tends to lock her away in an ivory tower. So, outside a random encounter on campus, we don’t see much of each other. 

The first time I caught a glimpse of her, Jacob and I were freshman. The frat brothers gave him shit, roasting him for tying his time up with her. When she came to campus later that year, I understood, for the first time, why he wasn’t willing to give her up just to have a good time. She laughed in a way the whole room paid attention, even when we weren’t privy to the joke. It wasn’t just how beautiful she was; it was the way she carried herself that made me pause and pay attention.

“Oh, this sounds like a story.” Her friend jumps up and down, her large rack bouncing with her anticipation.

“There is no story,” I speak up. “What can I get you to drink, honey?” I smile at the blonde. It would go to waste on Charlotte, and I don’t hand them out lightly.

“I’m Rachel, and I’ll have Sex on the Beach,” she says, her voice deep and suggestive. She throws in a cute wink for good measure. This one is trouble. No girl who orders a Sex on the Beach ever has good intentions.

“It’s nice to meet you, Rachel. Anything for you, Char?” I ask, hoping she’ll wipe the scowl off her perfect face. 

Her attention is on the dance floor. The envy in her eyes is nearly hidden as she takes in a couple grinding against each other. She tightens her resolve, erasing the jealousy from her expression when she addresses me. 

She exhales an angry lungful of air. “Char? Only my friends call me that, and we aren’t friends. Let’s not pretend like we are.” Her eyes narrow as she leans on the bar, aggressive and driven to deliver a lecture. “You haven’t even bothered to come to the hospital. He’s always defending you to everyone, and you don’t even have the decency to pop your head in to check how he’s doing or show your support to his family.” She leans away from me and crosses her arms over her chest. “You could at least tell them what happened. You were the last person to see him, right? He stormed out of my apartment and raced to you. I assume it’s your fault he’s not waking up. I hope you can live with yourself.” 

Well, that fucking stings.

I shake my head, mixing Rachel’s drink and serving it, while trying to pretend Charlotte’s words don’t hurt as much as they do. Rachel glances at me, sympathy swimming in her eyes. It doesn’t dim the initial burn beneath my skin.

“Fair enough.” I nod and back away for some much-needed distance. The temptation to give her the truth, to ruin the perfect little reality she believes she lives in is too strong after her harsh words. Though I don’t know her, she deserves better. 

I send Lydia to get Charlotte’s drink order, tossing my credit card at her. “Whatever they need, they can have. Put it on my card at the end of the night.”

Lydia’s gaze burns into me with a thousand unasked questions. “You sure about that? Blondie looks like she can kick ‘em back.” She slides my card into the front of her apron with the bar’s signature, neon green emblem on the front.

“I’m sure. Tell Randy to keep an eye on them, too.” 

She opens her mouth to say something, but I shrug and aim my attention elsewhere, dismissing the worry in her eyes.

One thing I’ve learned is inhibition lowers with a few drinks. Girls do things they normally wouldn’t have the courage to do. Everyone else may be in a drunken haze tonight, but I’m not. My mind is straight, and I’m sober. Behind the bar, I witness the way Charlotte’s dress rides up, barely covering her ass, her lean, tanned legs exposed. A few times I have to nod to Randy to intercept a handful of guys before they get too close. 

There’s no reason on God’s green Earth why I should give a fuck about what a princess like Charlotte Novak thinks. I do, though. The entire night, her words are stuck in my head, playing on loop. It’s more about the way she looks at me with such disdain that has me on edge. Her animosity is why I spend most of my shift watching her shoot back Tequila Sunrise after Tequila Sunrise. She dances all over the floor in front of the DJ stand. By the way she glances around her to see if others are watching, I’d say she isn’t comfortable. 

Envy is what I saw earlier. There’s a lack of carefreeness she longs for but can’t quite reach. Who’s stifled her confidence? Why can’t she allow the world to slip away and do whatever the hell it is she wants to do?

Close to closing time, scantily clad co-eds beg for my attention. None of them look at the ink spread across my skin like Charlotte had. Intrigue and curiosity seeped through the initial irritation she had for me. They brush their fingertips over the edges of my tattoos as they pass by, hoping to rile a beast inside of me. I push them off, dismissing the advances. My concern is on the dance floor. She pulls me in and I hate myself for that.

When final call is announced, Randy calls a cab for Rachel and Charlotte, on my bill. Charlotte stumbles to the exit where he waits to escort them to their carriage for the night. Randy speaks softly to her. As she turns towards me slow and unsure, her eyes grow big and gloss over. She leaves without saying a damn word. No polite wave, or curt nod. Well, fuck you, too, then.

The smirk on Randy’s face tells me I’m in for a wrath of hell from him. He’ll eat this shit up like Thanksgiving dinner.

When the last drifter is shoved out the door, I count down my drawer. Lydia, Randy, and Derks, the owner, perch on barstools, beers in hand, finding humor in the situation.

“Just spit it out, assholes. You all want to say something, so just get it over with,” I protest, popping the top on a Bud Light. The carbonation tickles my throat, and the taste is welcomed after the night I’ve had.

“Who was the bombshell?” Derks spins his empty beer bottle on the bar. 

Unlike most successful businessmen, he chooses to stick around into the late hours when he could be home. Girls fall at his feet, and he claims it has something to do with his long, blond hair, not the couple of bars and the restaurant he owns. The cocky son of a bitch is good people. He’s been on my side through a lot of shit, and I’ll always be grateful for him.

“Charlotte’s her name. She just so happens to be Jacob’s girlfriend.” I run a towel over the bar to occupy myself. 

“Like Jacob, Jacob?” Lydia’s eyes widen, and her lips flatten. I nod. She snatches the rag from my hand and throws it into the sink. “She doesn’t know, does she? I mean the way she glared at you, she couldn’t possibly know.”

They wait for my answer. Frustration paints their stares red. 

“Not a clue, and it’s not my place to say anything.” 

It could be my place though, if I choose it to be. The idea alone is selfish, and I may be a lot of things, but I’m not that. 

“What if he doesn’t wake up, then what? Is it still not your place?” Randy interrupts. He’s everyone’s protective brother, always giving advice, even when unwanted, and always putting us in our place when we need it most.

“You can’t let everyone assume you’re the cause of this mess.” Lydia slams her hand down on the bar, and stands, fury simmering deep in her eyes. “The police have questioned you how many times, Duke?”

“That’s not relative. He’s going to wake up, and then, it’ll be his responsibility.” I chug my beer, and wave goodbye.

Like most nights, I come home to a quiet apartment, a perk of living alone. All I want to do is shower off today’s dirt and crash onto my mattress. The warm water spatters across my muscles, and my thoughts drift to Charlotte’s anger. No one can blame her for how she reacted. From the outside, it looks bad. From the inside, a little less so, when you know the whole story. I had nothing to do with Jacob’s accident. Everyone believes I was supposed to be with him that night. Jacob had told Charlotte, at least. 

The cool air hits my wet skin as I step out of the shower and into my room. I push play on my iPod dock and up the volume. An angry, unfamiliar rock song blares from the speaker, playing my anthem for the night. With the towel around my waist, I fall to the comfort of my bed.

My phone rings several times as I stare up at the ceiling. There’s no need to look at the screen to know who it is. As of late, there’s a regular girl who only wants one thing from me. She scratches an itch for me, and she knows it. She’s content with the arrangement as long as she gets off in the end. Much like most girls these days, she and I together are easy. 

“Not tonight.” I slam my finger into the ignore button. 

How do I tell a girl I’m not in the mood to fuck, without sounding like a colossal pussy?
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Chapter Three
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Charlotte

Wes skips into the hospital room with too much pep for eight in the morning. He’s way beyond too loud when he slams into the chair across from me. I smash half a bagel into my mouth and attempt to chew through my massive migraine.

“You look horrendous.” The corners of his eyes wrinkle with his smile.

My forehead hits the rigid hospital mattress, and a loud groan escapes my mouth. At least I think I groan. My inner monologue has been on high this morning. 

“Don’t start with me. I’m glad you find this amusing.” I glare at him. Even his neon orange t-shirt makes my head throb with a pressure that refuses to be rubbed away.

Wes avoids his brother’s lifeless body. It’s as if Jacob’s not even in the room with us. 

“Late night? I figured you turned in early since you never called for a ride,” Wes questions. 

“We went to Murphy’s.” I slump back in the chair, blindly reaching for my coffee on the table.

Wes stares at the dry erase board across the room, his thoughts a million miles away. The silence becomes too much. 

“You okay?” Something is going on, and I’ll be damned if I ignore Wes’s odd behavior.

He glances up. “Yeah, I’m just surprised you got into Murphy’s.”

“Rachel had a fake I.D. made for me.” I flippantly wave him off. “No biggie.”

“Of course, she did.” His smile stretches wide, the first sign of emotion I’ve actually pulled from him since he walked through the door. 

I’ve always thought Wes had a crush on Rachel. When we were in elementary, he’d follow her around, purposefully teasing her about her clothes. It was when we were in high school that he began to openly harass her about each and every boyfriend she had. His smirk gives him away. He’s definitely smitten for my best friend. 

But for how long?

“You wouldn’t happen to have a thing for Rachel, would you?” I ask.

Pink tints his cheeks. He leans forward and kisses me softly on the forehead before disappearing through the doorway. No answer. No acknowledgement of my accusation. Simple silence. What he doesn’t understand is silence sometimes speaks greater than actual words. 

I stare at the off-white door for a second or two and evaluate the small details of my crazy life lately. Seeing Duke. The way I treated him. Him taking the time and care to pay our bar tab and our cab ride, insuring we got home safely. The news of Wes crushing on Rachel. 

What a mess. 

My attention shifts to Jacob. I gently lower my head to his chest. His heartbeat reminds me this all could be far worse. In our situation, it’s easy to forget how truly lucky we are. The prospect of a full recovery isn’t impossible, so the doctors say.

They keep telling us to talk to him, and at first, fear loomed over me at the idea, but now, what can it hurt? If they’re right, then he can hear me, and if he can hear me, then he’ll have a reason to wake up. My theory at least.

“I ran into Duke last night,” I mumble against his chest. “I was hideous towards him.” Even in his current state, Jacob is familiar and safe. “I called him names and blamed him for everything that’s happened to you.” I take a deep breath. “He’s not responsible. I am, and that’s why I’m going to apologize.”

For the next hour, I hold Jacob’s hand. Desperate for answers. Desperate to spot his blue eyes again. The silence is something I’ve grown used to sitting in this room. It seems another day will pass with no change. 

“I’ll be back later. Try to wake up while I’m gone, will you?” I still, hoping for a sliver of movement. A prayer is sent up. Just one small motion. Please. I just need one small movement. When I don’t detect anything, I pull away. Defeat is heavy on my heart for another day.

*****
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After hours at the hospital, my skin thaws under the sun, and my shoulders relax. The short line at my favorite coffee shop on campus is the perfect distraction for my Sunday morning. The outdoor seating means half of the year we only get to grab our coffee and go. Temperatures fluctuate between warm one day and cold the next. Today is a perfect day to sit and enjoy a cup. After living in Michigan my whole life, I’m used to the unpredictability.

An obnoxious laugh echoes through the courtyard, like nails on a chalkboard. I scan the area surrounding the front of the shop. A platinum blonde wraps her arm through Duke’s. His grimace goes unnoticed by her, but not by me. 

“We should go out sometime,” she giggles, her voice squeaky. And not in a cute way, but in the on-purpose kind of way that makes girls with half a brain cringe. 

Why do girls dumb themselves down for guys?

I concentrate on the barista. “I’ll take two small coffees. One decaf. Both black, please.”

My foot taps uneasily about my gut check decision. Regret settles in the pit of my stomach when the young girl hands me the sleeveless cups. The hot liquid burns my fingers, and I do my best to balance them, spilling a small dribble onto my thumb. 

I walk until I’m right on Duke’s heels. 

“I have your coffee,” I blurt. 

He turns at the sound of my voice. “Excuse me?” Duke tucks his free hand into the front pocket of his jeans. The seams stretch under the pressure. His legs are strong but lean, the kind seen on a male model. They’re hard not to notice. Not that I was looking.

I shift from foot to foot. The scrutiny as he scans up and down my length makes me uneasy. He’s unsure of what I’m doing in front of him. 

Hell, that makes two of us.

The girl next to him assesses the situation. Her glance bounces between him and me.

“Your coffee, babe.” I offer the cup and he takes it. 

Eyes narrowed, he tilts his head like a confused dog. His dark hair falls over his left eye. A hint of mischief screams from them and makes my stomach do an unexpected, weird somersault, a reaction I’m sure he’s caused in plenty of girls in the past.

He pulls his arm away from blondie. “Sorry. It seems my coffee has arrived just in time.” His tone is full of dismissal. 

She takes his brush off like a champion. The way she fawns at him, batting her eyelashes, tells me she’ll take any scraps he’s willing to slop onto the floor. Her smile shifts to a frown, and her eyes narrow at me. Her silence speaks volumes. She hates me a little bit. There’s a satisfaction in knowing her level of disdain.

“Girlfriend?” I nod in the direction she disappears. 

Why is he smiling at me like he can see my lace thong? Dammit, he’s gorgeous.

“It’s funny because something tells me she thinks you’re my girlfriend, babe.” Duke’s eyebrow raises, questioning me with one look. 

I shrug, dismissing what I did as if it were nothing. “You looked like you needed help.”

“Yeah, because most twenty-two-year old’s hate hot blondes hanging all over them.” He blows in the tiny hole of the lid. His lips pucker, a complete distraction. I glance away, afraid I’ll be caught staring.

“What I meant is you didn’t look in the mood to entertain a hot blonde this early in the morning. Something tells me you are more of a night time guy.” My embarrassment at the suggestive joke burns pink on my cheeks.

“Are you flirting with me, Charlotte?” Duke’s smile is cocky and infuriating.

Oh my god, am I? I couldn’t be.

“Unlikely,” I scoff. Shaking the idea from my mind, I collect my thoughts. “But I am here to apologize.”

“For what?” He takes a long pull of coffee and steps along the sidewalk. 

“Stop for a second.” My hand rests on his arm, and he does as I ask. 

“What’s up, Charlotte?” Duke turns his full attention on me.

“I’m sorry for being a bitch last night,” I admit. “I’m exhausted and stressed. I took it out on you, when in reality, I’m actually to blame.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Duke’s eyebrows furrow. “And what do you mean you’re to blame?” 

“It’s nothing.” I wave him off. “And I do have to worry about it. You’re Jacob’s friend, and I allowed my own stress to be an excuse to pile it on you. I normally don’t behave that way.” I force a smile onto my face to try to ease the odd, but visible tension.

“What a shame,” Duke whispers. 

I lean forward to better hear him. “What did you say?” 

“What I mean is, you should be more assertive in life. If you don’t like something, speak up.” 

Who does this guy think he is, assuming I don’t have the balls to stand up for myself? He’s right. Not that I’d ever admit that to him. 

“What?” I ask. 

I’m ashamed Duke isn’t the first person to suggest this. Even when I was young, teachers told my parents they needed to instill enough confidence in me to stand up for myself. A child of nods, they used to say. I’d say yes because it was always easier than stating my opinion or discomfort.

“And that’s what you thought I was doing, speaking up because I don’t like you?” I question.

“You don’t know me enough not to like me,” Duke deadpans. “Thanks for the coffee.” He holds the empty cup up in appreciation. With one quick toss, it lands in the garbage. 

“I’ll see you around then?” I yell. 

Duke wheels around and nods, dismissing me, much like parents who want their children to be seen and not heard.

Dumbfounded by his abrupt departure, I stare at the place he’d just stood. Our exchange didn’t exactly go how I had expected. He wasn’t going to jump into my arms and demand we make friendship bracelets, but I still hoped we’d leave feeling more like friends than enemies.

Jacob has only shared a handful of things about Duke. The one that now stands out is his tendency to keep to himself. He’ll be social but doesn’t truly let others in. His attitude stems from something about the way he was raised. Because I avoid the fraternity, time spent with Duke and Jacob’s other brothers is minimal.

The only time I’ve ever stepped foot into the fraternity house was Jacob’s freshman year. Oddly enough, it was the first time I had a run in with Duke. The night is sort of a blur, not because I drank too much, but because the results of my visit caused a shift in my relationship with Jacob. 

I’d been a junior in high school and Jacob, a college freshman. Statistically, the chance of us working out were slim to none. We were determined to defy the odds.

Despite the cool weather, the area is packed full of girls in skimpy bathing suits. Jacob sits on the edge of the picnic table, a young blonde resting her arm on his shoulder. Her body leans into his, and she throws her head back with a laugh.

A lump the size of a kitchen sink forms at the back of my throat. How comfortable she appears by his side hurts me, even though my mind tries to convince me otherwise. 

“Who’s that?” I whisper.

Rachel pulls me by the arm. “Let’s go find out, shall we?”

With zero confidence, I follow Rachel to where my boyfriend sits on his throne of popularity. In high school, Jacob sat at the top as well. His charismatic personality and shiny white smile always attract a crowd. Seeing him like this comes as no surprise. The only difference is at home, I was by his side, and now? Well, now I’m the outsider.

Should I perceive this as a threat? 

Jacob’s eyes widen when they land on me. “Char, when did you get here?” He glances at each of the faces beside him, unsure of what to say and what move to make next. 

“Just a few minutes ago.” My voice is weak, a feeling I know far too well.

Jacob stands and wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close. The stench of beer wafts into my nostrils, and I flinch. 

“You’ve been drinking a lot,” I state. Rachel gives me a weary glance when I check for her over my shoulder.

“It’s not that big of a deal. It’s a party, after all.” Jacob spins to face his cohorts. They raise their glasses at his words, chugging whatever liquid is in their red cups.

“So, Jacob, you appear to be getting comfortable in the fraternity lifestyle,” Rachel proposes. 

Jacob smiles with narrowed eyes on my best friend, and we follow him into the house. The warmth from his hand on mine eases my mind and worries a fraction.

“It’s not too bad,” Jacob finally addresses Rachel. He pulls two cups from the counter and fills them to the brim with amber liquid. “Here, drink up.”

I take the cup, holding it at my side. His disappointment rumbles from deep down in his chest. He turns away, admiring details of the house. His words are rushed, and suddenly, I’m an inconvenience.

“I wish we wouldn’t have come,” I whisper to Rachel an hour later. We stand on the outskirts of the crowd, watching Jacob play his fourth game of beer pong. Apparently, winners stay at the table, and winning is more important to my boyfriend than spending a little time with me.

Rachel’s kind smile shines bright, but as if a switch is flipped, her features darken. I track her line of sight and catch a busty redhead whisper something in Jacob’s ear. His silent laugh shoots a pang of hurt through my heart. Jacob removes her hand from his chest and focuses his eyes to my side of the room. Her eyes narrow on me, and she disappears into the crowd.

Jacob holds up a finger, telling the guys he’s playing he needs a moment. He jogs to my side of the room, and Rachel stands in his path, her arms crossed over her chest in defense. 

“Girls hit on me, Char. It doesn’t mean anything.” He shakes his head, an ever-growing smile on his face. “You know there’s only one girl in this world for me.” 

Jacob’s lips collide with mine. Typically, I’d cringe, embarrassed by being the center of attention in a room full of strangers, but the moment his tongue swipes mine, I melt against him. 

When Jacob breaks the kiss, I lean in to feel his lips against mine for another second. My hand cups the side of his face, holding him in place.

“I’ll be right back, baby.” Jacob winks before slipping back through the crowd to his game.

From that day on, Jacob and I had to work extra hard to stay us. We took steps to ensure we knew the other was top priority. He’d come home to spend the weekend when he got the chance. We’d Skype or even meet half way to get in a short face to face. Although Jacob never complained, it always felt like we could’ve done more to ease those two years.

The memory reminds me how unsteady young love can be. The unbreakable can break, especially under a certain amount of pressure. 

“Daydreaming again?” Rachel slides in beside me as I brush my hand along a row of wilting flowers, a sign of the changing seasons.

“Do you think I was dumb for following Jacob here?” I’ve never asked this question of my best friend. It has sat in the back of my mind, hammering itself in until I had to take notice.

“Knowing what you know now? Maybe, but no dumber than me following you.” She winks. “What brought this up?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Just got to dreaming like you said.” I smile. “I hate you by the way.” I target my best friend. “My head aches, and my stomach’s in knots.”

“No one made you drink that much tequila.” Rachel holds up her hands in defense. “Did you at least have fun, get your mind off how monumentally shitty the world is these days?”

“Speaking of monumentally shitty, I saw him this morning.” A vision of Duke’s grin pops up into my mind. I shake the memory away.

“You mean Jacob?” she smirks, never allowing a moment to deliver a low blow pass. “Yeah, I assumed that’s where you disappeared to this morning.” 

“No, I did visit Jacob, but I also saw Duke.”

“He’s a beauty, isn’t he?” Rachel winks. “I’ve seen him on campus, but I never noticed his tattoos until last night.”

“He had them his freshman year,” I state. Rachel gives me a questioning look as to how I know that. “Remember, we met him on our first visit to see Jacob?”

“Who are you looking for?” Duke’s emerald eyes penetrate me. He never once glances at Rachel, something I’m not used to. I tend to be overlooked, while she’s doted on.

“Who says I’m looking for anyone?” I pop my hands on my hips. The confidence is for show. 

“Well, for starters, you’re like a fish out of water, walking in here wearing jeans and sneakers.” He leans against the rail, his arms crossed over his chest. The rolled sleeves of his Henley give me a better look at his tattoos. “You did a whole tour of the house without speaking to one single person, so yeah, I’d say you’re looking for someone.”

Well, crap. 

“Jacob Matthews.” The tremble in my voice is a nice addition to this conversation. This guy makes me nervous. It could be the way he domineers the space, or maybe, his know-it-all, give-no-shits attitude brings on the unease. His personality engulfs me, making me feel small and insignificant.

“Of course, you are,” he mutters under his breath, turning away and waving over his shoulder. “Follow me.”

He’s stopped by several girls desperate for his attention, but he brushes them off and stomps past. So, he’s popular, this guy. Whoever he is, people in this house want to be near him. Even the guys step out to earn a second of his time. Duke halts to a standstill and spins around, and I almost collide with him. I hold my hands up to stop us from touching.

“Don’t worry, Charlotte. We’ll get you to Jacob before midnight. That’s when princesses like you turn into pumpkins, right?” he sneers. 

“Actually, she didn’t turn into a pumpkin. Her carriage did.” 

His lips flatten into a thin line. Eyes narrowed, he swings around and shoves past the crowd to the backyard.

“Your Prince Charming is right over there.” Duke nods his head dismissively past the crowd. His breath tickles my ear. “Don’t let your carriage turn into a pumpkin before midnight, Cinderella,” he whispers. 

“That wasn’t him, was it?” Rachel questions after I recall our first encounter.

“It was.” 

I’m just as surprised as Rachel that this Duke is the same one we met two years ago. The old Duke was abrasive. He’s still cocky, which is perfectly paired with the delicious artwork on his arms. His outer appearance may have changed from then to now, but what remains is his willingness to help.

“Hot then, still hot now.” She fans her face, breaking me from the trip down memory lane.

“Seeing him this morning was awkward.” I rub the back of my neck, agitated it hadn’t gone how I imagined.

“What did you expect? You basically said he’s the reason Jacob’s in a coma, and as far as I know, Jacob’s the closest thing to a friend Duke has on campus.”

“He was there that night. I know he was, because Jacob took a phone call from him before storming out.”

“Char, we won’t know until he wakes up. He’ll be able to tell us then, okay? But don’t take it out on Duke in the meantime,” Rachel argues, elbowing me in the side. 

An anxious laugh bubbles out of my mouth. The truth will come out. I’m not sure I really want to hear Jacob say the wreck was my fault.

“Are you only saying this because you think Duke is hot?” I yawn, exhausted from last night. She gives me that look, the one that says ‘give me a break’. “No, you’re right.” 

“I better get going.” Rachel kisses me on the cheek. “I’m going to be late for my study group.”

“Even I don’t have study group on Sundays.”

“I’m just more dedicated.” She flutters her eyelashes. “Go sleep off the hangover.”

“I’ll be home late tonight,” I say.

“I know.” She sighs. “You’ll be at the hospital.” She hikes her bag up onto her shoulder before it slips to the ground below. 

“I have to be there when he wakes up,” I explain for the hundredth time since his accident. 

I need Jacob to wake up. My guilt for causing him to storm out, whether justified or not, is unbearable. Two weeks of uncertainty is nearly a lifetime.
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Like the dutiful girlfriend, I walk past the nurse’s station. They wave and smile, probably thinking how wonderful I am for showing up every day. There’s the guilt again. I am half-tempted to trek my ass to the psychiatric ward and have myself committed.

A deep voice inside Jacob’s room halts my nervous habit of straightening my hair and attempting to smooth the dark circles under my eyes in case he’s awake when I walk in. The door swings open, and at the sight of Duke, I squeal loud enough to gain the attention of the nurses.

“What are you doing here?” I question, jumping back.

“Nice to see you, too, Charlotte.” His body brushes against me, and heat surges through my veins, quickening my pulse. He has a way of jumbling my brain with a single look. “I thought you were going to be cordial. You’re going to give me whiplash at this rate,” he says as he walks away.

Before he’s out of reach, my slender fingers wrap around his forearm. His skin pulses, and I drop my grip like I’ve been burnt. 

“I didn’t mean to sound so rude,” I backtrack. The way he says my name is seduction wrapped in a warm blanket. 

“You sure about that?” He blinks with a feigned innocence. “You’re getting awfully good at it, Charlotte.”

He’s right. Just earlier today I tried to set our ‘friendship’ straight. Now I’m questioning his motives for doing what I wanted in the first place. I don’t know what I want from anyone these days.

“I was only rude at the bar. Look what I did for you this morning.” The hem of my shirt becomes the perfect distraction. The material bunches in my grip. “I saved you from having forced conversations with the beautiful girl.”

“She wasn’t looking for a well-formed conversation from me.”

At his admission, my cheeks redden. My sudden discomfort earns me a smile, a gesture I’m sure has melted off a few pair of panties in his lifetime. 

Not mine though. Nope. Mine are perfectly intact.

“I bet.” My eyebrows dance out of annoyance or maybe an annoyance I expect to find. I’m not sure if it’s there though. Duke is ungodly endearing, making it hard to be irritated when directly in front of him. “Now, you going to tell me why you chose today of all days to visit? 

“What you said at the bar last night stuck with me, okay?” He groans, running his hands through his hair and scuffing his feet on the tiled floor. A hint of embarrassment soaks his eyes.

“For what it’s worth, again, I’m sorry about how I reacted.” I offer a ‘please forgive me’ smile which always appears to work in my favor. Duke’s grin widens, proving he’s not immune to my charm.

“Not a big deal. I’m used to people thinking the worst of me.” His attention jumps from me to the end of the hallway. 

I follow his gaze to a beautiful blonde talking to a nurse whose attention is directed at the two of us. When her eyes lock on Duke, her face stretches with excitement. Her reaction grates on my nerves, and I don’t quite understand why. Her confidence slips when she spots me.

Duke notices the questions I have, and he shakes his head, slowly, side to side, begging me not to ask. It’s a warning to mind my own business.

“I better go,” he whispers. “I have some things to do. A project to work on and stuff for the fraternity.” His excuses are a blatant lie.

“Good luck with that.” I snicker, knowing he’s in for a treat when he reaches the girl. The fire in her eyes darts straight at Duke.

“I’ll see you around, Charlotte.”

There he goes again with the name.

Duke heads down the hallway. He looks over his shoulder to check if I’m still in the same spot where he left me. Once he’s in front of the blonde, his hands wrap around her arm with authority, not too hard, but strong enough to have her pull away. She glares at me as he whispers something in her ear.

I don’t bother sticking around for their lovers’ quarrel.

The sounds of Jacob’s hospital room are as familiar as my reflection in the mirror. The beep of the monitors. The whirring sound of the anti-bacterial dispenser. Even the drip of Jacob’s IV has become a source of encouragement. These sounds mean he’s still alive.

“So, still sleeping, huh?” Light floods the room as I open the curtains. “I ran into Duke in the hallway. I’m happy to see he finally made it up here.” I sit down on the edge of the hospital mattress. “I still can’t believe how rude I was to him.” I take a deep breath and settle into the chair beside his bed.

The rest of the hour, I doodle in one of the notebooks I always carry. Writing random thoughts and ideas is my own form of therapy. The habit is probably the only reason why I haven’t ended up on the sixth-floor psych ward. Nurses come and go, checking Jacob’s IV levels and vitals. Some race out when alarms ring loud through the halls. Others stick around, asking how I’m doing. 

“I have to get going.” I ruffle Jacob’s hair. How familiar it feels against the tips of my fingers. “Go ahead and wake up while I’m gone. I won’t even be mad at you. Promise.”

With my crossbody slung over my chest, I step out into the hallway. In front of Jacob, I try to keep an even, playful tone. But when I’m alone, the stress of playing the part of the happy, hopeful girlfriend becomes too much. The problem settles in my shoulders, and no amount of stretching relieves the pain. My neck cracks and pops when I move my head side-to-side. 

In the lone chair outside Jacob’s room, Duke sits with his head bent between his bouncing knees, and his hands steepled like he’s in the middle of a prayer. 

“What are you still doing here?” My hands rest on my hips. My attempt at being authoritative probably looks more like the chicken dance. How embarrassing. “I figured you’d be off with your second platinum blonde of the day.”

Duke pulls himself to his feet. No smile. No frown. No nothing. 

“Can we talk?” His voice is thick and unsteady. A gleam of sweat shines on his brow. He’s nervous.

This can’t be good. 
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Chapter Four
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Duke

My hand wraps around Stacey’s forearm. She jerks away, and anger ripples off her. 

“What exactly are you doing here?” I demand.

Her attention shifts down the hallway to Charlotte. She’s too curious not to be here. Her eyes beg for answers, but her face remains neutral and unaffected.

“Don’t bother her. She’s already been through enough,” I warn, turning back to Stacey.

“And I haven’t?” she snaps, hugging her arms around her waist.

“I don’t have time for this today.” I rub the stress from my eyes. “Do yourself a favor and stay away.” I place my hand on her arm, turning her to the elevator, and shockingly, she follows without a fight. 

“I just... I didn’t mean for...” she begins to explain. 

For the first time, I notice her puffy, red eyes.

“I know you didn’t, but you need to back off for a little bit,” I offer in hopes to ease some of her pain. She’s not a bad person. She’s just mixed up in a mess. “Things are tense, and it’s better for you to back off.”

The elevator doors shut with Stacey safely tucked inside, and I return to the chair outside of Jacob’s room. 

What I wouldn’t give not to have a care in the world, but instead, here I sit, stuck in the goddamn middle like I’m in high school. Jacob may be my brother, but even that doesn’t compel me to want to hang around a place like this. 

One thing compels me right now. 

Her.

And I have no idea why. A part of me is sorry for her, maybe, but a sliver of me knows that’s not the whole truth. There’s always been a pull towards her, unlike anything I’ve ever felt. I’ve been attracted to plenty of women. The attraction part is easy. It’s the internal need to be around and to protect Charlotte which has me on a loop.

Charlotte speaks softly, as she rattles on and on about how rude she’s been to me. Her words have my stomach flipping inside out. Eavesdropping may be wrong, but it isn’t illegal. Guilt doesn’t settle in until I hear the remorseful tone in which she speaks of me. No one ever feels guilty for assuming the worst of me. It’s a humbling feeling.

My whole life, my mother and father have searched for ways to make me feel inadequate. I don’t dress the right way. I don’t speak as eloquently as they would like. I choose the wrong hobbies. Nothing I’ve ever done has satisfied them. Charlotte seems like the kind of girl who doesn’t give up on a person, and maybe a sick part of me yearns for that kind of dedication from someone.

The hand on my watch click, click, clicks every second I wait for Charlotte. An hour later, and countless strange stares from nurses as they pass, she finally steps into the hallway. 

Where I sit, my head hung, I go unnoticed. I see her though. In my peripherals, she stretches out the kinks in her long, lean neck. Stress, exhaustion, and fear mar her face. Why do I feel compelled to ease every inch of her soul?

“What are you still doing here?” Charlotte asks when she finally notices me.

“Can we talk?” Anything else would’ve worked, but this is what I go with because I’m an idiot. I stand from the chair and step in front of her. My heart beats erratically, a strange, new occurrence.

“Sure.” She takes a deep breath. “I could go for some coffee. Walk with me?” She nods her head down the hallway, and I follow behind her.

My eyes naturally land on her ass as she sways from side to side. God, I’m such an asshole. 

“Coffee sounds great.” I force myself to step up beside her, ensuring my eyes stay where they belong. We get onto the elevator at the same time. The doors brush against us, closing faster than either of us expect. Her giggle echoes off the metal and causes my own to erupt. 

I don’t laugh often. When I was young, I was told to laugh more, but nothing was funny to me. It’s strange to feel appreciation for something most deem as normal. 

She pushes the button to the basement. “That was a close one.” Her voice is dangerously soft. 

Our ride is cursed with silence, making my skin crawl. Charlotte rocks back and forth on her heels, clearly unsure of what we, of all people, are doing together. The doors open with a ding, and we step out. The smell of fries and fresh brewed coffee invade my senses. My stomach growls in response. 

“One coffee, black, and she’ll have...” I order and hand over a ten.

“I’ll have decaf, black.” She reaches past me to grab two stir straws, close enough for her perfume to hit me. 

The attendant stares at Charlotte’s chest as he hands me my change. I drop the coins in the tip jar and laugh when he jumps at the rattle. Charlotte’s face softens.

All the tables are empty, but she chooses the back-corner booth. Maybe she’s embarrassed to be seen with me. Charlotte wouldn’t be the first person. Hell, my asshole parents used to request the back room at the country club to ensure no one saw their disobedient, roughneck son. 

“Do you always do that?” Her voice is soft with a hint of curiosity. 

“Leave a tip?” I ask. “Whenever I can. I don’t need the change, but they might.”

“You’re not anything like I imagined. I mean, you have a reputation for sleeping around; and you’re a member of a fraternity you barely tolerate, but they still allow you to stay. There’s a rumor you did two years in a juvenile detention center, but something tells me there’s more to you than anyone else knows.”

I immediately still under the weight of Charlotte’s hopes for who she believes I am. There isn’t more to me than that. I’m no one special. The way Charlotte’s eyes turn to molten when she looks at me makes me believe maybe there is.

“I have my days of good, but don’t we all?” The coffee burns my throat, and I sit the cup on the table. 

My reputation follows me around like thick sludge on my boots. Once again, I’m never going to receive a golden medal for sainthood. Few of the rumors are actually true. I am an asshole. I do fuck a lot, without apology, and always with protection. If that’s the worst things I’ve ever done, then it’s safe to say I can die a decent human being.

“It’s just you tend to walk around with a chip on your shoulder. You’re sort of hard to approach, Duke,” Charlotte says. Her words are blunt but tortured, as if she hopes her accusation is wrong. She fiddles with the two stirrers, dipping the ends in her coffee, then popping them into her mouth several times. Her lips are pink and plump, the black straws a daunting contrast when rubbed up against them. They’re soft, and I wonder what they’d feel like against mine.

“Will you quit?” I beg.

“Quit what?” Charlotte questions, dipping the ends in the coffee once more. Her tongue twists along the plastic. Oh, for fuck’s sake. Put me out of my misery.

“That!” I point to the straws dangling from her lips. “Quit doing that!”

“This bothers you?” She holds back her laughter, but I can still hear the sweet tune, like music on a late night under the stars.

“Let me teach you something, Charlotte.” I yank them from her lips. “When you’re sitting in front of any red-blooded, straight man, don’t suck on a straw. It automatically makes us think of your lips wrapped around our cock.”

Charlotte’s chest rises and falls, rhythmically telling a story I shouldn’t want to read, but she makes me want to peel back each page and devour every word. 

“Oh.” Her lips form a perfect, pink circle. She cups her coffee in her hands. “What did you need to talk about?” she asks, quick to change the subject, but my attention remains on her distracting lips.

“Decaf coffee, huh?” I flick the rim of her cup, pulling myself from the smoothness of the skin on her face and back into the conversation. “What a waste. If you’re going to drink it, you have to drink the real shit.”

“No offense, Duke, but we aren’t exactly besties about to braid each other’s hair.” She leans back into the upholstered booth, crossing her arms over her chest. 

Well, shit, didn’t see that coming. Maybe the girl has a little more snark inside her tiny body than I thought. I wonder what else I can bring out of her.

“You’re right.” I stall, taking a few small sips of the piping hot liquid. “With everything going on with Jacob, I figured I’d check in on you. It’s what he’d want, and it didn’t occur to me until last night. He’d hate to think you were going through this all alone.” Not a complete lie, but still a bag of bullshit.

“You sure that’s what he’d want?” Charlotte’s chin dips to her chest, and her posture goes slack. She’s keeping herself together as best as she can. I can’t imagine what she’s feeling right now. Her boyfriend is in a coma. She’s helpless. I imagine that’s not a good feeling.

“I’d think so.” The tension in my shoulders climbs to behind my eyes. “You know him better than I do.”

“Sometimes you think you know someone, and you don’t.” Her thumb brushes the lid on her coffee. 

My body temperature rises at the change of course of our conversation. Charlotte’s rambling and distant glance speaks volumes. She’s unsure. 

“Are we still talking about the same thing?” I ask. 

Charlotte’s eyes pop wide at my question. “Ignore me. My mind’s all over the place.” 

Her hand covers her throat, and she shakes her head, clearing her mind. “If I’m being honest, I don’t know what to say, Duke. I’m not necessarily alone through all this, but I appreciate the gesture.” She smooths the front of her blouse.

“I know we aren’t friends, but maybe we can be,” I whisper. It’s a strange request. Charlotte’s flat smile proves I’ve made a mistake. “Forget I said anything.” I go to stand.

“Wait, Duke.” The warmth from Charlotte’s hand on mine halts my escape. “Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Us, being friends.”

“Yeah?” My eyes cast down to her hand on mine. Why do I sound like such a girl? Maybe I should ask her to have a fucking slumber party next and she can paint my nails. The slumber party doesn’t sound half bad.

Charlotte pulls away. The lack of warmth on my hand pulls me from my day dream of having a little pillow time. Her eyes shift from side to side. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. After all, I’m the one who tried to mend the fence earlier today.”

The idea of us being in close proximity makes her uneasy. We’re unfamiliar to each other, and all of our interactions have been a back and forth, a rather fun pull and tug.

“Friends then?” I offer my hand and smirk.

Charlotte accepts the gesture. Her hand is tiny within mine. “Friends then.” She stands and pulls her phone from her purse, handing it to me. I program my number and text myself to get hers. “I better go though.” My heart races when she glances over her shoulder. A twinkle sets in her eyes.

“See you around.” I nod. 

Charlotte walks under the red EXIT sign, smiling at me before slipping out of sight. 

Nothing good can come of Charlotte and me being around each other. A few large gulps of hot coffee burn my throat. I accept the heat as a punishment for being such a colossal dumbass. 

*****
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After our weekly family Sunday dinner, I drive Lydia and Randy back to the bar. The tradition started right after Lydia started at Murphy’s. She said we needed a way to bond. Since I can’t cook, and everyone agrees on food, a weekly dinner seemed like a no brainer.

I pull into the parking lot and push the gear shift into park. 

“You’re a fucking idiot. You know that, right?” Lydia shifts, and all of her attention is focused solely on me.

What I want to do is pop open the door and shove her ass out, but she’s quick on the rebound and would pounce back in here to finish the lecture she’d started over dinner.

“I don’t want to hear it. What’s done is done,” I insist, glancing at Randy in the rearview mirror. 

“She has a point, man.” Randy shrugs, not being much help. 

“What’s your motive?” Lydia scrolls through her phone, pretending to be completely uninterested in the question she asks and then tucks it into her front pocket.

“No motive,” I insist. “I owe it to Jacob.”

“To look at his girlfriend like she’s a Thanksgiving dinner?” Randy jokes, slapping me on the back of my head.

“I do not.” 

Lydia rolls her eyes, and Randy laughs when I turn to reassure him. These assholes don’t believe me. There’s no persuading them.

“Just don’t do something you’ll regret. That’s a time bomb waiting to explode.” Lydia pulls the handle and uses her foot to open the heavy door. Watching her struggle under the weight is funny. She pokes her head through the open window, and a groan rumbles up her throat at my laughter. “It won’t be funny” —Lydia sneers— “when you’re standing on top of the bomb and your ass gets blown up.”

“Can you please stop, for the hundredth time?” I start to roll up her window, and she jerks back.

“You like her,” Lydia states, checking her lipstick in the side mirror and fluffing her bright purple hair. That’s her, though. She’s spunky and out of control, and she won’t stop looking at me like she can reach all the way down to my goddamn soul.

“What is this? Middle school? I don’t like her.” Lydia’s blunt statement makes me nervous. “Hell, I don’t even know the chick. And to top off the list of why you’re being ridiculous, she’s Jacob’s girl. That’s the last kind of drama I need.”

“Dammit, Lyd, give him a break, huh?” Randy exits the truck and comes to stand at my window.

“You may not know her, but you’re intrigued, which for you is fucking astonishing. No one’s intrigued you since you sprouted pubic hair, Duke. Don’t play dumb with me.” Lydia shoves Randy out of her way, standing on her tiptoes to drop a kiss on my cheek.

“She’s too pure for him. It doesn’t make any sense.” My inner musings escape my mouth like venom from a snake. 

“Pure?” Randy’s boisterous chuckle escapes from his belly and slaps me in the face. “If you’re trying to convince anyone you aren’t hung up on this broad, calling her pure isn’t going to help. You plan on taking her virginity, too?”

“Shut up, Randy.” Lydia pats me on the shoulder. “That’s all you had to say, and now, I’ll leave you alone.” 

“No, she won’t.” Randy nods his chin towards me. He’s right. This won’t be the last time she gives me shit about Charlotte.

I drive out of the parking lot, leaving the two of them to work a quieter evening of the week. It’s usually one of my preferred nights to sling beers, but tonight is our quarterly meet-and-greet bullshit at the fraternity. This is our way of thanking the alumni for paving the way for us youngsters, and their night to remember their glory days. 

Fraternity Row in Anywhere, America is pretty much the same. Brick everywhere. Manicured lawns. Large houses with tall, white pillars. Ours is no different.

Cars line both sides of the road. Our alumni are heavily invested in the frat’s well-being with not only their money, but also their time. Sometimes I think the reason my father stays active is to keep a better eye on my every move.

Most, including my brothers, would agree I don’t necessarily fit the bill of the average frat boy. My no-shit-giving attitude doesn’t stop at my personal life. The house is not exempt from my poor approach and outlook. The fraternity puts up with my shit though, based purely on my father and his wallet. I’d have to go outlaw on their rules to get a boot up my ass. Instead, I go along with the antics, offering a hand every so often to feign interest. 

The only thing I do take seriously is my classes. They’re my one chance to make something of myself without having to sling the last name Anderson around to get what I want. I came to Greystone on my father’s back. He’s alumni and a member of one of the most prestigious classes to come through Sigma Nu. I’m a legacy, which offers me some advantages in life.

“Hey, man!” Greg, our president, calls from the main living room. The cocky son of a bitch gossips more than most women.

My chin lifts in his direction, and I drift through the thick crowd, offering a few hellos, until I find Derks in the kitchen.

“What’s up?” I say, not noticing our current company.

“There he is.” 

This is the last voice I expect to hear. What the actual fuck is he doing here? My gaze darts around the room, searching for an escape I know isn’t an option. He’s seen me, and now, we get to do the dance. He hasn’t been to anything in months, and now, all of a sudden, he’s interested? Why can’t he just send his checks and not show his face? It’s what we’d all prefer.

Derks offers a silent apology. His head tilts to the side, gesturing towards the poker table. I need to take care in my next steps. Derks and I both understand the situation we are in.

This asshole behind my back is the last thing I need. He’d stab his own mother if it benefited him in any way. He offers his hand, and we shake like old friends, but we both know we couldn’t be further away.

Ari St. James’ handshake is what it is. Tight. Aggressive. A quiet warning to be careful where I go with our conversation. 

“Here I am, Ari.” 

“Don’t get all worked up,” he demands, kicking out the chair across from him for me to sit. Ari’s small stature somehow takes up the entire room.

“Nothing to get worked up about.” Blood pounds in my ears. This is the lion’s den, and I’m holding a damn steak in my hand.

Ari’s reputation is bad news across the board. Most of the time, he hides it behind a smiling face for the university and an open wallet when he deems pertinent. What the community doesn’t know is how he can afford to pay for a new basketball court and library. Not everyone is in the dark, though. I know. Derks knows. It’s why we tolerate his bullshit. The alternative gets us nowhere but hurt. Meanwhile, the rest of these assholes fawn at his feet like he’s the fucking Pope.

“How’s our boy?” Ari scoops up his stack of black chips and drops them into a pile in front of him. His nearly black eyes assess me.

“You mean Jacob?” I ask. “How do you think he’s doing, Ari?”

“My guess is” —he raises an eyebrow— “he’s awfully quiet.” He’s playing with me like I’m a new toy. He’ll twist and turn until I break.

“And why do you think that?” My chair slides back, grinding on the wood floor from the force of my push. My vision clouds as I tower over the table, challenging him to say one more thing.

“Again, don’t get all worked up, Duke.” His hand ghosts between us. “We’re just having a little chat.” He exchanges amused glances with the goons around him. They aren’t brothers, but Ari St. James gets to do whatever he wants, both in this house and outside of it.

“You’re a sick son of a bitch.” I jab a finger at his chest. I’d give anything to rip this asshole’s life in half, but he’s untouchable. Much like my father. They’re lethal in their choices, not taking anyone else into consideration just as long as they get what they want. 

Ari sneers with disgust at my finger. The feeling is mutual. “Is that any way to treat one of your brothers?” 

A hand grips my shoulder. Unlike the piece of shit in front of me, the person behind me is an actual brother. Derks’ attempt to calm me is futile. Two more seconds, and I’ll lose any sense of patience I had when I walked through the doors. 

“Just so we’re clear” —I rest my hands on the poker table— “under this roof, I may be considered your brother, but out there, I’d never waste a drop of water to put a fire out around your ass.”

Derks steps beside me. Distance is what I need before I make a split decision and lunge at this fucker. Ari’s menacing chuckle taunts me, and my fists clench at my side. I glare at Ari dead in the eyes and aim to leave, but he’s quicker. He slips in front of me, blocking my escape. 

He circles his hand to the back of my neck and squeezes. I pull against his hold, and his grip tightens. “It’s funny because, to me, that sounds like a threat.”

“Take it as whatever you damn well please, Ari,” I growl. I jerk to the right, and his hand drops. Neither of us are willing to look away. His nostrils flair with undeniable anger, matching my own.

“Okay, fellas, enough.” Derks’ eyes plead with me to listen. “Duke, I forgot I need you to run to the bar. Check the temps on the fridge. Lydia won’t remember.” 

His excuse is complete bullshit, but I can take a hint when I hear one.

“Sure thing, boss.” I salute him and storm out of the room.

The fridge has been fixed for weeks. This is Derks way of giving me an out, a way of making a decision for me. He’s smart enough to know my limits, even when I’m not.

The cool air hits my face when I step out in front of the house, much needed after what transpired inside. Ari has a way of sticking his finger in a festering wound. 

To Ari, Jacob and I are a package deal, even when I don’t agree with the shit Jacob pulls. Those two have butted heads a time or two. Like a true addict, the only time Jacob’s gambling is a problem is when he loses. I guarantee Charlotte has no idea about it or who Ari is. Jacob’s a pro at keeping secrets, especially from her.

Instead of heading home, I turn in the direction of the hospital. This is twice today, and even the nurses seem shocked to see me walking through the hallways this late at night. 

“Visiting hours were over at ten.” The baby-faced nurse behind the station stands from her chair. Her scrubs have small hearts adorning the fabric, and her hair is in pigtails. Her words don’t stop me. “Sir, I said visiting hours are over.”

“It’ll only take a minute,” I say. “He’s my brother.” Okay, so that’s sort of a lie. 

“I’ll give you a few minutes, but don’t take too long, all right?” She smiles. 

The room is quiet and dim. Earlier today, I inspected my surroundings. These machines are all keeping him alive and monitoring his vitals. I’m no doctor, but what I do know is it is a miracle he’s here, all while not being here.

“Hey, man.” I scoot the chair closer to his hospital bed. I rest my forearms on my thighs. A black notebook sticks out from beneath a copy of the Greystone Gazette. I pull it out and scrutinize the cover before flipping through the mostly blank pages.

I read out loud from the middle of the notebook. 

I wish things were simpler. 

You’re not to blame.

Can you love someone, but not be in love with them? 

All these random sentences are spread erratically over the paper. The writing is frantic, but even through the messy print, I can tell it’s a girl’s handwriting. A sense of shame blankets me for reading them. 

Especially the one at the bottom. 

The words are faint, as if they’ve been erased.

Who am I?
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Chapter Five
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Charlotte

The alarm clock screams for me to get out of bed and do something. The red lights illuminate the time, mocking me. How many damn times did I click snooze?

“I’m going to be late.” I rush around the room, throwing on the first pair of jeans I find. “Shit.” In a panic, I grab my purse off the floor and slip on a pair of flats. My toe collides with the wooden leg of the couch as I gather my scattered books. “Fuck,” I shout, bouncing on one foot. The pages of my notebooks crinkle on their way into my bag.

“You okay out there?” Rachel pops her head out from around the corner.

“I’m late. Like really late, and I’m already in hot water with my internship. I just don’t have time for this. My head is all over the place,” I ramble, scattering to collect the rest of my supplies. 

“Want me to write you a note explaining why you’re late?” Rachel smirks before disappearing back into the kitchen. The sound of eggs being beaten and vegetables being chopped ring through the apartment. She never cooks. I don’t have time to investigate what she’s up to when my own shit is in disarray.

“I’ll catch you later tonight, okay?” I holler, spotting a heather grey hoodie on the back of the couch. Its familiarity piques my interest, but I don’t have time to waste. I slam the front door behind me without asking any questions.

When I pull into traffic, I take a deep breath for the first time this morning. This is not how I like to start my day. The drive through campus is quick and quiet for a Monday. Most days the sidewalks are packed with students bustling from class to class, grabbing coffee, and hanging out in the many courtyards. Our campus is like a small community. It’s one of the many reasons why I chose Greystone.

“How’s Jacob doing?” a guy asks as we pass each other on the steps leading to the building. I know his smile but can’t put a finger on from where.

I squeeze my eyes shut, not prepared to rehash every detail of his recovery. “No real change. Thank you for asking though.” I send a prayer up, a selfish one, that the guy will be gone, but when I blink, there he stands, his crooked grin wider than before.

“I’m Greg, by the way. I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m the Sigma Nu President. I came up after the accident.” He offers his hand and I reluctantly take it. 

“I’m already late, Greg. I’m so sorry.” I glance back at the door. 

“Oh, don’t let me keep you. Give Jacob’s family our best.” He nods and skips down the steps.

The office is quiet. The only sound is the copy machine, which is currently working overtime. I toss my purse onto my desk and slump down in the chair. My cubicle is tucked in the back corner, and I half hope I’ve snuck in without being seen.

“Why are you late, Charlotte?” Mr. Johnson hollers from the entry to his office. 

So much for flying under the radar.

“I know I’m late. Everything’s just been really hectic, sir,” I explain, standing to face his open door. He holds up his hand and pulls his cell phone from his pocket, bringing it to his ear, dismissing me and my excuses.

“Well shit,” I whisper, falling back into my chair. 

Quinn, Mr. Johnson’s secretary, waltzes by my desk.

“Everything okay, sweetie?” She skids on her heels, stopping in front of me.

“I’m a complete disappointment. I swear, I can’t do anything right these days.” I slam the drawer on my desk and slump into the chair. My hands run through my greasy, unwashed hair. On top of everything else, I didn’t get to shower, which is the one thing that makes me feel human, even after a night of drinking. 

“You have a lot going on, Charlotte. We all understand.” Her hand rests gently on my shoulder, and I find comfort in her motherly personality. She treats everyone as if they’re family. Mr. Johnson doesn’t appreciate her tender manner most days, but even he warms up under her watch.

“If I’m going to succeed in this career, I need to thrive under stress, not let it consume me.” The piles of papers on my desk cause a slight skip in my heartbeat.

“One day you’ll be an amazing journalist, and do you want to know why?” Quinn smiles. “Because you have heart. Maybe too big of a heart, but that’s where the stories are. They’re hidden. Beneath all the materialistic, shiny crap sits the truth, and you know how to dig to get it. Keep your chin up. He’s a softy, deep down in his black heart.” She nods towards Mr. Johnson’s office and laughs.

I offer something short of a smile. Quinn takes it for what it is, disappearing into the break room to pour the fourth cup of coffee for our boss. 

The first half of my morning is sucked away with returning phone calls, emails, and random Monday morning office necessities. In my experience, if this doesn’t get done, then the rest of the week is complete chaos, much like my desk.

At the Greystone Gazette, our paper is released bi-weekly to ensure our stories are fresh and exciting. We have guest reporters. Athletes. Famous alumni. What never fails is our readers willingness to pick up our paper as they walk through campus. We do our best to keep an edge to our story choices.

Being a journalist has always been my dream. When I was a young girl, I’d lay on my stomach with my pad of paper and write my own ramblings while my mother enjoyed the latest news. My curiosity got the best of me, and after a million questions, I came to a conclusion. I’d grow up to be a journalist. I never wanted to write about frivolous things, but wanted to be in the trenches, digging up stories readers would devour.

I came to the university and immediately sought out Mr. Johnson who took me under his wing and made sure I was signed up for all the right classes. Before he became a college professor, and then the supervisor of our campus newspaper, he was a war journalist. To say he’s seen things is an understatement. He can be a jackass, but he’s a jackass who can teach me the ins and outs of the field.

“Charlotte!” Mr. Johnson’s sharp tone causes my spine to tighten.

I twirl in my chair and lock eyes with my boss. “Yes?”

“Can you come in here for a minute?” He shuffles back into his office. His desk looks much like mine, with scattered papers and no real sense of organization. I sit in one of the two chairs in front. Several minutes pass, and I pick at my cuticles and wait until he’s done typing out a lengthy e-mail.

“Mr. Johnson,” I whisper to remind him I’m still in the office.

His head springs up, surprise flashing across his face. “Sorry, Charlotte.” He shakes his head, flustered with whatever he’s working on. “You know the owner of Murphy’s?”

“Personally, no, but...” I shift to the edge of the chair.

“We’re showcasing him in the second installment of next month’s paper,” Mr. Johnson cuts me off. “Well, him and another alumnus. Both business owners. Both cut throat. I think it’ll be interesting to get a take on how they got where they are now.”

“And you want me to go with Josh when he interviews them?” My breath hitches as I survey him, curious as to what his angle is. Will this be my chance to prove myself? I hope so. I could use good news.

“Actually, I’m thinking you would do better with this interview. Give you some practice.” Mr. Johnson hands me a rough draft of questions. “Feel free to make the interviews your own. You’re ready, Charlotte. I’ve read some of the sample articles you’ve left on my desk. They’re good.”

“Wow!” My grin is so big my cheeks hurt. “I won’t disappoint you.” I stand to leave but turn back before stepping out of the room. “Who’s the other alumnus? You said there were two.”

“Oh, sorry.” Mr. Johnson glances up from the pile of papers on his desk. “It’s Ari St. James.” 

“St. James, as in the car dealer?” My fingers tingle I’m so thrilled with the chance he’s giving me. Ari St. James has a quite the reputation in our town. He dominates the market and has made a name for himself. He doesn’t do many public interviews. The chance to pick his brain is a big deal.

“That’s the one. You should be able to spin an interesting piece off him.” He smiles and dismisses me.

I rush to my desk, eager to start. Even with all the distractions, Mr. Johnson is willing to give me my first chance. There’s the soft spot Quinn always talks about, and his heart couldn’t have warmed at a better time. This is what I’m in desperate need of. Work is always a good distraction.

“You okay, Charlotte?” Quinn asks, balancing two cups of coffee. She sets one down in front of me, and I take a sip. My taste buds do a happy dance. This is what my morning has been missing.

“Yeah, actually.” I glance up at her, and she winks at me. “You already know, don’t you? About him allowing me to interview?”

“Well, I sure as shit wasn’t going to spoil this moment for you.” She rubs my shoulder. “You deserve it, sweetheart.”

“Thank you.”

Quinn leaves me to it and I scan the paper. 

Across the room, Josh huffs. Our senior reporter for the newspaper is a real know it all. Every time he assigns me something, he steps in to show me how I’m doing it wrong, and then takes over before I even leave my desk. Let’s be real, the guy’s an asshole. Part of me wants to ignore his disdain, but the temptation to rub it in his face is strong. I catch his attention, waving the questions in the air. Take that, asshole. I’ve earned this chance and your shitty glare isn’t going to make me feel bad. There’s a deep-rooted sense of satisfaction in a win like this.

My morning flies by as I narrow down Mr. Johnson’s original list. Brainstorming and research help me come up with several new ones of my own. A loud growl rumbles in my stomach, and I’m surprised to see it’s lunch time. I toss my purse strap over my shoulder and snatch the questions, shoving them into my bag.

“Quinn, tell Mr. Johnson if he needs me to call my cell. I have to run out for a bit,” I yell to her on my way out the door. 

*****
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With the exception of a motorcycle tucked under the large tree, Murphy’s parking lot is empty. This isn’t entirely unusual for a Monday afternoon. They don’t open until one most days. I push open the old door, surprised no one stops me when I walk through.

The bar itself is empty. I’m startled by a loud clatter of metal on concrete, almost like someone dropped a hundred knives. Curses are thrown around with ease, and I giggle from the person’s colorful choice of words. 

“Hello?” I yell over the noise.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’ll be right out.” The voice comes from the direction of the swinging door, so I follow the sound until I come face to face with a man. A cigarette hangs from the side of his mouth. He’s god-awful tall with long, blond hair, pulled back into a pristine bun. I touch my mess of hair on top of my head. Is it sad I’m jealous of this man’s hair? This is officially an all-time low.

“I said I’d be right out, doll face.” He crushes the cherry end and flicks the butt into the garbage can in the corner. “What can’t wait a few seconds?”

“I’m Charlotte.” I reach out, offering my hand.

His brown eyes scan my body, staying put on my chest. I fidget under his scrutiny. The space grows smaller and smaller as he paces towards me. He shakes my hand and leans his hip against the metal table in the middle of the room.

“I’m Derks, and no offense, but why are you in my bar, Charlotte?” He glances at the clock on the wall above my head. “We aren’t open yet.”

“I’m from the Greystone Gazette. I’m here to talk to you about your interview.” Oh gosh, maybe he’s changed his mind. 

“Oh, right. I expected you to show up sooner or later.” He sidesteps to the industrial shelves lining the walls, kicking a box to the side. “Do you want to do this now?”

The cramped storage room isn’t exactly ideal for me, but it’s his environment, so this could work in my favor. He’ll be comfortable. Comfort is key when interviewing someone. People tend to hold back when they feel uneasy.

“This is fine. You can finish what I interrupted while we talk.” I will take what I can get if it means pulling off the perfect interview. I sit down on a stool, open my notebook, and grab my micro recorder, pressing the ON button. “Do you mind if I tape this?”

“If it makes your job easier, why the fuck not?” The top half of his body disappears between boxes. His elbow hits one, and rolls of paper towels scatter across the floor.

“Let’s start out by talking about your experience at Greystone University.”

“Oh honey, you can do better than that,” Derks says. 

He’s right, I can do better. So much for my plan to ease into this interview. The way Derks presents himself tells me he can take anything I send his way. 

“Okay, fair enough.” I laugh at his teasing. “Can you explain your arrest in 2005?”

Derks’ head bangs on the metal shelf, and he shoots to his feet. His smile widens with surprise and a hint of pride. “You’ve done your research.”

“I’m a reporter.” Damn right, I’ve done my research. One thing I’ve learned is never show up to a gun fight with a knife. Always come fully equipped to knock someone off their feet.

“For a college newspaper.” He folds his arms over his chest and raises a brow, challenging me and my prowess as a journalist. 

One thing no one will test me on is my ability to dig out a story. I’m not the kind of girl to back down, at least when it comes to being a reporter. If I could only bring this tough ass, no-holds-barred attitude into the rest of my world.

“And in a few years, I’ll graduate, and I won’t be some wimpy, little girl reporter on her college newspaper, but someone who’ll occupy a top spot at one of the biggest newspapers in the nation.” I tap my pen on the notebook, my patience growing thin. “So, you going to tell me about the arrest or not?”

“I like you, Charlotte.” He wags a finger at me.

“What are you doing here?” Hands gripping the top frame, Duke fills the opening. His strong, domineering stature takes up the remainder of the space in the room. His gaze shifts from me to Derks, who comes up behind me. His presence warms my back like a blanket on a winter’s night. Tension fills the room, but I may be the only one to feel it.

As Duke’s stare intensifies, my clothes suddenly feel too tight and itchy. Derks’ closeness has me unconsciously stepping towards Duke, and my breaths quicken when he snorts under his breath.

“Trying to find the damn karaoke machine,” Derks grunts, returning to his search.

“Karaoke machine? For what?” Duke questions, his tone sarcastic. Who doesn’t like karaoke? “And I’m asking Charlotte, not you.” 

“Yes, I’m trying something new.” Derks studies the two of us. 

“Who gave you this idea? Was it Lyd?” Duke rolls his eyes, annoyed with his boss.

“I love karaoke,” I chime in, looking over my shoulder to Derks, who smiles appreciatively. When I turn back around, Duke’s face is red.

“What are you doing here?” Duke drops his hands from the doorframe and steps closer to me, edging me against the table. 

“She’s here to interview yours truly. Agreed to shadow me here at the bar one night this week.” Derks winks behind Duke’s back.

“What?” Duke laughs. “Shadow, you doing what, exactly? Sitting in the corner booth checking out the incoming freshman?” So, Derks is clearly a lady’s man. This comes as no surprise. He’s hot and a tad bit cocky. His rough, razor like edges must have the girls falling at his feet.

“It would give me some insight into the man, the myth, the legend.” I push the button to stop the recorder and jump from the stool.

“Don’t stroke this guy’s ego.” Aggravation fills Duke’s voice. Who is it aimed at, though?

“You can stroke anything of mine you’d like, sweetheart,” Derks skims his bottom lip with the tip of his tongue. His smile is playful, proving what I already know. Although he’s harmless, he’s the kind of man who could sell ice to an Eskimo. “Got it.” He yanks a vintage machine from the back of the shelf and drops it on the table. “Want to give it a go?” The mic twirls in his hand, enticing me to take him up on the offer. 

“I would, but I have stuff to do for school.” I stuff my things into my purse. 

Duke does a double take between me and Derks. His jaw falls slack as he takes us both in. Why does our easy banter surprise him?

“Maybe just one song.” Derks winks at Duke. He doesn’t try to disguise his gesture. Unapologetic is another way to describe a guy like Derks. 

“I’ll make you a deal. When Duke sings karaoke in front of a bar full of people, I’ll give you a song.” I laugh, knowing full well Duke is too uptight for fun and games.

“Well, shit, sweetheart. That means I’ll never hear that beautiful voice of yours.” Derks shakes his head. “For him to sing karaoke, he’d have to remove that ‘no having fun’ stick from his ass.” With the karaoke machine tucked under his arm, he slaps Duke on the shoulder as he passes by us. 

“How do you know I can even sing?”

The wild smirk on his face is contagious, and my lips stretch into a full smile. “A girl like you? Something tells me there isn’t anything you can’t do.” He throws a wave over his shoulder, leaving Duke and me alone. 

The space in the backroom feels far smaller with it being just the two of us. Duke doesn’t say anything, scuffing his heel on the tiled floor. An embarrassing rumble from my stomach breaks the deafening silence.

“I was going to ask if you’re hungry, but I’ll take that as a yes.” He glances at my stomach and chuckles.

Duke leads me into the small kitchen, and I lift myself to sit on the metal island. He rummages through the fridge and drawers, gathering bread, meat, and condiments. The muscles in his back flex through his tight grey t-shirt. My heart pounds at the show he’s giving. He turns, and his eyes widen.

“What?” I cover my heart with my hand and glance behind me for any sign of danger.

“You do realize we prepare food on that, right?” He drops the food beside me.

“Oh my god!” I wasn’t even thinking.

A deep, amused laugh escapes his lips, and his hand touches my knee. If he meant to relax me, I hate to tell him, but his touch has the opposite effect. My body stills, and my heart races. The tingling in my stomach fades when he moves his hand. Well, I hadn’t expected that.

“You’re interviewing Derks?” he asks, lightening the mood between us. His expression doesn’t slip, but his green eyes soften. “What’s so interesting about him?” He focuses on the plates in front of him.

“We’re actually doing a series of interviews showcasing business owners who graduated from Greystone, and still reside in the area. After Derks, I have to interview Ari St. James.”

Duke chokes on a slice of pickle. I pound on his back until he waves me off. He fills a glass of water and takes several sips.

“Do you know him?” I tear off a piece of turkey and fold it into a ball, devouring it in one bite.

“He’s a brother at my fraternity.” He places a plate of food on my lap. “Well, not anymore, but once a brother, always a brother kind of bullshit.”

“He knows Jacob, then?” Lettuce falls on my lap when I take a large bite. I pick it up and toss it in my mouth. Duke’s eyes widen. “Never seen a girl eat a sandwich before?” I release a nervous laugh. “Why are you looking at me like I’m strange or something?”

“You’re refreshing, Charlotte Novak.” He suddenly stills, his focus on the sandwich in his hand.

Duke’s lips close around the bread, and he bites down. Even the way he eats a sandwich is captivating. 

If he eats a sandwich like that, I wonder... Don’t go there, Charlotte.

“Thank you for the lunch.” I place the empty plate behind me once I’ve finished. “So, Duke, you and Jacob are unlikely allies...” My observation is not unfounded, and by the way his eyes wrinkle in the corner, he knows what I say is true.

“We rushed together,” Duke deadpans, moving to clean up the mess. 

“What I mean is he’s more straight-laced.” 

“Wow!” Duke laughs as he tosses the garbage into the waste basket. “Quick to jump to conclusions, are we?” 

“I didn’t mean it as an insult. The opposite in fact.” I place a steady hand on his forearm.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” He doesn’t move, and curiosity gets the best of me. 

With Duke, anything seems possible. He’s the type of guy a mother warns her daughter not to be alone with. My conscious screams for me to step away from the trouble. My hand slides down his arm until my touch graces the ring on his middle finger.

I still under his stare, letting myself slip away from him. My skin immediately misses the thrill from the smallest of touches. His green eyes remain on me.

“I have something of yours.” He races from the room. When he comes back, my black notebook is in his hand. I tear it from his grip.

“Where did you find this? I’ve been looking all over for it.” Blood rushes to my head. Anger and embarrassment are a lethal combination.

“I visited Jacob last night, and it was tucked under the newspapers.” 

“Did you read it?” Panic spreads through my body, threatening to swallow me whole.

“I did.” He shrugs, not an ounce of apology in the gesture. “Do you do it a lot, write down random thoughts?”

“Sometimes.” My breath quickens and my cheeks warm, forcing me to look away. Why’d he have to read it? He could’ve ignored it and left it in the room.

“Don’t be embarrassed.” His soulful voice entices me. Our stare locks in on each other. “You have a little” —Duke steps into me— “something, right here.” He tugs the ends of my hair and holds up his finger. Mustard. 

I gasp as the end of his finger slips past his lips. His tongue licks the pad, removing every trace of yellow. My insides squeeze tight, and my breath grows shallow. A feeling I should not be having, but dammit, excitement is right there making its presence known. I shake my head from side to side, attempting to erase the reaction from my mind.

“You’re breathing heavy, Charlotte.” His eyes are on my chest. “You okay?”

A tiny version inside my own head screams, “No, I’m not okay. Quit looking at me like that.” This is the perfect time to let her speak. Instead, I tell her to shut up. There’s no denying I enjoy the way Duke is looking at me. Being graced with Duke’s attention forces my body to take notice.

He’s too close for me to think straight. I may as well lay down on the island and ask him to take me right here. I poke my fingertips on his chest, and he takes the hint, stepping back to give me the space I need.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that...” I gesture between the two of us. “Whatever that was, I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

“It’s human nature. You shouldn’t feel guilty for finding someone else attractive.” Duke leans his hip against the island, looking every bit gorgeous with his sly smile. Is this asshole laughing at me? At least he attempts to hide it behind the back of his hand.

“It’s not funny.” I shove his shoulder. He falls back but recovers quick.

“It’s hilarious.” He grins, and I can’t help but mirror his expression. “I get it. You and Jacob are an item, but it doesn’t matter where you get your appetite as long as you eat at home, Charlotte.”

At the mention of Jacob, my insides churn, and the sandwich I devoured threatens to revisit me. Duke isn’t the first guy I’ve found attractive outside of Jacob, but he is the first person I’ve ever envisioned ripping his clothes off.

He shifts his back, and the muscles flex and retract. A guttural grunt escapes under his breath.

I jump from the table and shift to stand in front of Duke. “Do you have something you’d like to say?” 

He rubs the back of his neck two times before flashing his green eyes down at me. His lips open and close, but no words come out. 

“I get it.” I laugh, shaking my head. “You think I’m being ridiculous, and what just happened was nothing.”

“Again, Charlotte, you didn’t break any law, and it’s none of my business.” Duke cracks his knuckles and finishes cleaning up the mess.

“I better go.” I snatch my purse off the island. “Can we pretend like this never happened?” 

Duke waves over his shoulder, dismissing me. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

What the actual hell just happened? I need a shower, and it isn’t because I missed mine this morning.
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Chapter Six
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Duke

Well, shit.

This is going to be a problem.

I hide in the back until I’m certain the coast is clear. 

What in the actual fuck was that all about with Charlotte? 

I’m not blind. The way her eyelashes fluttered against the apples of her cheeks, the way she looked at me said one thing and one thing only. Touch me. And oh, did I want to. She didn’t shy away, even though every ounce of her conscious had screamed for her to back off. A thrill shot through me when she squirmed as I licked the dribble of mustard off my finger. 

That same thrill is shot into the sky when I remember whose girl Charlotte is.

I forge through the swinging door, to a newly empty bar.

“What was that all about?” Derks’ eyebrow perks up. He messes with the switches and tangled cords on the karaoke machine.

“Did you know she’s not only interviewing you, but also Ari?” I open the register, count the change inside, and match the amounts to our ledger.

“We’ll come back to that.” Derks leans on the bar top. “I meant the awkward sexual tension in the room.”

“Can we skip this conversation?” I slam the drawer at his blunt observation. “We have more important things to discuss.”

“What do you think?” His amused laughter echoes through the bar. He’s a son of a bitch sometimes. 

“Yes, something weird happened between us, but unlike you, she and I know when to stop.” 

“Fair enough. Now, what did you tell her?” 

What the fuck was I supposed to tell her? Not a damn thing.

“Nothing. I don’t know nothing, remember?” Derks cups the back of my neck and gives me a shake before stepping away. “She can’t be involved in whatever the hell is going on,” I yell, and his head whips around at my demand.

“Then keep her away.” Derks acts as if it’s not his problem, leaving me to ponder what the hell he expects me to do to keep her away.

“She’s interviewing him, Derks. How am I supposed to keep her away?” I’ll take any advice I can get.

“Maybe you’re looking at the situation all wrong. Maybe you need to keep him away from her. If I know Ari as well as I think I do, I’d say he’s well aware she’s Jacob’s girl.” Derks plugs the machine in and it buzzes to life. “There we go. Thursday night karaoke nights start this week.”

“Yeah, great,” I deadpan, taking Derks’ advice into consideration.

My mind runs through every possible scenario. To place this option on the table isn’t wise, and I sure as hell know nothing good has ever come from the warehouse. I may not be able to keep Charlotte away from Ari, but there is one thing I can do. Play nice and keep everyone’s shit but my own out of hot water.

“Derks,” I yell. “I need you to cover my shift.”

He jerks his head around. “And why the hell would I do some dumb shit like that?” 

Because you know I’m doing what I have to do.

“I’m keeping him away the only way I know how.” I rub the building stress on the back of my neck. “Cleaning up Jacob’s mess while he can’t.”

“Just so we’re on the same page” —he points between the two of us— “we both agree this is a bunch of bullshit, right?” 

What choice do I have, though? 

“She may not be anything to me, but she doesn’t deserve to be swept up in his mess,” I explain.

“The fact you’re still spewing the ‘she doesn’t mean anything to me’ bullshit is comical. I’ve witnessed the way you look at her.” Derks rounds the bar and grips my neck, pulling my face inches from his own. “You listen to me.” His eyes widen. “If you need anything at all, you call me. We’ll close down, and I’ll be there. No questions asked.”

“I will.” I rush from the bar and jump in my truck.

Randy’s apartment is right up the road. With Monday’s being his day off, he’ll be hiding out in his apartment, playing Xbox.

I knock on his door repeatedly, with no answer. 

“Open up, Rand,” I shout, anxious to straighten out the shit in my head. “Fuck, man. Open up.”

The door swings ajar, and my eyes reroute down to where Lydia stands. 

“Will you shut the fuck up?” 

An uncontrollable laughter escapes my mouth and Lydia punches me in the gut. 

“Nice shirt, is it yours?” I circle my finger in front of her.

“Who’s at the door?” Randy yells from inside.

“Oh, hey, buddy,” I shout over Lydia’s head. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Randy appears behind Lydia, towering over her. They contradict each other when side by side. He’s big to her small.

“I don’t have time to discuss this mess.” Randy grins over the top of Lydia’s head, pride booms from his eyes. “I need your help, and I was hoping to keep her out of it.” 

“I’m right here, asshole, and you know anything you do, I find out about. Quit trying to be all secretive.” Lydia gestures for me to enter the apartment and slams the door behind us. She’s right though. Nothing we do goes unbeknownst to her. “What’s going on?” 

“The warehouse. Tonight.” The words choke me on their way out. This is so fucking stupid. I open the fridge and grab a bottle of water, guzzling every last drop. 

“Why?” Lydia sits on one of the barstools at the kitchen island. “Or do I dare ask?”

“Charlotte’s interviewing Derks for the Greystone Gazette. She came to Murphy’s today,” I explain.

“So?” Randy lifts his shoulder in a half shrug. “What does that have to do with the warehouse? I thought we all agreed we weren’t going to go there after...” 

Yeah, well, things change.

“She’s also interviewing Ari.” I look between the two of them for support or a smack in the face for even entertaining this plan.

Lydia fists and releases her hand as if a tiny bomb explodes in front of her. “There’s the grenade I was afraid you’d jump on.” 

“I need to keep her away from the situation as much as possible.”

“You always have a choice, Duke.” I don’t have time for this shit from Lydia. Sometimes I just wish she’d nod her head.

“And I’m making my choice,” I snap back, crumpling the empty water bottle in my grip. 

Randy stays quiet, grabbing items from the fridge.

“And dare I ask if you’re doing this for her or Jacob or yourself, huh?” Lydia rips the bottle from my hand and throws it in the garbage.

The minute I’d walked into Jacob’s hospital room, I’d made a choice. No, that’s a lie. I’d made the choice the second Charlotte looked at me as if I was the dirt on the bottom of her shoe. 

My entire life I’ve been branded a piece of shit. Not because I am, but because people fear me. Everything I am is in direct contrast to everything my family yearns for me to be. This makes people stop and think. I’ve never once fallen in line to appease my parents or their friends. Instead, I walk through my whole life writing my own rules. And for the first time, desperation not to be what someone assumes I am takes charge.

“Would you blame me if I said all three of us?” I tap my finger on the counter. 

Lydia’s eyes soften under my truth. “What do you need from us?”

What I need is for her to stay as far away from the situation as possible. Knowing Lydia, she won’t have any of it. She’s feisty and determined to be involved when the rest of us are. Like our tiny guard dog, she’s always nipping at anyone who gets too close to her boys.

“Lyd, I really need you to sit this one out.” I rub my neck, preparing for the backlash. “You being there is going to have me far too distracted. If you’re in the warehouse, I’m going to be too worried about you being swept up. I can’t have that.”

“I’ll be with him the whole time,” Randy adds, finally stepping in to voice his support. He sets a plate of scrambled eggs in front of Lydia. She smiles sweetly at him and digs in. Randy doesn’t cook for anyone. Clearly, they aren’t only hooking up.

“What’s going on?” I whisper to Randy, nodding my chin to Lydia who’s shoveling forks full of food into her yapper.

“I don’t have a fucking clue, man, but I’m going with it.” He leans down onto the counter, watching her eat.

“Okay.” She glances up from her food. “I’ll stay at your apartment, but the second you sense trouble, I need you to promise me you’ll get out of there.”

“We promise,” Randy and I say together.

Lydia chuckles and rolls her eyes. “You’re both full of shit. When will I ever learn you two don’t listen to me?” 

Lydia makes a valid point. Anything can happen once we walk into the warehouse, and Randy and I would be wise to be prepared for the unexpected. In a perfect world, this wouldn’t be a problem, but we don’t live in a perfect world. I’m walking into a situation for someone who, at the end of the day, isn’t anything to me.

But dammit, I feel like she could be.

*****
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It’s a little after ten when we pull into the parking lot. Moonlight breaks through the trees, illuminating the open field. Cars fill every space, proving something’s happening tonight. An unexplainable buzz in the air climbs up my spine like a chill.

Randy assesses the situation, his shoulders squared, ready for anything. “So, what’s the plan?”

“I need to work the room a bit.” I run my hands down my face. I’d have to be Ari to get anything from this room. Every person who crosses into the warehouse has a loyalty, and it sure as hell isn’t for me. I’ll be damned, though, if I don’t try to find something to work this situation in my favor. “Ari isn’t messing around. Look at Jacob, for fuck’s sake. I can’t fix this if I’m lying in a hospital bed next to him, but I need to get near him. Make my intentions clear. After our run-in at the house, I doubt they’ll let me close enough to do so.”

Randy follows me to the door. “I’ve got your back, but I promised Lyd I’d get you the fuck out if need be, whether you get what you need or not.”

“Got it.” I reach up to knock on the metal door, and it swings open before my knuckles make contact. They’re expecting someone.

Ari covers his bases to insure he’s found at the top of the mountain where he’s protected. If there is a way to get above him, I’m going to jump at the chance. One of his goons stands with his legs in a wide stance. He doesn’t try to hide the hefty piece of hardware attached to his hip. Bulging, veined muscles make it obvious steroids pump through his veins, and he has an untrustworthy outlook for outsiders, built through time working for Ari. There’s no bulldozing through this guy. 

Randy nods as the guy steps to the side for us to enter the main room of the warehouse. The place is packed full of men and women of all ages, here to place bets and witness some good old fashion bloodshed. 

“Well, what do we have here?” Ari’s sinister tone reminds me who I’m dealing with. His arms spread wide, but it’s no warm welcome. His shirt gapes, exposing his cheesy gold chains. The sight of him alone makes me cringe. He’s the lowest kind of human who preys on the weak. Though I wouldn’t call myself that, I wonder if I’ve made a wrong turn somewhere. 

The old boat warehouse is home to one of Ari’s many lucrative dealings. There’s no true business here. Everything is done under the table and below the radar. Gambling. Fighting. If it’s illegal, Ari has a stake in it. His car dealership brings in a decent amount of money, but the real cash flow is right here. He greases a few pockets, and he’s left alone.

I offer my hand for him to shake, and surprisingly, Ari takes it. “I wanted to apologize for the other night at the house.” What a bunch of bullshit. For a split second, my instinct is to head right back out the door, but then her beautiful face pops into my mind, and I know escape isn’t an option.

Ari’s grip tightens. “All’s forgiven.” He releases my hand and taps me on the cheek. This is another form of control for Ari. Anger floods my head until the rumble from the crowd around us sounds like a gnat. “Now, if you’re truly sorry, you’ll do me a favor and fight tonight. I could earn a pretty pony with a guy like you.” He snickers, and I’d give anything to throw a punch or two in his direction.

“And what kind of cut do I get?” I tilt my head, challenging him.

“When you win, you’ll find out.” Ari steps away, leaving Randy and me alone.

The reason I’m here is to comb over the tensions, which haven’t been addressed with anything but an iron fist by Ari. Protect the innocent and defend the weak is why I walked through his doors. I didn’t come here to fight, but I’ll be damned if I’ll step down from one. Derks is right. Charlotte may not know who he is, but Ari sure as hell knows who she is. If this interview is going to happen, she’ll be like meat on a stick to a hungry wolf. He’ll eat her up and spit out the bones. 

“I don’t think the fight’s a good idea, bro.” Randy’s eyes stay on Ari the entire time he speaks.

I ignore his concerns. “Listen up to see if anyone’s willing to talk. We need some leverage to keep Charlotte out of this. It’s loud in here, but it shouldn’t be too hard to overhear something.”

Ari runs a tight ship. For almost an hour, countless conversations I hear go nowhere. By the glances Randy gives me every few minutes, he’s also come up empty handed.

“Duke,” Ari shouts over the crowd. He points to the space beside him. “It’s time.”

Randy slinks through the crowd. Frantic energy radiates off him as he comes to my side. “You got this.”

A shifty, scrawny guy with dark circles under his eyes comes to the center of the room. The crowd circles for the fight. Ari doesn’t splurge on is theatrics. All fights at the warehouse happen in the middle of the room. No seats, no ring. It’s down and dirty street fighting. ‘No weapons but your body’ is the only rule. Years of dealing with silly rich kid bullies hiding behind daddy’s money has prepared me for this.

“Fight hard. Fight dirty. Fight until someone stops fighting back,” Ari announces, glee in his eyes at the prospect of bloodshed.

The crowd buzzes at his words. Anything the opponent can grab is a mark against you, so I peel off my shirt and throw it to the floor. This particular opponent doesn’t understand the concept. He keeps his shirt on, shifting his head from side to side and bouncing on the balls of his feet to warmup. 

I lunge forward, landing the first punch square on his jaw. Like bone snapping in half, the sound echoes through the warehouse. A roar explodes from the crowd. I’ll never understand these sick fucks celebrating the pain of another human being.

“Get him.”

“Kick his ass.”

They shout their disdain, eager to see one of us knocked out.

One thing I’ve learned is if I allow my opponent the chance to get the leg up, he always will. Take the in, no matter what. 

“Come on, you bastard.” My opponent eggs me on. A nice sheen of sweat spreads above his lips. “Don’t be a pussy. Fight.” 

I shift on my feet. Anticipating his next move is easy enough when he shifts his left foot and dashes towards me. My fist connects with his kidney, and he plummets to the floor. A loud groan falls from his mouth. This shot, made more times than I’d care to admit, is always effective. I pounce, drilling punch after punch until blood bubbles on his face. My mind goes blank, and I’m in a trance, finishing the job. The crowd erupts. 

Ari and I lock stares. With a grin, I land one last devastating blow, and the guy’s body goes limp. My message is sent. 

I stand over my unconscious opponent, raising my hands high in victory. What I did does not make me proud. Causing someone pain doesn’t give me any sense of satisfaction, but I will never apologize for keeping those around me safe.

Ari steps over the body and whispers, “You earned your cut. For this win, I’ll leave Jacob’s girl alone.” Fuck! His grin widens at my obvious shock. “What, that’s why you’re here, right?” 

And here I thought I had a one up on Ari, and once again, I’m proven the fool. The mother fucker knew why I was here before I pulled in the damn parking lot. 

The red I saw earlier doesn’t compare to what I feel now.

“Hate for the little princess to find out who she’s really been sleeping next to, huh?” His laugh is like fingernails on a chalkboard, grating on my eardrums. “And by the way, what kind of man puts his life on the line for some other bloke’s girl?” He clicks his tongue several times. “It seems to me someone has a thing for his friend’s girl.” 

My heart thuds in my chest. If I don’t ignore his jibes, things will only get worse.

“Are we done here?” I challenge, my eyes never dropping from his. The confidence is fake, but if I allow him to see the truth, he’ll use it against me.

“For now.” Ari chuckles, vindication at the end of his tongue. “And for the record, I understand your fascination. Charlotte Novak is everything a man could ever want. Too bad your boy didn’t think so.”

Charlotte’s name rumbles from his mouth, and my blood pumps faster and faster until my veins bulge with anger. Ari doesn’t do anything without a certain intention. and tonight, his is heard loud and clear.

Ari’s won, and he knows it.

I rush to the exit, not stopping to acknowledge the crowd’s congratulations. Randy follows me to the truck. Dried blood smears my skin, and there’s an urgency to run my hands under cool water to erase the evidence. I pull a rag from the glove compartment and swipe my knuckles. 

“Fighting didn’t fix anything, did it?” Randy whispers my exact concerns.

“He knew why we were there, and I don’t have a fucking clue what that means. He said he’ll leave her be, but it’s Ari, for fuck’s sake. He’s a psychopath.” I throw the rag into the bed of the truck.

Randy nods. He’d typically give some words of wisdom; yet, during the drive back to my apartment, he’s silent. Neither of us knows what to say. I fought to appease Ari, but now, I’m more under his thumb than ever. 

I unlock my apartment door and toss my keys onto the counter. 

Lydia leaps to her feet, checking me over for wounds. Her palms graze over my shoulders and down onto my ribs. They stall on my hands. “Just this?” She runs her thumbs over my knuckles, shuffling us to the sink. With a wet paper towel, she cleans the blood from my skin. “Did we at least get what we need?” She tosses the rag on the kitchen counter. 

My heart swells the way she refers to it as an us issue. I’m not alone, and right now, it’s a good feeling.

“Hardly.” I fall back onto the couch. My eyes shut, and my head rests on the cushion. The trip had been a waste. “I’d hoped to get something to hang over Ari’s head, but everyone was quiet.” 

“Well, not everyone,” Randy chimes in for the first time since we walked out of the warehouse.

Lydia and I swivel in our seats to face him. 

“What do you mean?” I question. Randy walked around the entire warehouse, but he never said anything while we were there. What’s he talking about?

“Do you know something?” Lydia steps towards him, eyebrows raised, ready to pull the information from his throat if he doesn’t spill it soon.

His eyes lock on Lydia and then shift to me. Worry and frustration burn into his expression. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but shit’s a whole lot more complicated than you think. His anger isn’t over the money Jacob owes him.”
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Chapter Seven
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Charlotte

“Do you have “My Heart Must Go On” by Celine Deon?” I ask the DJ.

He gives me a flippant glance before searching through the book. 

This is our second Karaoke Thursday at Murphy’s. Although I told Derks I wouldn’t sing until Duke does, I broke down and belted my heart out last week. Being stressed while listening to complete strangers make fools of themselves is impossible. The hospital, school, and work fade away.

“Why don’t you go for something a little less somber, huh? How about that?” Rachel pulls the binder in front of her and flips through a few pages. “We’ll do this one.” Her smile pleases the DJ and he hands her the microphones.

Hands on my back push me onto the makeshift stage. 

“Which one did you choose?” Rachel’s already in character, and I eye the crowd. A flock of butterflies take flight in my stomach. 

“Oh, you’ll see.” Rachel’s eyebrows wiggle. “Now take your mic and prepare to dazzle.”

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” I shift to Rachel. “This is your choice?” The familiar retro keyboard tune plays through the speakers. “Fine.” I jerk the mic from her hand and stand at the front of the stage. 

The joyful smirk on Rachel’s face is contagious. She winks, and we belt out the first line of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun”, which is exactly what we’re doing. 

As we shout out the last few lines, Duke steps through the main entrance. He shakes hands with the bouncers and nods his chin towards Lydia at the bar. Derks greets him with a bro-like hug. When they back up from each other, Derks nods to where I’m currently embarrassing myself. My cheeks heat, knowing Duke’s eyes are on me.

Duke saunters dangerously slow towards the stage, and I’m suddenly well aware of the way my body sways to the song. A dim light twinkles in his green eyes, and shining back at me is the same confusing relief.

The song fades from the speakers, and I lower the mic. The crowd parts, and the amusement staring at me carries me to the spot in front of him. 

Damn, he’s gorgeous. His navy-blue t-shirt is tight in all the right places, while his jeans are loose enough to make me wonder what’s underneath. Heat builds on my face at the thought, and I glance away like I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

A whole ten days have passed since I last saw him, not that I’m counting. Our last encounter shifted something deep inside me. I’d overheard him giving Jacob a play-by-play of ESPN’s top ten clips of the week. A moment of softness from Duke is like finding Bigfoot. Some have claimed to see it, but no one has any true proof. I’d walked into the hospital room, seen the cuts on his knuckles, and before I could ask what happened, he’d bolted. 

His knuckles are healed. My hands itch to touch the faint bruise on his cheek. I pull back, but my curiosity of where it came from is still there.

School assignments, hospital visits, and my internship are my perfect storm. Duke’s my source of relief in all the chaos. 

After he’d run from the hospital room, Duke had messaged me to apologize for not sticking around. Since then we’ve texted. They’re harmless, but consistent, and under the pretense Duke’s doing it for Jacob. I believed him until the other night when, around eleven o’clock, my phone pinged. 

Duke: Just wanted to say goodnight and I hope you had a good day.

The words were simple and to the point, but it was the first time Duke reached out without using Jacob as an excuse. I skimmed over the words, reading them several times before responding. That night, a brick crumbled from Duke’s wall, and it only made me want to chip away at it more. 

““Girls Just Want to Have Fun”, huh?” His grin grows with his amusement.

“Not my first choice, but apparently, “My Heart Will Go On” is less than entertaining,” I shout, glaring at Rachel as she passes us.

“You can thank me, Duke, for not putting you through hell.” She winks at him and bounces to the bar. She chats up Lydia, giggling at the singers who follow us.

Duke and I both motion our hands to the bar, creating an uncomfortable dance. The heat from his body burns into my back as I take the lead. A thrill shoots through me when I glance over my shoulder and catch Duke staring at my ass. His eyes raking over my body is exhilarating. It’s the kind of attention I shouldn’t acknowledge, but one I want to lap up like icing off a cupcake. His dark eyebrows arch with a playful mischief. 

“Caught you red handed,” I joke, smacking him across his taut stomach.

“You did.” He grabs my hand and pulls me into his side. “I’m sorry I’ve been distant,” he whispers in my ear. His breath dances against my skin. An ache radiates through my body. Just an inch keeps his lips from touching me. 

“So, I wasn’t imagining it, then.” 

“No, I’ll admit what happened in the kitchen threw me off.” He releases a breath over my shoulder. “But I know it didn’t mean anything. Just messed with my head. I thought if we weren’t around each other, it would make it easier.”

“So, you’ve been texting because it’s hard to feel attracted to someone over a text.” I’ll keep lying to myself, too, and pretend I don’t feel the energy between the two of us. Don’t turn around, because if you do, all you’ll see is over six feet of seduction. 

“You’ve been texting the wrong way if that’s what you believe.” 

“So, that’s why you’ve been texting.” At my bluntness, his head jerks back around. I place my finger on the underside of his chin and push his mouth closed.

“You’re hard to be around. I keep finding myself wanting to know more, so I thought texting would dull that.” His words are alluring, and enough of a reason not to look away. My heart turns over as his fingers graze mine, perfectly hidden between our bodies.

Lydia and Rachel watch the way we are together. I wiggle my fingers, and he releases me.

“What are you having tonight?” Duke’s palm softly grips the back of my neck. His warmth blankets the left half of my body. My back rubs against his stomach, and I’m torn between my willingness to move closer and realizing I should move away. He has nowhere else to go, Charlotte. So, what if his dick is inches away from your ass. Ignore it. My hips have other plans and flex backwards, and he hisses. Or don’t.

“Whatever you’re having.” The large crowd forces Duke to step against me. His knee between mine causes a sweet tension in my belly. 

“No, don’t do that.” His minty breath feathers my cheek. “What do you want?” His words resonate like sex strapped to a rocket. The fire burns beneath, and they’re waiting for me to push the detonator.

“I’ll have a whiskey sour.” His eyes soften and command my attention. “Thank you.” 

“You heard the girl, Lyd.” Duke’s cologne awakens all my senses when he leans over my short height. “A whiskey sour, and none of the bottom shelf shit you try to serve me all the time.”

“So, Duke, tonight your night off?” Rachel asks, sucking on the straw dipped in the bright blue drink. 

“Sure is.” He waves at Lydia, and as if on command, she pops the top to another beer and slides it down the bar to him.

Next to Rachel, I’ve always felt mediocre, but Duke doesn’t flinch when Rachel plays with the end of the straw with her tongue. My heart is shocked. 

“Wouldn’t you rather be anywhere else than your workplace on your night off?” I pop the straw between my lips and take a slow sip. The liquid blazes down my throat. His eyes focus on my mouth. I pull it away, slowly, to test his reaction.

Jesus Christ. I’m a horrible person. His zipper practically stretches in front of me. I guess I just got a glimpse of what’s inside his jeans.

“You’d think you’d have a hot date. It being a Thursday and all,” Rachel adds. She pops her tongue into her cheek and wiggles her eyebrows, testing the last ounce of my patience.

“This place is sort of like home.” Duke leans forward to gain Rachel’s attention. “And to answer your question, I don’t date.”

“Like at all?” My eyes widen, and the straw drops from my mouth. “From what I hear, you do.”

“You believe all the rumors you hear?” He envelops me between him and the bar.

“I think everyone on campus has heard something,” Rachel scoffs. “You have quite the reputation.”

“I don’t date. I never said I don’t fuck. There’s a difference.” My back stiffens when his lips move alarmingly close to my ear. “Have fun tonight.” 

With his beer in hand, he leaves Rachel and me with our mouths agape. He waltzes over to Derks and sits at the corner booth. 

Rachel fans her face and neck. “I bet he does. Have you checked out his body? Even under a t-shirt, the ripples and dips are evident.” 

“Okay, enough.” It’s awfully annoying she’s even noticed his dips and ripples. “Nothing is less attractive than a guy who knows he’s gorgeous.” Who am I trying to fool with this bullshit?

“Oh, everything about the guy is attractive, and by the sweet little smiles you give him, I’d say you aren’t immune.” She raises an eyebrow. “Not to mention the little hand holding I witnessed.”

“Leave it alone.” I distract myself any way I can manage, focusing on the crowd in front of our table.

“It’s his hair.” She strains to catch sight of Duke across the bar. 

“His hair?” I, too, look to where he is, curious by what’s so fascinating about his hair. His and Derks’ attention are on me. Derks offers a friendly wink and smile.

She may be on to something with the whole hair theory. The bottom half of Duke’s is buzzed short, while the top is longer. It’s a look most guys can’t pull off, but somehow, he does flawlessly. My curiosity gets the best of me, and I envision what his hair would feel like between my fingers.

“See!” Rachel eases her stare slowly to where he sits. His head stays tucked close to Derks’ while they have a deep conversation. “It’s the hair.” 

It’s like the girl can read my mind.

From across the room, his smile widens as if he overhears our conversation. A chunk of dark locks falls perfectly over his right eye, and my fingers tingle to push it back.

Duke intrigues me. This is something I can either ignore or deal with head on. I’m confident in the reaction he stirs up inside of me. There’s a desperation to know the real him, not the version everyone gossips about. It’s who he is when no one looks that draws out the need inside my body to be near him.

“You going to stop ogling him any time soon or would you like to pull up your skirt for him right here?” Rachel smacks my arm, warning me of my slip-up.

“Don’t be crude. I wasn’t ogling him.” I roll my eyes at her ridiculous accusation.

“I’m not blind, Charlotte. It’s me, your best friend,” she says with determination. “Do I need to pretend I didn’t see him grab your hand? Or the way you leaned into him? Will that make you feel better? I’ll never judge you, Charlotte. Not like the rest of these fuckers.” She eyes the people in the bar. “I know you’ve been wrapped in this little world where Jacob is the end all, be all” —she laughs— “but you’re definitely seeing what the rest of us see in Duke. Perhaps, soaking it up more than us, too.”

“And what’s that?” She has me backed into a corner, and there’s no reason to deny anything.

“Sex on a stick, girl. Sex. On. A. Stick.” She giggles. “And trust me, you aren’t the first or the last girl to look at him like she wants to eat him up.”

“Knock it off, okay? Can we just let loose tonight?” I shift the direction of the conversation. No words have ever distracted my best friend faster. 

“Did you, Charlotte Novak, just ask if we can let loose?” She leans over the bar, stretching her entire length, ass up in the air like a damn cat begging for attention. “I’ve been waiting a lifetime to hear those words.” She waves down Lydia. When she comes to stand in front of us, her smile softens in comparison to when she’s waiting on pushy male patrons. “We’ll have four shots of tequila.” 

“Coming right up,” Lydia answers. “Are you sure she can handle it?” She nods her chin in my direction, placing a short line of shot glasses in front of us, and tips a bottle of clear liquid until they’re full to the brim. A lime slice is slid onto each one. I usually would be offended, but I do look like a soft, delicate flower in comparison to her.

“She looks sweet, but don’t underestimate this chick. Watch.” Rachel raises one of the shot glasses between us. 

One by one, I discard the lime wedges and down the burning, clear liquid. 

“Told you so.” Rachel follows suit and shoots back the shots, hooting and hollering as she finishes. Her glasses are slammed down, clinking into mine. “Girl chooses not to drink most times, but that doesn’t mean she can’t hang with the big girls.”

“Fair enough.” Lydia holds her hands up in apology. “If you girls need anything at all tonight, come to me. Don’t accept drinks from any of these assholes in here. Except Duke. He may be an asshole, but he’s one of the good ones.” The male to female ratio is high, and I completely understand what she’s insinuating.

Rachel winks. “Sure thing, Purple.” 

For the next few hours, we shoot Tequila and guzzle cups full of sugary goodness. A regretful hangover is in my near future. Our laughter gains the attention of several groups of guys, all of which we shut down, but not before Rachel flirts for a few minutes. I have to keep giving her the shut-the-hell-up look, or else these frat boys are going to get the wrong impression.

“He had kind eyes.” She shrugs, avoiding my disapproval. “And I can’t go for Duke since you’ve already dug your proverbial claws into his back.”

“You’re full of shit, my friend. You can have Duke, if you want Duke.” I laugh uncomfortably. “Just admit you get a rush from flirting with guys your father would bury six feet under.”

“You may have a point.” Her uncontrollable laughter reminds me how much, or maybe too much, alcohol we’ve drank tonight. “Now, please tell me how you’re doing. I know you like to pretend everything is okay, but it’s me, Char. I know you better than that. Shit’s getting a bit sticky, right?”

I stall to give me time to think of something to say that will appease her. This question has been asked more times than I want to count, and every time, I still find it impossible to muster up an answer to sound genuine. Fine isn’t appropriate to those who love me. They want the dirty, raw answer. Those kinds of answers may never come. Avoidance seems to be my approach when it comes to all things Jacob.

My eyes search Rachel’s, pleading her to let it go, but no such luck. Her shoulders are squared and she’s ready, in all her drunken haze, to have this conversation.

“I don’t know.” My hands cover my face, and I rub my fingertips over my eyes. 

Rachel pulls my hands down. “Be honest with yourself.”

I shrug, irritated with the direction of this conversation. “What do you want me to say?”

“Say the truth. Scream it if you have to. Be mad. Be sad. Be frustrated. You have the right to be all of those things.”

“Do you want to know the truth? I am mad. Nothing about that night is okay.” I sigh, angry with the reality of the situation. “And I’m sad because I’m at fault. If I wouldn’t have laid into Jacob as hard as I did, he wouldn’t have rushed out of our apartment, and the accident never would have happened. And to add insult to injury, I want to rip the clothes off one of his fraternity brothers. You can’t get messier than that.” With my best effort, I fight the tears looming right on the surface, and look around the bar, hoping my little outburst didn’t gain any unwanted attention.

“Is it just a weird attraction, Char?” Rachel’s sad smile tells me she already knows the answer. Her hand covers mine resting on the bar top. 

Duke stands at the end of the bar, his legs crossed at the ankles. His attention focused solely on me makes me shiver. With every passing second, his stare smolders hotter. This could be the alcohol speaking, but I’d really like to feel his lips against mine, even for a split second, just to experience their softness.

“It’ll all work out the way it’s supposed to, Char, I promise,” Rachel says, dragging my attention to her and not on the way Duke looks at me, like he can solve all my problems.

“You’re right, but that doesn’t make it any easier. I just need him to wake up. I need to tell him I’m sorry, and I need to stop looking at Duke.” I sigh. “Fuck, now can we continue our night of fun? This conversation is making me want to go home and binge eat a carton of ice cream. The real kind of ice cream, not the fake low-fat bullshit you keep trying to shove down my throat.” No decent ice cream is three hundred and fifty calories.

Rachel jumps from her stool. Her hand wraps around my wrist, and I’m pulled out onto the dance floor. Music pumps through the speakers, and with rhythmic sways, we dance like no one is watching. Our laughter is stuck in a bubble between us, only meant for the two of us. It’s how our friendship has been since the start. Even with us being polar opposites, we mesh like peanut butter and jelly. 

“I’m going to go get us another drink,” Rachel leans forward and shouts over the loud music. 

I awkwardly dance by myself, swaying my hips from side to side. Liquid sloshes over the rim of my cup. I blame those initial shots of tequila. They still roll around in my veins, giving me courage to do things with my body I’d never dare do any other day of the week.

Slowly, I search for the thin, black straw until it finds a home between my lips. The small drips of alcohol add a muted burn to my tongue. 

“What did I tell you about straws, Charlotte?” Duke whispers from somewhere behind me. The warmth from his lips dances against my neck. He releases this warm, delectable laugh, and I shift enough to catch him receding into the packed crowd.

The lights flash and shift, casting everything in a strange hue. As I glance around, I notice for the first time how many security guards linger nearby. 

A guy approaches me, and I attempt to escape. Before I can, a security guard grabs his collar and jerks him away.

This exact thing happens again before Rachel returns, balancing two drinks in her hands. “The line at the bar is horrendous.”

I take one of the drinks and nurse it for the next hour. We dance until the lights brighten. I dig out my phone to catch the time.

“Holy shit, it’s one in the morning,” I screech, giggling at how absurd that seems to me. 

“This is what happens when you allow yourself to have a little fun, and you aren’t locked up in an ivory tower.” Rachel wraps her lips around her straw.

“He didn’t keep me trapped, Rachel. Don’t start this shit again.” I back away from her.

“Charlotte, you have to admit he was sort of protective.” She grabs my arm and twists me back around. Our eyes meet, and there’s a sliver of concern behind her drunken glaze. “You’re meant to make mistakes, Char. You’re eighteen years old. He should’ve allowed you to slip up every once in a while. Live a little.” Her argument is valid, which is why I don’t argue. 

“I think I’ve been making enough mistakes lately,” I confess.

“Will you at least admit I’m sort of right about Jacob? I love him, but he could’ve loosened the reins a bit.” Rachel sways back and forth, licking the leftover liquid off her lips.

“Okay, so you’re a little bit right. Now can we get out of here?” I huff out a lungful of air and set my cup on the closest table. Rachel leads the charge through the crowded dance floor and past the line waiting for last call requests.

Before we reach the front, Duke rushes out of the office area, beelining for us. He wouldn’t have been watching us on the security cameras, would he? No, that’s ridiculous. I laugh until the blonde from the hospital grabs his arm. They exchange heated words and she draws her hand back as if to slap him. He sees me watching them and steps towards us, but she jumps in front of him and pulls him back. The argument between them boils to a head, but it’s their anger and has nothing to do with me.

So, why do I feel cheated of something? Who is this girl, and what exactly does she mean to Duke?

Once we are inside the apartment, Rachel prances into the kitchen and grabs two bottles of water, tossing one at me. 

“Hydrate or else you’ll hate yourself in the morning,” Rachel orders. She flips the switch on the lights, leaving me in the dark. Her bedroom door slams, and my head pounds.

The couch screams for me to fall onto the soft cushions. I inch back until I’m propped on a pillow, and my shoes hit the floor with a thud. The lid drops beside them, and I guzzle down the bottle of water.

What if, when Jacob wakes up, I can’t handle the truth? Why does that girl keep showing up? Maybe she’s following Duke, but who is she? Why do they keep arguing? Why is Duke even on my mind right now? I smack my palm against my forehead, discouraged with where my mind is racing. I’m so drunk. 

I welcome the darkness, wiggling beneath the blanket from the back of the couch. I close my eyes to an image of a tall figure with dark hair. The unmistakable, hot as hell ink across the forearm gives him away. I fall asleep imaging what it would be like to have the cool metal of Duke’s ring cascading over my bare skin.

And what a satisfying dream it is.
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Chapter Eight
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Duke

Why the hell am I trucking my ass out to the nearest drug store to purchase a stock pile of hangover remedies for a girl I’m not sleeping with?

Last night was interesting. With Thursday being my night off most weeks, I’d missed Charlotte’s first karaoke performance, so why did I drag myself to the bar? Well, because I’m a glutton for punishment, and Charlotte is the perfect form. She’s unattainable, but then again, if she knew what I knew, maybe I’d have a fighting chance. 

How do I tell her, her boyfriend is a complete jackass? 

The only conclusion I’ve come up with is I don’t. Who wants to win over a girl with petty tactics like that? 

The whole drive to Charlotte’s apartment, the plastic bag in the passenger seat taunts me, reminding me how foolish I am.

My hand raps against the door. After no answer, I repeat the knock, and the door flings open. Rachel glares at me, her hair teased into a knot and dark shadows under her eyes. 

“What the fuck do you want?” she questions, her voice raspy and strained from a night of drinking.

“I brought supplies.” I shake the bag.

A million unasked questions tumble around in her head. She steps to the side and gestures for me to enter. 

“She’s asleep.” Rachel jerks the bag from my hand and rummages through, inspecting the items. “Pedialyte?”

“You’d be surprised.” I grin. “I thought I’d take her to breakfast.”

“Good luck waking her.” Rachel plops down on the couch, clutching the tote to her stomach. “Dare I ask what you’re really doing here?”

“It’s probably safer if you don’t.” 

“Fair enough. Hers is the door on the right.” Rachel chuckles.

I snatch the bag from her and ease down the hall, careful to be quiet.

Like a creep, I stand right outside her room and watch as she wiggles and shifts under the comfort of her light pink, floral blanket. The exhausted part of me is dying to climb underneath with her, to feel the warmth of her skin against mine.

The floorboards creak when I step inside. Charlotte rips the blankets off her body, and she scans the room with wide eyes. When they finally spot me just a step inside the door, she pinches her eyes shut and grunts. 

“I didn’t mean to frighten you.” I dangle the bag from my fingertip. “I come in peace and hangover remedies.”

Charlotte sits up, slow and calculated, and rubs her temples, groaning as her muscles shift. Someone hit her drink limit last night.

“What time is it?” 

“A little after nine.”

“How do you know where I live?”

“I dropped Jacob off once.” At the mention of his name, an uneasiness settles between us. He’s the unspoken barrier, at least for me. I can’t speak for her. What I do know is the attraction isn’t one-sided. Jacob or no Jacob, given the chance, we’d rip through each other’s clothes.

“So, whatcha got in there?” She wiggles her fingers for the bag, needy for whatever may take away the searing pain inside her head. I drop it on her lap and turn away.

Her shelves hold dozens of frames with photos of real smiles which mock my own upbringing. Over my shoulder, I see her set random items on the table beside her, darting glances at me. 

“You know, Duke, you’re getting awfully close to being my friend.” The warmth of her smile mirrors in her voice. 

“These your parents?” I pick up a blue frame and show her the picture. A man and woman flank her sides on a porch swing. Charlotte’s legs are tucked underneath her, and a grin worth a million dollars is plastered on her face.

“They are,” Charlotte slips from the comfort of the bed and looks over my arm.

I gape at her tiny, striped, spandex shorts and tiny tank top. When she moves just right, a large portion of her stomach peeks out. Her nipples harden under my watch, and she covers her chest with her arms. 

I thumb the frame. “You guys are close?”

“As close as you can be.” She takes the frame and sets it back on the shelf.

“You’re lucky.” I can’t remember the last time my parents took a photo with me where it didn’t serve a purpose. Genuine love isn’t something my parents are capable of providing. 

“And you’re not?” Charlotte slips back onto her bed, her legs extended in front of her, and pats the spot beside her. 

“Depends on the day. I’ve learned the family you pick is sometimes better than the one you’re born with.” Our legs graze against each other, and an overwhelming sense of vulnerability sparks when we touch. The easiness between us makes me want to spill all my fears to her and pray she has a way to ease them.

“Derks, Lydia, and Randy are your family. Nothing wrong with that, and then you have the fraternity.” She stretches forward, placing a hand on my knee to steady herself. The top on the Gatorade is twisted off, and she guzzles half of the drink. 

“The fraternity is only a means to an end.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m a legacy, meaning my father and grandfather, and every other known ancestor of mine attended Greystone and rushed Sigma Nu.” I shake my head, ashamed I’d fallen into the trap. “At first, I only pledged to stick it to my father, but then after a while, I realized I could use being a brother as a way to build connections.”

“Networking,” Charlotte whispers. “That’s what Jacob use to say. I just never really understood why it took up so much of his time. His whole entire world revolved around that damn house. He was always running off to God knows where.”

“Some take it more serious than others.” Now would be a good time to tell her the truth about her precious boyfriend.

“Well, then he must have been granted the golden star of participation because he was always away.” Charlotte’s lips press into a thin line, and animosity rolls off her like rain on a windshield, blinding me from seeing what she’s really trying to say. 

Angry Charlotte is a sight to behold. She rings her hands together, and her knuckles turn white under the pressure. How horrible of a person do you have to be to be turned on by anger?

“It’s not like I expected him to spend every minute of his day with me, but I do expect someone to want to be around. He just seemed so distant closer to the end,” Charlotte rambles, her words quick, but well thought out. She’s been desperate to get this off her chest.

“I get it. I do.” My attempt at being understanding earns me a laugh. “What?”

“Have you ever been in a relationship?” Her brow furrows. She already knows this answer.

“Well, not exactly.”

“Come talk to me when you’ve invested your whole life in someone, and then you realize he hasn’t done the same. That’s when you’ll understand.” Charlotte pushes off the mattress, and her chin trembles enough for me to notice. Oh shit, is she gonna cry? Please don’t let her start crying. Tears make me nervous.

“He loves you,” I whisper against my better judgement. He may love her, but I want to be the one to fix her problems. Someone needs to explain my feelings to me.

Charlotte dabs the delicate corner of her eye. “Yeah, well, he told me all the time.”

“But words don’t mean shit unless there’s action behind them.” I finish the thought. I don’t know much about love and relationships, but one thing I’m certain of is if you have a girl like the one standing in front of me, you don’t do shit to make her cry.

“Exactly, but enough of that.” She waves her hands and shakes her head, telling me she’s hit her limit.

“You know what will help this hangover of yours?” I slide off the edge of the bed and stand.

“A tranquilizer?” This girl is funny.

“A giant, greasy breakfast.” My finger brushes against the small sliver of skin exposed when her tank top rides up just enough to show that perfect patch of skin I’d give anything to kiss. The intimate touch draws her eyes to my hand. “Now, get dressed. It’ll be my treat.”

I leave the room and lean my head against the closed door, hidden while I collect myself. Dammit. My fist softly pounds the drywall.

Rachel sits with her legs crossed over each other and a large blanket covering every inch up to her neck. She glances at me, abandoning some housewives reality show. 

“So, you like my girl, don’t you?” The grimace on her face as she chugs the Pedialyte makes me laugh.

“You ready to go?” Charlotte drags into the room and kisses Rachel on the crown of her head. “You want to go grab breakfast with us?”

“No, you two go on without me.” She winks at me then lifts her head to address Charlotte. “Next time, let’s cool it on the tequila.”

“Deal.” The two of them high five.

I place my hand low on Charlotte’s back to escort her to my truck.

“I know just the place we can go,” Charlotte announces once we are inside the cab.

Her directions take me to a rundown diner. The booths are worn with age, and the brittle faux leather cushions are cracked and torn. The place gives hole in the wall a brand-new meaning. The service, though, is quick and friendly.

Within seconds of sitting, we place our order and enjoy fresh, hot cups of coffee while we wait.

“We’re friends, right?” Charlotte smooths the initials carved into the corner of the table.

“Sure.” Fuck, where is this going?

“Can I ask you something, then?” She grabs a straw and stirs her coffee. “Who’s the blonde girl? The one from the hospital. I saw her last night at the bar.”

Well, shit.

“Stacey.” Let the questions end here. I don’t want to lie to her.

“Who is she to you?” Is it jealousy I hear?

“She’s no one to me. She’s something to someone else.” I look away at the crowd entering the small diner, hoping Charlotte will stop the inquisition.

“Here you two go.” 

I’ll be dropping a hefty tip on our waitress who just saved me from this conversation.

Charlotte’s eyes widen at the buffet of food she ordered. The way her fork twirls over each of the plates trying to decide which bite to take first is adorable. The girl likes to eat. 

With the first taste of the pancakes, she moans, licking the raspberry syrup from her bottom lip. What kind of fucking hell is this I’m living? I’m going to be rubbing one out tonight to the sound of her eating those damn pancakes. 

She looks up from her newly empty plate and eyes what I have left. 

“I’ll give you some of my sausage, Charlotte.” I run my tongue over my bottom lip. “If you want some.”

Charlotte stands slowly, her petite body leaning over me. Even hung over, her beauty is overwhelming.

“Maybe some other time.” She plucks at her shirt, fanning herself with the cool air. 

“I’m a little offended you didn’t want even a nibble of my sausage.” I poke her in the ribs as we walk out of the diner. 

“I like being around you,” she blurts out. She’s refreshing, and somehow manages to keep me alert. Just when I think that’s it, she gives me just a little bit more. She’s an addiction I’m more than happy to have.

“Likewise.” I help her in the truck and jog around to my side. Charlotte gawks at me. “What?”

“Do you usually open car doors for people?” Why is this girl looking at me like I hung the damn moon?

“People, no. Women, yes,” I answer with a chuckle. “I think Randy would be pretty pissed if I tried to open the door for him.”

“It’s nice. My dad always does it for my mom.” Something magical glistens in her eyes at the memories. 

I imagine Charlotte as a little girl, watching on as her father held the door open for her mother. She admired the way her mom leaned in for a quick but sweet kiss and in that moment, Charlotte sent up a prayer that one day a man would do the same for her.

“Jacob must have done it for you.” I’m such a masochist.

“Maybe every once in a while.” She grits her teeth tight enough, I think they’ll crack under the pressure.

“You’re lying,” I say, turning the keys. I pop the truck into gear and pull out into traffic.

“He never did,” she confesses. “I don’t think it ever crossed his mind as something he should do.”

Her protection of him both intrigues me and makes me wonder why she feels the need to defend him when he’s not here.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re upset with Jacob. Not all the time, but you make small comments,” I say. 

“How do I explain this?” She taps her finger along her tight jaw. “People change, and that’s okay, but sometimes Jacob zigs when I zag. When I see changes in him, I don’t always know how to take them.”

“Like what kind?” 

“He’s in his own world. He’s off creating these memories, and sometimes I get this idea that I’m holding him back.”

“You can’t hold anyone back who doesn’t want to be held back.”

“That’s sort of what I mean. I don’t think he wants to be held back. He stopped doing all the things that made us, us, and then you do these sweet things like opening my car door.” Her eyes blink slowly and water. “And it seems so foolish, but it makes me wonder.”

“Wonder what?” I grip the steering wheel, hoping it keeps me from reaching out and linking my fingers with hers.

“If maybe...” She fidgets with her hair, pulling it up and dropping it back down onto her shoulders.

At the red light, I glance over at her. Out of all my mistakes, this is the biggest one I could’ve made. Her eyes meet mine, and I suddenly want to be a person worthy of Charlotte.

“Maybe it could be better.” I finish her thought, putting her out of her misery. She’s struggling, and I understand why.

“Maybe it could be better,” she whispers.

Maybe it’s time I start being honest.
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Chapter Nine
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Charlotte

“Where are you taking me?” The streets blur while the cool glass chills my cheek. “You said you’d cure my hangover with breakfast, not a field trip.”

Duke rolls his ring around his finger. His attention darts from the front windshield to me, as if looking at either for too long causes him pain.

“I don’t want this morning to end.” His moment of honesty is wrapped in a morning of firsts. Him showing up to the apartment with the adorable bag packed full of hangover remedies had been a surprise. Duke and I crossing over into rocky territory isn’t. We are constantly teetering on the edge of something.

“Neither do I.” I bounce my knee to the beat of the engine’s rumble.

“Maybe it doesn’t have to, then?” 

“Lead the way.” I smile, eager for what will happen next.

It’s noon when we get back to my apartment. Rachel still sits on the couch, cuddled under a blanket, watching the marathon of some reality show. 

“Hey, you’re back,” she calls out. I drop the bags on the table beside her, and she jerks her head around at the noise. “And you’re not alone, either.” 

“We bought ice cream,” Duke states, fidgeting behind me. He’s uncomfortable, and I’m tempted to point out that, although mean at times, Rachel won’t bite him.

“Yummy! What kind?” Rachel rummages through and finds the pint I picked especially for her. She looks at Duke and me with dreamy, excited eyes. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“You can thank Duke. He’s the one who bought it.” I tap him on the stomach.

“Let’s keep him around,” Rachel announces as he scoops up the bags and takes them into the kitchen. 

Let’s keep him around. What if he does go somewhere? I’ve never thought about it, but at some point, this easy friendship may not be so easy anymore. I’m not sure I like the idea of him going away.

Duke steps into the living room with a giant smile on his face, two small ice cream containers in his hand, and spoons in the other. He’s happy, and a part of me hopes it’s not just the Cherry Garcia making him that way.

“We’re going to hang out in my room.” 

Duke heads that way, but Rachel’s cold hand on my wrist stops me. 

“So...” She flutters her eyebrows. “How was breakfast?”

“Delicious.” My mouth waters at the memory of my pancakes.

“Oh, everything in life would be delicious if you’re sitting across from Duke Anderson.” She stuffs ice cream into her mouth, licking every last trace off the spoon.

“Shut up.” I smack her arm. “He might hear you.”

“He knows how hot he is, you know that, right? I mean, the guy has mirrors in his house. If I were you, I’d go into my bedroom, lock the door, and smear ice cream all over his good bits and lick it off.” She jabs her spoon at me. “Now, go. Don’t keep that hot piece of ass waiting.” She shoves on my thigh, pushing me towards the hallway.

Duke gives me a strange look when I step into my room, laughing to myself. 

“Sorry about that.” I glance over my shoulder and back to him, trying to keep a straight face. “Rachel just wanted to talk for a second.”

“And so, you thought you’d leave my hot piece of ass waiting in your bedroom?” 

Shit. I’m sweating, like actually sweating.

“You heard that?” I fan my face with my hand.

“Relax, Charlotte.” He pats the space beside him and offers me ice cream and a spoon. “Although, if you want to dip me in ice cream and lick it off, I can’t say I’d be opposed.”

I cover my face. The second I dare look at him, my cheeks will flush an embarrassing shade of pink Crayola hasn’t discovered yet. Hoping to keep busy long enough to collect my thoughts, I scan the shelf for a movie to watch.

“What are you into?” The sweet scent of vanilla hits me at the same time warmth blankets my back. Damn, he moves quiet. How is he already behind me?

“What about this one?” He reaches past me and grabs The Conjuring.

Oh hell no. I’m not watching a scary movie with this guy.

“That’s fine.” So much for holding my ground. I open the case and slide the DVD into the player, slowly backing up until my knees hit the mattress. 

Duke’s legs lay straight in front of him, and the ice cream carton sits on his lap. He slowly spoons each bite into his mouth, watching the opening credits while I watch him.

Almost forty-five minutes into the movie, he reaches across me for the remote and pauses the movie. 

“You all right over there?” He releases an amused, sexy laugh, and I jerk one of my throws over my lap, needing a distraction.

“I don’t like scary movies,” I admit, tugging the blanket close to my chin.

Duke stands and walks to my DVD collection. His eyes scan the shelves, and I know what he sees.

“You have an awful lot of scary movies to not like them, Char.” Bingo. There it is. The second I admitted that, I knew he’d see the contradiction. “Why do you have so many if you hate them?”

“I buy them, intending to watch them, hoping to break myself of the fear. It’s irrational fear, but it’s a fear nonetheless. So, I convinced myself that if I bought them, then I’d watch them and realize they’re just movies and not things that can actually happen.” How embarrassing is this? I scrape the melted ice cream at the bottom.

“Reality can be scarier than these movies,” Duke whispers, taking the container from me and setting it on the floor. When he’s back on the bed, he watches me. “What else scares you?”

“Disappointing people.” Like word vomit, I spew out the first thing that comes to mind. It’s the truth, though. I hate to think someone sees less than perfection in me. This problem is the reason I’m in the middle of my current situation.

“You can’t live your life like that. Making others happy is an impossible task, and you’ll spend a lifetime trying, but you’ll always come up short.” Duke’s voice is full of conviction. He’s clearly speaking from experience.

“What scares you, Duke?” This is something I’m curious about. He walks through life like nothing can bother him, but there’s more to him than the hard exterior he shows everyone.

“Mediocracy.” His answer surprises me. His head bows, and he tightens his fists, struggling with admitting such a thing.

“I’d love to give you some sort of magical response like you gave me, but I don’t have anything. I think mediocracy is a normal fear for most people, though, so you aren’t alone.” Heat pulses between us as my hand lands on his knee. 

“Growing up the way I did, exceptionalism was the beacon I was pushed towards. I did all right in school, but just enough to get by. I think I did it to piss off my parents more than anything. Have you ever known you could do better, but didn’t?” He leans back against my headboard. 

For a split second, I think about how natural it is to sit on my bed, watching a movie and talking with Duke about what scares us most. This should feel weird. I’ve never done anything like this with anyone besides Jacob. Moments of honesty are sometimes hard to come by, but I appreciate it more because it’s with Duke.

“I know what you mean. Sometimes I don’t feel like I do enough for other people,” I confess. He flexes his knee, and I squeeze. If I’m being honest with myself, touching him makes me feel connected in more ways than one. 

“This coming from the girl who spends every waking moment at the hospital.” Duke scoffs, unamused. 

“I’m not at the hospital right now, am I?” I counter his remark. I’m not at the hospital right now. Reality sets in as I realize I haven’t even thought about Jacob all day. 

Duke slides from the bed, making my hand slip away from his warmth. I wish I didn’t miss the feeling as much as I do. 

“I better go.” His smile wavers. “I have some things to do today.” Liar. He’s not furious, but something has rattled him. He turns to leave.

“Duke.” The muscles in his back stiffen. “You’ll never be mediocre.” My breath hitches when he turns on his heel and faces me with wide, hopeful eyes.

“You of all people could never disappoint anyone, Charlotte.” He leaves, and my room feels smaller and lonelier than usual. 

I listen as he says goodbye to Rachel. When the front door shuts, my best friend runs into my room.

“Did you lick ice cream off each other or what? Give me the dirty details.” Rachel bounces on her heels, excited for any information I’m willing to share.

“I like him,” I exclaim, angry with myself.

Admitting this isn’t easy. I’m not sure I want to like him, but sometimes you have to muscle up the truth. He’s easy to be around, and I find myself wanting him close. The easiness of our friendship is a relief in the middle of the current chaos.
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Chapter Ten
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Duke

Working and having Charlotte here at Murphy’s has me on edge. Her bouncing back and forth to the bar as if everything is normal is a constant mind fuck. I’m not blind. The way she looks at me is enough to make my damn knees want to bow in front of her. She’s on a damn pedestal, and I’m the one holding her up. Things are complicated and moving towards the edge of disaster.

When I see Rachel dancing in the middle of the line, I wave her forward. “Where’s she at?” 

Rachel takes the last sip of her drink, offering me the empty cup. I fill it to brim with our signature mixture and hand it back. She grins, thanking me. “Charlotte’s in the bathroom. Chill out. Why do you even care, huh?” 

Rachel has been trying to get me to say the words. If I speak them out loud, then they’re real. If I stay silent, well, then no harm is done. A little skewed and fucked up, but it’s the system I’m using to make this thing between Charlotte and me easier.

“It’s busy, is all.” I shuffle down the bar to help Lydia with orders. 

Shots and drinks are poured until I can’t focus on any one thing. We’re so busy I forget to keep a look out for Charlotte and Rachel. 

“She’s okay,” Lydia calls to me, catching me scanning the room. “They’re sitting at a table near the dance floor. Derks has already stopped by to check on them. You can unload the worry from your eyes.” 

Okay, so I’m a little on edge. A lot on edge, if others are beginning to notice.

“I’m not worried.” I shake my head, wiping down the bar top.

“Mmhmm...” Lydia raises an eyebrow, circling back to clear out her apron.

I glance over the crowd to make sure the room is in order, and notice a tall guy hovering over Charlotte. He bends down and whispers something in her ear. Worry wrinkles the corner of her eyes, and a look I’ve never seen crosses her flawless face. My entire world is painted red. 

“Lyd, take care of the bar,” I shout, shoving through the crowd.

Ten steps are all it takes to get to her.

“I don’t think so,” Charlotte says to the stranger, returning her attention to Rachel. That’s my girl. Dismiss this asshole.

“Oh, come on, sweetheart. Just one dance.” His smirk says it all. This guy is not used to hearing no. He’s two seconds away from getting a real answer from my fist.

With conviction and determination, she shakes her head. “Like I said before, no, thank you.”

Rachel’s eyes spring wide open when she sees me. She looks like a deer spotlighted in headlights on the side of the highway. Relief floods her expression, and I clear my throat to jostle this assholes attention away from Charlotte.

The stranger rests his hand on the back of Charlotte’s chair, leaning down towards her once again and circling his finger through the ends of her hair. 

“You heard the lady, so why don’t you move along?” My hand wraps around his wrist, and I pull him off, flinging him as far from the table, while resisting the urge to pulverize him into the floor.

“Why don’t you mind your own business?” He squares his shoulder, ready for a fight my body is willing to finish.

“Charlotte, do you want this guy bugging you?” I jerk my thumb at him, and she shakes her head no. He finally takes her response for what it is and rejoins his friends with his tail tucked between his legs.

“How’d you know he was bothering me?” Charlotte question isn’t a simple one, and she knows it. It’s why she asks. Her eyes glow with an eagerness, fishing for information, like the journalist she is.

“I happened to be... I was watching...” How do I say this without sounding like a fucking creep? Let’s be real. I am, by definition, a creep. I’ve watched her every move, and it’s a busy Saturday night. My tips are bound to be shit, and I owe Lydia an apology for placing the brunt of the work on her while I daydream and stand watch for a girl who isn’t even mine.

“You were watching me.” A devastating grin shifts onto her face. The knowledge of my eyes raking over her amuses her.

I lean forward, my lips against her ear. Her perfume, a hint of lavender and honey, sweet like I assume she tastes, clouds every logical thought in my head. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t.”

There’s no need to glance back at her when I walk to the bar. Her blue eyes smolder. The thought of my eyes on her shoots a hot thrill to what I hope is the sweet spot between her legs.

“Jesus, what did you say to her?” Lydia nods her chin over my shoulder. I dry the cups beside the sink.

“Nothing, why?” I lie, placing them on the rack before the next stampede comes through.

“Just wondering why her mouth’s hung open, like she’s waiting for someone to pass by and stick his di–” I cut a stern expression at her.

“Please don’t finish that sentence.” Of course, it’s not a horrible image as long as it’s my dick. I’d come in seconds if those lips were wrapped around me. I adjust myself through my jeans at the thought.

“Remember the time you said you didn’t like Charlotte?” Lydia slides a look to Charlotte and turns on me. “And I said this shit was going to blow up in your face?”

“What’s your point?” I groan, not wanting to hear again what a fucking mess I’m making.

“This is your shit officially blowing up.” Lydia pats me on the shoulder.

We take orders until the bar is nearly empty. When I notice Charlotte and Rachel gone, Randy assures me he walked them to Charlotte’s car since she hadn’t been drinking all night. He also reminds me how big of a pussy I’m being. 

“Okay, boys, it’s time to go,” I usher a group of guys to the entrance, corralling them to leave.

“Did you see her? The bitch wanted me bad. I’d a fucked her until next Sunday, whether she wanted it or not, if it wasn’t for that fuckin’ bartender,” one of them says. 

Standing in the middle of the group is the guy who had harassed Charlotte earlier.

“Excuse me?” I bark. “What the fuck did you just say?”

The guy spins around, clearly drunk out of his damn mind, stumbling to catch his footing as I push him over the threshold and into the parking lot.

“Got a problem?” he challenges, rolling his sleeves up to his elbows. 

Is this guy for real?

“Yeah, we got a real problem, asshole.” I reel back and land one good hit. The guy tumbles like a rock down a steep hill.

“Fuck!” Lydia shouts. “Randy, will you please go make sure he doesn’t kill this guy?”

As if Lydia’s request is a warning to the rest of them, his friends bolt in opposite directions. 

“So far, he’s still alive.” Randy stays back, knowing damn well I wouldn’t put my hands on another person unless I have a good reason.

“Hit me,” I taunt the jackass, poking my cheek and blowing him a kiss.

He swings his arms to loosen them and reels back, readying to throw his first and last punch if I have a say in it. His fist hits me square in the eye. The spot he punched throbs, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. The pain is something I’m willing to endure over and over again if this guy learns a fucking lesson.

“Don’t ever step foot in this bar again, do you understand me? Or I’ll do the world a favor and castrate you,” I shout. 

When Randy moves closer, I shake my head. He’ll wait for the right moment to step in, but not before I rattle a few more punches off on this mother fucker’s face. 

As my anger carries me to an unexpected place, I check out. 

I wake up thinking it was a dream, until I look in the mirror. The rest of the night, how I got to my apartment, and showering, it’s all a blur. 

Even with a night sleep, my nerves still tingle in the morning. I pace up and down the hallway, anxious to release some pent-up energy. Nothing will take away this urgency until I work out. The gym is a refuge. My mind focuses on stretching the limits of what my body is capable of. High school is where it all began. 

My football coach saw I needed an outlet from the outside world. He made me take a weight training class with him, and a few weeks into the semester, my anger dwindled. Most nights, it was the only thing keeping me from losing my cool. My adrenaline flows, and endorphins seep into my veins like crack to an addict. 

A mile and a half into my run, I finally look up to see my sweat streaked face in the mirror. The black eye is a reminder of how far I’m willing to go for her.

When my phone vibrates against my thigh, my hand slams down on the red button. Lydia’s name illuminates the screen.

“Hello?” I take a lung full of air to try to catch my breath. 

“Well, good morning to you, too,” she sings into my ear. “How are you feeling?”

I pull a paper towel from the holder and wipe the sweat from my face. “I’m in the gym, so what do you think?” 

“What are you doing, Duke? What’s the end game?” Her voice rings with command. 

Even if I do sleep with Charlotte, where will it get me? She’ll still be with Jacob, and I know once with her will never quench the thirst she causes.

“I’m not doing anything, Lyd.” She can’t see me, but I roll my eyes anyway. 

“I see the way you two watch each other across the room,” she huffs, knocking me on my ass.

“That’s enough. I know you worry about me, but stop.” I pull the phone away to look at the time. “I have to go.”

“Through all of this, don’t forget you’re a good guy.” The call goes silent, and I allow her words to sink in.

“I’ll see you later tonight.” I hang up and jump back on the treadmill.

With my headphones secured in my ears, I blare the music and pump out another two miles. My shoes connecting with the tread is a perfect form of therapy. My muscles straining to perform is what I need to drown out Lydia’s accusations. Acknowledgement makes it a real sort of bullshit that will never work.

By the time I finish my long workout, it’s eleven. I rush through my shower and glance at my phone to see if I have any missed texts or calls. Nothing. I open the HOME screen and skim through my contacts, passing Charlotte’s name several times before starting a new message. 

Hey — No, that won’t work.

Want to grab dinner? — Too fucking needy.

Why didn’t you say goodbye last night? — Jesus, I better check to make sure I haven’t grown a vagina.

I toss my phone on the bed, running my fingers through my damp hair and tugging at the ends. This is a bunch of bullshit. She’s not my girlfriend. How her day is going is none of my business. Fuck. I want it to be.

*****
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A loud pound on my front door startles me, and I wrap a towel around my waist and check the clock on my cable box.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

“Give it a rest. It’s midnight,” I holler, quickening my pace to stop the assailant from busting down my apartment door. “On a Sunday for that matter.” I whisper the last part, agitated with my visitor for interrupting me from climbing into bed to jerk off. Too much pent-up energy is not a good thing for a guy like me. I haven’t hooked up with anyone in... FUCK! When did Charlotte and I start hanging out?

“Open up, Duke, right now.” Charlotte yells. Speaking of jerking off. “I’m serious. I can hear your big ass feet clomping around in there.” She smacks her fist against the door again as I open it. 

“Good evening, Charlotte. Fancy running into you here.” Damn. Is this girl trying to kill a guy? What is she wearing? The lightweight sweater shifts, exposing her shoulder when she shivers from the cool wind. Can her black leggings be any tighter? They leave zero to the imagination. I adjust myself, less than discreetly, at the sight of her.

She leans into the doorframe and glares at me, focusing her attention on my black eye. “He wasn’t lying,” she says with a loud sigh. Her tiny fingers reach up to touch near my brow, but I shift before they connect. 

“It’s all good. Just a bruise.”

She rams past me and enters my apartment. “And why do you have the bruise?” 

“Please, come on in.” I shut the door, barricading us inside the small space. I’m far too observant of the fabric slipping lower on her arm. The hint of her black lace bra peek-a-boos out to say hello.

“I’m not kidding, Duke. Tell me why you have the bruise.”

I pull the towel tighter around my waist. “Something tells me you already know.”

Charlotte, for the first time, zones in on my lack of clothing. I allow the towel to slip a centimeter, and her eyes bulge. That’s right, baby, take a good, long look.

“Wait ‘til you see the whole package.” I wink, and her face shifts and contorts between anger and amusement. 

“Will you put some clothes on?” She bites her bottom lip like she’s trying to stop herself from saying anything else.

“Why, am I distracting you?” My tongue glides along the inside of my cheek. I’m half-tempted to drop the towel and give her a show.

“Quit being cute and put some clothes on,” she demands, clamping her jaw tight.

“So, you think I’m cute, then?” I break out into a wide smile, taunting her.

Unamused, she raises her eyebrow, and I do as she says, choosing to forgo a shirt. I waltz back into the room, and her eyes focus on my chest. She sees something she wants to touch, and I’ll be damned if I wouldn’t allow her to explore every dip and ripple. Her fingers dig into her thighs. The thought of what they’d feel like digging into mine is enough to drive a man mad.

“You get in bar fights, and you read.” She laughs this sweet sound I’m sure has caused many guys to want to sweep her off her feet. 

“You’re surprised?”

“What’s not to be surprised about? Now, tell me why you got into a fight.”

“I lost my cool.” I sigh. “The guy who wouldn’t leave you alone last night, I overhead him saying some things that made my blood boil.”

“And that’s reason enough to get in a fight? Some stupid guy talking shit?” She narrows her disappointed eyes at me. 

I step away, knowing I’m about to show my cards. “Why do you care what I do?” Smooth, Duke. Flip the table on her.

She runs her thumb over the edge of the bookcase. “You know why,” she whispers.

“Quit with the bullshit, Charlotte,” I demand, and her eyes widen. “They were talking about you. Saying vile things. Yes, I lost my shit. What do you expect? They were talking about you.” 

Please don’t ask questions. 

I need to escape this conversation before I tell her the truth. Some stranger putting his hands on her aches in the depths of every bone in my body. The thought of her being hurt, it’s unbearable.

“Why? Who am I to you? Why do you care what they say?” she asks, but she knows the reason, the same way I know why she’s here right now.

“You’re Jacob’s, and I sort of thought we were friends.” Fuck it, I’ll keep lying and pretend my actions have nothing to do with her being under my skin.

I sit down on the couch, facing the wall away from her.

“I can’t have you out there getting the crap beaten out of you. I have enough people to worry about. The last thing I need is for you to be in the hospital. Just another thing I’m to blame for,” she explains. Her ass plops down on the sofa beside me. 

“I can handle myself. I’d do it all over again if given the chance,” I admit.

She peers at me through her long, thick eyelashes. “Well, don’t, okay?” 

“Fine,” I deadpan.

She shakes her head and laughs, nudging me with her elbow. “You’re so full of shit, Duke.” 

“It’s my job. If you come into Murphy’s, and someone isn’t acting right, then I will correct them.” It’s true. If I heard any man speaking about a woman in the manner in which those assholes were, I’d step in. The difference is I’d stop after one hit. This guy didn’t get the same courtesy. No, he got an ass beating. A well-deserved one, while his friends ran, knowing damn well I’d give it to them if they tried to butt in.

As if a lightbulb flips on in her head, her eyes light up with surprise. “You’re the reason those bouncers kept a close eye on Rachel and me.”

“Maybe.” I shrug. “Is that why you came over here, to ask me about this?” 

Her tongue dances across her lips, wetting them until there’s a perfect sheen. “I came because we’re friends, and all.” 

“We’re friends.”

Her shirt rises and falls with her deep breaths, stretching under the pressure. Maybe the fabric will slip just enough to show me what the rest of that lace bra looks like against her porcelain skin. What the hell am I doing? Look away. 

“So, what now?” she asks. “It’s late, but I’m here, so you want to hang out?”

“You and me, hang out?”

“Yeah, you know, two people spending an undisclosed amount of time together until one or both of us can’t stand each other.” She smirks. 

God, she’s a smart aleck.

“I know what hanging out means. I’m just not really a hangout kind of guy.” My confession sounds even dumber when I hear it slip from my mouth.

She pulls her knee onto the couch and turns towards me. “You and Jacob hang out.” Her full attention is on me.

“Yeah, but he doesn’t have...” I pause before the word slips from my mouth. 

“Were you going to say boobs, Duke?” Charlotte giggles uncontrollably, and the sound makes my heart flutter. Can a guy’s heart even flutter? Fuck, that’s a new sensation. “You were, weren’t you? You’re a ridiculous human being.”

“No, I’m a man, and no man can be friends with a woman without wanting to sleep with her at least once.” I stand and walk into the kitchen. I come back and pop the top on a beer and hand it to Charlotte, which she gladly takes. 

“Jacob and I were friends first,” she argues. It would be valid if they weren’t in a full-fledged relationship.

I raise an eyebrow. “And what are you now?” 

“But what does that mean for us?” Charlotte ignores my question. She leisurely leans back into the couch cushion, looking every bit like my personal wet dream. Her stare drifts to my bare chest and she takes a long pull from the bottle.

“There’s exceptions to the rules. Take, for instance, Lydia. We’re friends, but that’s because she’s more like a sister to me.”

“What about me?” Charlotte asks, shyly disguising her face behind her bottle. 

No, she’s nowhere near like a sister to me.

“You’re Jacob’s.” I take a drink of beer to cool down. Talking about her in any capacity other than the one option we have is winding me tight. “Off limits.”

“And if I wasn’t?” Her lip buckles under the strength of her teeth as she bites down on the plump mound. I’d give anything to feel their softness beneath mine. 

Fucking insightful, Duke. Write it in your damn diary. 

Charlotte fidgets. The question leads me to presume something I know isn’t possible. But since she crossed it, my mind wants to explore. 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” She corrects herself when I don’t answer right away.

This is where the trouble comes. Charlotte and I have both done it. We overstep and then backtrack. The problem with our little dance is things said can’t be forgotten when they affect us the way we seem to do to each other.

“Yes, you did, Charlotte.” I clear the fog from my head, resting my arm on the back of the couch. My fingers are desperate to touch her hair. “And to answer your question, no. You’re too nice a girl for me.” Lies. It’s all a bunch of lies.

“You mean, I’m not easy. I’ve seen the girls who hang around you. It doesn’t seem like you have to work too hard for attention.” 

“For me, girls have always been simple to figure out.”

“I bet.” Her tone is full of irritation, which thrills me. She doesn’t like my answer to her question. Jealousy is hard to hide, even for the best of us, and right now, it is screaming from her eyes for me to listen.

“There’s a difference between girls and women. Girls bat their eyelashes and put everything they have to offer on the table. Women, well, they prove their worth with their personality and what’s up here.” I lightly tap on her temple, and she shivers. Imagine what else I could do to her. “They don’t need to flaunt their assets to let men know they’re worth the trouble. We already know they are.”

“And you just haven’t found a woman yet?”

“No, I’ve found one.” I tread deep water, knowing I may never make it to shore if I push on. “The thing is sometimes they’re right in front of me, but circumstances never align quite right.”

Neither of us say a single word. Charlotte’s breath becomes erratic, and my hand is desperate to touch her heart, to witness how fast it beats. 

“I better get going.” She sets her beer on the coffee table and stands.

“Yeah, okay, that’s probably best.” I follow her to the front door. My hand rests on the top frame as I open it wide. She ducks under my arm to leave. “This has been exceptionally weird.”

“I didn’t mean to...” She pauses. “I made it awkward again, right?”

“I would’ve never crossed the line. I respect you too much.” My attempt to ease her mind fails. 

She lifts her hand. For a split second, I stop breathing. I’d give anything to feel her brushing my hair from my eyes. It falls back to her side, and I’m not afraid to admit I’m disappointed.

“Thank you.” Relief paints her face. “I better go.”

I rub the stress from the back of my neck.

Charlotte waves over her shoulder and disappears around the corner. I slam the front door, and as I lean against it, the coolness on my back helps the fire in my veins die down. 

What the fuck am I doing?
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Chapter Eleven
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Charlotte

From the second I wake up, the odd encounter is all I think about. To getting into the shower, and now sitting at the kitchenette devouring a bowl of Fruit Loops, all I see is the way Duke’s eyes smoldered and darkened. He wanted to kiss me. Fuck, I wanted to kiss him. I’ve never been looked at like he did last night, and I don’t know what that means.

“Explain it to me again,” Rachel asks, dumping a hearty helping of cereal into a random bowl left on the counter.

“How do you know that isn’t dirty?” I flick the rim of the bowl she’s pouring milk into. She shrugs and dunks her spoon to the bottom and takes a giant bite.

“So, you went to Duke’s apartment to do what, exactly?” She sits down beside me.

“Find out why he got into a fight. Wes told me he heard about it around campus, and...” My explanation drifts off into thin air. I have no excuse for going over there, and from the way my best friend is staring at me, I’d say she agrees. “What? We’re friends.”

“Duke Anderson and I are friends. You two are a whole different mess.” Her eyes narrow, and I hate what they insinuate. 

“We can be friends.” The whine in my voice tells the truth. 

“Most friends don’t look at each other like they want to rip each other’s clothes off.” She chortles. “So, what’s the plan for today?”

She clearly doesn’t believe me, and for the first time, I’m also questioning what is and isn’t happening between Duke and me.

“I have class.” I feign excitement. 

“You going to the hospital?” Rachel pulls her hair into a top knot.

“What kind of question is that?” I raise my eyebrows. A day hasn’t passed since the accident where I haven’t spent a portion, large or small, by Jacob’s side. No, that’s not true. Since Friday, not a single moment of my day had been consumed by anything other than Duke. How did that happen?

The guilt I feel, but shouldn’t, settles in. What if Jacob wakes up? What if he takes his last breath, and I never apologize? Our last conversation hadn’t gone how I’d wanted.

“A stupid one.” She shrugs. “Just make sure to take care of yourself in the process. It’s okay to put yourself first once in a while. You don’t owe anyone anything.” With a kiss on my crown as she passes, she leaves me with a bit of wisdom I never asked for but need.

While I get ready, I think about what Rachel said. Maybe it’s about time I put myself first. It’s okay to be selfish every so often. I pull out my phone and click a few buttons.

Me: You busy today? Want to meet up?

Duke: When and where?

Me: Library @ noon?

Duke: See you then.

My guilt is replaced with regret. I tuck my phone into my purse. Rachel mentioned for me to relax and take time for myself, so why is it Duke’s face comes to mind with those instructions? I’m treading on thin ice, with a crack down the middle, spidering outwards, begging for sweet release under the weight. 

My morning classes go by at a snail’s speed. My lab partner in Chemistry complains the entire hour about my behavior. I can barely focus during my Ethics in Journalism lecture. The stress may be getting to me, or perhaps, it’s been getting to me for a while. My pride is what’s been stopping me from admitting the truth. I’m in over my head, with all of it. 

School. Jacob. Work.

And now Duke.

I’m crumbling, and everyone around me knows how unstable it’s all becoming.

The walk to the library is chilly. The air is cool and wet. I cross my arms over my chest to stay warm, having left my coat on the couch this morning.

My usual spot in the far back corner is empty. I glance over the balcony. Every table is filled with students cramming information into their minds to prepare for their impossibly demanding classes. I know the feeling all too well.

By noon, my books are scattered over the large table, opened to their respective pages. I do my best to correlate material from each one to make a complete thought. Sort of like what I’m doing with Duke at this exact moment. 

He stands at the top of the steps, scanning over the space. His black leather jacket forms perfectly to his body. He’s all broad shoulders and sexy hair.

My mind catalogues my body’s response. The way my shoulders relax at the sight of him. The flutter in my stomach. Deepening breaths that burn my chest. 

A smile stretches on his lips when he sees me watching him. The chair squeaks as he pulls it out and takes a seat, dropping his backpack on the ground. The drawstrings on his heather grey hood hang loose down the front, and I resist the urge to toy with them.

“The library, huh?” Duke leans forward, but his eyes don’t focus on me. Instead, they widen and scan the space, like I’ve just invited him to Hogwarts.

“Don’t spend much time here?” I giggle, and his head snaps back to me.

“I’m more of a solitary studier. This many people around would drag my attention away.” He shrugs. “People watcher.”

“That’s why I study up here.”

“It’s quiet because this is where people go to hook up. It’s so secluded, there’s no way to get caught.” 

Why does he have to look at me with those smoldering eyes and cute smile? Now, all I can think about is us hooking up. Snap out of it, Charlotte. 

“Hook-up? No, they don’t. I study up here every week, and I’ve never seen anyone hooking up.”

“My guess is your nose is too far into your books, and you don’t hear them slinking up the steps.” 

“Duke, that only happens in movies.” I twist in my chair, inspecting my surroundings.

“Whatever you say.” He holds his hands up, relenting his side of the argument. “So, why’d you beckon me to the library? To hook up?” 

His playful joke feels like more than that. 

“Since when is it a crime to enjoy your company?” He has a right to be confused. We sort of have a tit-for-tat thing going on.

Duke strums his knuckles on the table. “Depends.”

I love the way his lips curl in the corner when he’s being playful. 

“On what?” I lean back in my chair, testing him, or more like goading him.

“What do you plan on doing with me?” His voice is deep, and every word is said with seduction and willingness. The air outside is cool, but dammit, Duke’s presence compensates with a certain kind of heat when we are this close together.

“Where are you supposed to be right now?” I softly kick at his backpack.

“Where I’m at.” Duke bites the corner of his bottom lip and checks over the mess in front of us. “How’s the article going?”

“Slow moving. I’ve had a hard time scheduling with Mr. St. James. I think I have enough from Derks, but I’m still planning on shadowing him, which will be interesting, to say the least.”

“I have to ask, why journalism?” Duke peels his jacket off like a damn model, exposing his toned arms one at a time.

“We all deserve the truth, Duke, and sometimes it gets lost in our own reality. I think that’s what’s wrong with our world. No one is willing to tell the kind of truth that can hurt others, but the way I see it, not knowing the true story is just as painful.” Maybe I should start telling the truth I’m always searching for in my stories.

“Wow,” Duke exclaims.

“What?” Duke’s scent hits me.

“You’re poetic.” He dips his chin, hiding everything I need to see.

“No one has ever called me poetic,” I admit. 

He glances up, and our eyes lock. We’re stuck in unrelenting time. 

Discomfort settles deep within the walls of my heart. The word is intimate and sincere to the point of being unbearable. A guy like him shouldn’t look at me the way he is now. Does my stare resemble his? Shit. I know it does.

“You’re passionate, is all. That’s all I meant.” Duke can backtrack all he wants, but my heart felt those words.

A beautiful ache forms in my lower belly. The innate urge to reach out and touch him filters from my heart, until it reaches the tips of my fingers. He runs his ring along the edge of the table, pulling me away from my wild dream.

“Yeah, well, I just hope it comes through in the article. This is my first real shot, and I don’t want to blow it.” Confidence isn’t easy to come by.

“You’re nervous.” Does he have to be so observant?

“I don’t know much about Ari St. James, but what I do know is he doesn’t allow many people close to him, especially the press.” I’m nervous about this interview. Derks has been a breeze. He’s easygoing. Ari St. James, according to what I read, hasn’t been interviewed since he allegedly attacked a reporter. Of course, there was no evidence of the crime.

“He’s definitely not known for his giving personality,” he scoffs.

Animosity rolls off Duke’s shoulders in waves. His eyes deflect around the room. The thighs of his jeans are going to rip if he keeps assaulting the fabric like that. His lips curl, and even though he’s fuming, he’s adorable. Ari has clearly not left a good impression on Duke to garner this kind of reaction.

“Do you know something?” I brace my forearms on the table and lean into Duke’s space, eager to see what he has to say. Our knees brush, and enough electricity to bathe our town in light surges through my body.

His hair falls into his eyes, and I wonder what it would feel like to brush it back to reveal his intoxicating green eyes. Would they stare at me like it’s the first time seeing me? Maybe he’d look at me as if he’s known me forever.

“Look at you.” He chortles, leaning back in his chair. The heat from our connection disappears. “You’re fully intrigued.” Ari St. James is a surprising tick for him.

“You should expect nothing less from me.” I smirk, mirroring his position in my own chair.

“So, any news on Jacob?” Duke changes the subject. It’s like throwing water onto a flame, forcing down the heat before it grows to uncontrollable proportions.

“Doctors seem hopeful.” My generic answer doesn’t work on Duke. His eyes burn into me, letting me know it’s okay to say whatever I need to say. “Every day that passes is more painful. There’s a lot I still need to say to Jacob, and if he doesn’t wake up, I’m afraid I’ll never get the chance to apologize.”

“Apologize?” 

“Sometimes guilt feels heavier when you can’t talk about it.” Well, that’s about as honest as I’ve ever been with Duke.

“And why can’t you talk about it?”

“Do you want to get out of here?” I stand and gather my things, stuffing papers between the pages of my textbooks. This will all be a mess to organize later, but I need an out. My guilt about Jacob’s accident isn’t something I’m ready to talk to Duke about.

“Sure.” Duke slides on his jacket, and my mind blanks at the sight of the soft leather skimming over his arms and covering his tattoos. The act is every bit normal, but my heart races, and my palms sweat.

“You okay?” Duke’s deep voice breaks me free from the shackles of watching him.

“Yeah, sorry, just got lost there for a second.” If by lost, I mean completely thinking about what the leather would feel like on my skin, then sure.

The weight of my backpack on my shoulder almost feels as heavy as my guilt over the accident, but more so, my undeniable attraction to Duke. I walk outside and glance around. It was my idea to get together and then to get out of the library. Now, I feel like a fish out of water, unsure of how I need to breathe and my next move to get to safety.

Duke steps around me, and I follow him to the parking lot. He unlocks the door to his truck and swings it open for me.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask as he slips behind the wheel. The overhead mirror is a perfect distraction. My messy bun is a perfect reflection of my life. “I get nervous around you.” I slam the mirror shut and shift forward to gain Duke’s attention. “I don’t know why I said that, but you do” —I tilt my head from side to side— “make me nervous.”

He flicks the radio off, and suddenly, the silence squeezes the life from my body. “Why do you think that is?” 

My lungs fill and release, and my words tumble behind the breath. “Maybe it’s the way you carry yourself. You’re so sure, all the time. You give off a ‘fuck you’ kind of attitude.” 

“Is it a bad thing?” Duke’s voice lowers. Curiosity burns in his stare.

“It’s an unexpected thing.” I offer him a smile of reassurance. “You’re a frat boy, Duke, and I don’t know if you’ve looked in the mirror lately, but nothing about you screams polos and yacht clubs.”

“Don’t you think you’re being a bit stereotypical?” He drums the ring on his thumb against the steering wheel to a tune only he can hear. “Not all frat boys are seconds away from popping their collars and cashing out their trust fund.”

“You know what I mean!” I exclaim.

“No, I really don’t. Do explain.” He glances at me, not worried about pulling out of the parking spot.

“It’s the hair.” I graze my fingers along the base of his neck. He doesn’t move to look at me, but his spine stiffens.

“What?” Duke’s skeptical tone says he’s unsure of where I’m going with this. I can’t necessarily blame him.

“Rachel claims your hair has an effect on some girls.” I wonder how silly I sound from his side of the truck.

“Some girls? Or you?” He chuckles. “And what kind of effect are we talking about?”

“You know...” I dodge the question, fiddling with the straps on my bag.

“No, Charlotte, I don’t know. Enlighten me.” He runs his thumb along his bottom lip once he has my full attention. He knows what he’s doing, right? He has to. 

“Well, certain physical features make a girl squirm.” Heat rises to my cheeks. I lean forward to hide my embarrassment. Am I really saying this? I wish he’d stop, or else I’m going to start a fire by rubbing my legs together.

“Like what?” The humor in his voice cuts the cord holding onto my nerves. His cheeks clench tight. The grin stretches under his quick restraint.

“This isn’t funny, Duke!” I slap his arm. The rumble of my laughter fills the small space.

“Oh, sweetheart, this is entirely funny.” He looks at me. “You are so uncomfortable in your own skin. You can say it, you know?”

“And what is it you think you know so well, huh?” I roll my eyes, cross my arms over my chest, and inch away from Duke.

“You want to fuck me.” His unapologetic tone hits me straight between the legs.

“What?” I huff. “Huh? What are you talking about?” That’s it, play dumb. That always works.

“We’re both grown adults, Char. You can admit you’re attracted to me. Hell, it’s unbearable sometimes to stand beside you and not rip your clothes off. The smell of your perfume or body wash or whatever that delicious scent rolling off you is, makes me want to lick just about every inch of you.” 

I cover my throat at his honesty, in hopes to stifle the yelp dying to release. “I will admit to no such thing, and thank you. It’s my perfume.” 

“Okay, fine, but let the record show, I already know you think about me when you’re lying in bed at night.” Duke smirks over at me. “When you first crawl in, the room is dark, so there’s no guilt about your thoughts. Maybe you take your small hand and run it down your stomach, teasing the waistband of your panties with the tips of your fingers until all five of them are hidden from sight, but you can feel them.” He releases a guttural moan. “Oh, you can feel them, and then one slips between, rubbing that spot you know is there, but no one’s ever found. Yet.”

I smack him across the chest, jostling him from his provocative day dream. “Knock it off.” Please don’t stop. “Now, where are we going?” It takes everything in my being to stop myself from thinking about the miserable ache dying to be rubbed out.

He glances at me, his eyes smoldering as they catch my knees rubbing together to ease some of the pain his words cause. “Where else do you go when you want to escape?”

“Who said I needed an escape?” In reality, I need exactly that. Something to clear my mind and ease my achy heart is on the menu with Duke.

“A girl has never called me in the middle of the day except for two things.” He laughs. “A quickie or an escape. Since you aren’t the quickie kind of girl, I’d say it’s safe to say you could use a good laugh.”

*****
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“Just so we’re clear, I look ridiculous.” I model the plastic vest strapped across my body. Heat flames my cheeks.

“Okay!” The arcade attendant presses a button on my vest. “It’s you two versus them. Think you can handle that?”

Duke makes faces at the two kids beside us. They both grimace and stick their tongues out.

“Well, since they’re ten, I’d say we can handle it.” Duke sticks his tongue out, and I sputter out a laugh. This playful, child-like side of him is endearing and hard to come by.

For an hour, Duke dives dramatically from obstacle to obstacle, shooting wildly without any regard for a target. I do my best to keep up through all the hilarity. I haven’t had this much fun in, I don’t know how long, but I don’t want it to stop. I could live in moments like this forever.

“Cover my back,” I yell. We scurry across the course, darting behind one of the larger walls. The room is pitch black with occasional various colored laser beams, set on a timer to enhance the experience.

“You having fun?” Duke’s out of breath. His chest rises and falls, and he gasps for air between his words and laughter.

“A day to forget is what I needed.” I kneel in front of him.

“What are you trying to forget, Charlotte?” 

What am I trying to forget? Everything. 

“Have you ever had a weight sitting on your chest?” I sit and rest my head against the felt wall.

“All the time.” Duke leans forward, propping his forearms on his knees. “I have a pretty shitty situation with my parents. It’s the one consistent thing in my life. Disappointing them is my normal.”

“I’m almost positive I caused Jacob’s accident,” I unload. “We got into an argument that night, and he stormed out.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Duke consoles me. 

“Sometimes you don’t need the details to shoulder the burden of blame.” I stand and finish our game. I catch Duke watching me. A worried expression taints his face until the lights brighten. He cares, but is it me he cares about?

“Times up,” Duke hollers over one of the barriers. “We won.”

“We’re ten, dude,” one of the kids says, passing by Duke. 

I break out in a merciless laugh, biting down on my bottom lip to stifle my amusement. “Sorry, I can’t stop laughing.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Duke heads towards the exit, where a worker waits to take our vests.

“What now?” I ask, hoping to not let the day end quite yet. “Want to see if those boys want you to kick their ass in some bowling?”

“No, but we could bowl, though.” Duke walks to the double doors leading to the alley.

“You think you can out bowl me?” I raise an eyebrow and grin, waltzing by and adding an extra sway to my hips. He’s behind me. I’m certain his eyes are on my ass, and not an ounce of me feels guilty. Something about that both scares and thrills me.

Since Duke paid for laser tag, I scurry to the front desk to cover a game of bowling and two pairs of shoes. 

“What size are you?” He reaches for his pocket, but I wave him off. “What size shoe are you?”

“Twelve, please.” Duke speaks directly to the attendant. 

Our shoes are a strange comparison of his large to my small. Large feet, check. Large hands, check. Large... my eyes scan down to his pants. Jury still out.

We type our names on the screen, and of course, I demand mine be first. Duke doesn’t protest, only laughs as I attempt to find the perfect ball, set up my shot, and roll my ball down the lane. 

Eight pins fall, but I split the others, leaving them as far away from each other as possible.

“Good luck with that,” Duke whispers in my ear. Over my shoulder, he smiles the sexiest smirk, and I’m immediately uncomfortable from the easy attraction, which hasn’t died down. A part of me, the hopeful part, assumed it would. In no world are Duke and I meant to be something, but along the way, we’ve shifted and tilted into the something we aren’t allowed to be.

I set up again and hurl the ball down the lane, only for it to slip by without grazing one of the pins. Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.

“Better luck next time.” He kisses the side of my head as he passes. His eyes widen, mirroring my own, but neither of us say anything. The sweet contact causes my heart to stutter and catches me off guard. The idea behind the kiss is friendly, but the intent is much heavier.

I sit down behind the score screen, and Duke rolls a strike. He cheers, raising his arms in the air, and spins to me for equal enthusiasm, his lower abs exposed and a grin on his lips a mile wide.

“Did you just see that?” He plops down next to me.

I slump down in the seat, and the lanes blur in front of me. “Yeah, I saw.”

“Char, you’re up.” 

“Why did you do that?” The better question is why did I like it so much?

“Do what?” He shakes his head as if I’ve confused him.

“You just kissed my temple. You text me to say goodnight. We flirt, but that... that was something entirely different. It was intimate.” Please don’t stop doing these things. As confusing as they are, they make me happy.

Duke stalls, scanning through the settings on the screen before slumping back into his seat.

“Remember when I said how easy it is to be around you?” Duke drums his ring on the plastic surrounding the screen. “Like impossibly easy.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“It is when I’m me, and you’re you.” He raises his brow, challenging me to contradict his words. 

I can’t though. He’s completely right. Duke and I are impossibly easy, and our simple connection makes everything much more difficult. 

We don’t mention it the rest of the game. Actually, we don’t mention anything. Instead, we watch every move the other makes without exchanging a single word.

“Is there any way you could drop me off at the hospital?” I ask Duke when he pulls into traffic.

He clutches the steering wheel, strangling the leather under his grip.

“Yeah, sure thing.” He shakes his head, a distant look in his eyes.

The parking lot is no more packed than any other hospital in America. Emergencies. Trauma. It’s the way of my world these days.

“Thank you for today, Duke.” I swivel in my seat. “It was exactly what I needed.”

He smiles. “Tell Jacob I said hey.” With a shift of his spine, he no longer looks at me, and I instantly miss his eyes.

I shut the door of his truck and wave as he drives off, catching him peeking at me in the rearview mirror.

The nurses say hello as I pass with slow, calculated steps and uncertain feelings.

“Hey, Jacob,” I whisper when I enter the room. The lights are dim, and the television makes quiet noise in the background. The whir of machinery rings deep in my ears, a sound I’m growing too accustomed to. 

“Looks like someone didn’t want you to be alone.” I click the power button, and the screen turns black. 

“These one-sided conversations are becoming weird.” I reach out for his hand. Lifeless but warm. “We’ve failed each other. You’re all I’ve ever known, Jacob. You were my own slice of Heaven.” 

The only problem is Heaven brings happiness. It’s shiny lights and cloudless days. Everything anyone could ever want. Sometimes, when you get past all the euphoria, you catch a glimpse of hell wrapped in tattoos, darkness, and torture. The kind of torture that kisses you on the temple to remind you it’s there, waiting.
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Chapter Twelve
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Duke

I slip in line behind Charlotte at the campus coffee shop. She senses someone, so she glances over her shoulder and does a double take. 

“Hey.” Her eyes are wild and unsure. The barista drags her attention away, and she orders her coffee. Decaf, black. Her coffee order is imbedded into my mind.

Charlotte steps off to the side and blows on the lid of her coffee.

The girl behind the counter smiles when her eyes pass to me in line. I step up and order my black coffee. The way the girl pulls her hair behind her ear, tossing it over her shoulder in a display of catching my attention is obvious. It may have worked for me in the past. Not when Charlotte is standing beside me with that damn stirring straw in her mouth. It’s not even in her coffee cup, so why does she have it?

“Thank you,” I say to the barista, taking the coffee. I grab a sleeve and eye her name and number scribbled on my drink.

Charlotte flicks the cup. “Dolly, huh?” A sarcastic laugh waits on her tongue.

“Seems so.” I shrug. A barista scribbling her name and number on my cup is a normal occurrence. “What brings you to campus?”

“Finishing up some last-minute questions for my interview on Sunday,” Charlotte explains. “What about you?”

At the mention of her interview, my mind goes blank. Since my visit to the warehouse, I haven’t had another run in with Ari. 

Everything Jacob and Ari related has been quiet. I’ve managed to keep my hands clean of the whole mess. Lydia put the whole thing into perspective. When I mentioned maybe paying him another visit, she made it clear Ari would take it as a threat and lash out even more. My biggest worry is once Charlotte waltzes through his office doors, he’ll have no choice but to make a move. 

“Earth to Duke.” She waves her hand in front of my face.

“Sorry, what?” Focus, Duke.

“Why are you on campus?” Charlotte holds the cup to her mouth. She stills. The perfect curve of her lip distracts me.

Earlier this morning, I ran into Rachel outside of my ‘too early for a Tuesday’ ethics class. She spilled Charlotte would be around campus, catching up on work for the newspaper. 

“I was actually looking for you,” I admit, glancing away. “And what interview? I thought you already interviewed Derks.” I’m blunt and crass most days, so this playing dumb about Ari is painful to me.

“I did, which reminds me, I shadow him tomorrow.” She pulls out her phone and clicks her fingers against the screen, glancing up at me every so often. “This interview is for Ari St. James.”

“I’m surprised he agreed to an interview.” Of course, he agreed to one. He’s like a cat chasing a mouse. Charlotte will be batted around the yard before he goes in for the kill. “There has to be someone better to interview. You’re trying to tell me there is no other alumni who stayed around and done good?”

Charlotte shrugs, unsure of where to go with our conversation. “You said you were looking for me?” she asks, retracting to my previous comment.

“I need your help.” No, I don’t. “Furniture. I need new furniture.” What the actual fuck am I talking about? I don’t need new couches. I have new couches. 

She laughs uncomfortably. “And you want me to help you lift it?” 

“Hardly.” I squeeze her arm. “These twigs couldn’t lift a couch if your life depended on it. What I need is a female’s touch.” Her eyes widen, and an adorable pink hue creeps onto the apples of her cheeks. “A female’s perspective. Opinion. Whatever,” I stumble. “Fuck, maybe I need a woman’s touch. Lack of sex is making my head full of mush.”

“I have plenty of opinions, so I’m your girl. For the furniture. Not the sex.” She walks in the opposite direction.

“I wish,” I mutter under my breath. Fuck, I need to quit thinking these things. Maybe Charlotte and I are spending so much time together, it’s clouding my judgement.

“Where are you going?” Charlotte’s already twenty paces in front of me.

She turns around and walks backwards. “My car’s this way.”

“My truck is this way.” I refuse to let her drive.

“Are we really going to do this?” she questions, her hands extended. “Too big of a man to let a woman drive?”

I’ll show you what kind of man I am.

“Oh, see, now that’s not fair.” Two steps, and we’re eye to eye. “If I put my foot down and demand to drive then I’ll appear to be a misogynist, but...” —I hold up a finger— “if I don’t drive, I’ll be a complete pussy, riding shotgun in what I assume is a reliable, sensible vehicle.”

She smirks, holding back her laughter. “It’s a Corolla.” 

“See.”

“Don’t be such a guy, Duke. I need to stop by the apartment before we go anyway, so just let me drive.” She tilts her head back toward the parking lot behind her. “And plus, delivery’s free at Central Furniture.”

“How do you know where I plan on shopping?”

“Female opinion you were looking for.” She raises her hand. “Central has the best furniture if you are interested in anything other than a futon.”

“Fine, just this time.” I follow her out into the parking lot. Of course, she drives a Corolla. They’re reliable, much like herself. The taillights blink, and I slide into the compact passenger seat.

“So, Lydia has been giving me trouble about you. She has a theory.” I glance at Charlotte.

“And what is this theory?” With her hand on the gear, she reverses into the parking lot and pulls out into traffic, while I stall.

This is the moment of truth. Lay it on her and hope she doesn’t freak the hell out because Lydia’s theory is one hundred percent accurate. Charlotte and I both know it. Take a deep breath. Twelve-year-old boys are more mature than I’m being right now. Fuck!

“She thinks I’m intrigued by you,” I speak fast. The car jerks, and my body flings forward. My hand catches me before I slam into the dashboard. 

Charlotte corrects her foot on the brake as we approach the red light. “Intrigued by me? Why?” 

“Because I am.”

“Oh, I see.” Her voice hitches, and the urge to backpedal kicks into overdrive. I’m such an asshole. Her boyfriend, my frat brother, is in a coma, and I have the nerve to say shit like this to her.

“It’s just...” I narrow my eyes on the side of her face. Her lips are pursed in a perfect O, and she’s in the middle of some sort of meditation to regulate her erratic breathing. Her chest rises and falls in a slow rhythmic dance. 

“We’re sort of an unexpected friendship, so I get it.” She drives into her apartment complex but avoids looking at me. “Rachel’s been giving me hell, too. Accused me of ogling you at the bar.”

I slip out of the car, a smile hidden from her view. “Ogling me, huh?” I smirk and wiggle my eyebrows, taunting her relentlessly over the roof. Charlotte crosses her arms over her chest, unamused by my antics.

“Shut up.” She starts to walk but slows her pace so I can catch up.

“Well, were you?” My elbow bumps her ribcage.

This simplicity between us is something I’m afraid of losing. Besides Lydia, I don’t bother with female friendships. I’ve seen countless relationships ruined because a guy and a girl are too close for their significant other’s liking. 

“Was I what?” When she looks over her shoulder, I see the innocence in her eyes. The only problem is right behind the angelic façade sits a devil in waiting. Admitting it would be too easy, so she holds out.

“Ogling me.” I shake my head. “What am I talking about? Of course, you were ogling me.” I step past her, and her hand wraps around my bicep, pulling me back. 

“Hardly.” Charlotte unlocks the door, and we step inside. She giggles when I press on the skin right above her hip. Her purse lands on the coffee table, and she shifts to tickle me back.

My spine stiffens at the sight of Rachel and Wes inside the kitchen. His eyes zone in on Charlotte touching my waist, and to ease the tension in the room, I step back, forcing her hand to fall.

Rachel pushes off Wes’s chest and busies herself with the dishes.

“What are you two doing here?” Charlotte asks. She walks into the kitchen, leaving me alone in the living room.

Rachel waves over her shoulder, dragging Charlotte down the hallway. I lean against the back of the couch, crossing one foot over the other. Wes’s stare burns into the side of my head until I address him. 

“What’s up, man?” He’s irritated, and clearly, I’m the source of his discomfort.

“You tell me.” He shrugs. “You two look comfortable.”

“Charlotte’s helping me pick out furniture.” My shoulders square towards him. “Is that a problem?”

“Lydia busy today? Isn’t she your go-to girl?” Wes pulls a phone from his pocket and sends a quick text. He tucks it back into his jeans and turns to me. 

Who the fuck does this guy think he is? He has a lot of nerve.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” The sound of blood pumping whooshes in my ears.

“Don’t fuck with her. You two aren’t friends.” Wes’s shoulder collides with mine, then he walks out the front door, slamming it behind him.

Charlotte returns to the living room to find me alone. 

Rachel sits down on the couch with a frustrated release of breath. She checks her phone and rattles off a text of her own. “Where’d he head off to?”

“I’m not sure.” I’m ready to escape before they turn to me for any real answers. How do you explain our weird, awkward conversation? “You ready to go, Charlotte?”

“Yeah.” She grabs her purse and checks in with Rachel. “Duke needs help picking out furniture.”

“You guys are picking out furniture together?” Rachel’s eyebrow perks up. A pleased smile crosses her face. “A new bed, I presume? The kind you can lay in all day, sort of thing.” 

Rachel enjoys her best friend and me spending time together. Her reasoning is unknown to me, but joy lurks behind the sadistic grin aimed over Charlotte’s head.

“A couch,” Charlotte corrects her. The meaning behind Rachel’s question flies right over Charlotte’s head. “I’ll be home later.”

“I see what you did there,” I whisper to Rachel. She shrugs, an act of innocence I’m not buying.

I slip out behind Charlotte, watching her walk with a little skip in every other step. She’s a perfect mix of carefree and levelheaded. I don’t understand how she pulls it off, while the rest of us overcompensate to appear as if we have our shit together. Even if everything started to fall apart around her, she’s the kind of girl who could hold it together without asking for any help. Her strength may be the sexiest thing about her.

*****
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“Hey, there.” The salesman’s crooked grin widens at the sight of Charlotte. “What can I help you with today?”

“Couches.” Charlotte dodges him, but within seconds, he’s practically crawling up her ass. 

By the time I catch up to them, he’s showing her several L-shaped things, and I shake my head. 

“Not into these, then?” The salesman searches the showroom for something else he believes may fit our needs. “What do you think your boyfriend will like?” He speaks to Charlotte like I’m not there. 

“Oh, he’s not my boyfriend.” Charlotte’s jaw goes slack, and I’m half-tempted to close it for her. Did she have to answer him so damn quickly? Fuck. I’m not repulsive. Talk about bruising a man’s damn ego. “Just helping my friend pick out a couch.” Her hand skims the arm of the sofa.

“Well then...” He crowds her space and hands her a slip of paper. “Here’s my card. My cell phone is on the back, if you need help picking out your own furniture.” He walks away, leaving Charlotte dumbfounded and me rolling my eyes. 

“Central has the best furniture, huh? The salesman only cared about the pretty girl who walked through the doors.” I sit down on a brown leather sofa. The material is soft under my touch, forcing me to envision what it would feel like to watch a football game on it. 

Charlotte plops down beside me. Her fingers glide over the leather like butter on hot toast. “You called me pretty.” She clears her throat and drops her gaze to her lap. Her hair falls in front of her face, almost hiding the adorable blush on her cheeks. 

I turn to face her. Please listen to what I’m saying. “No one should ever pay you such a meaningless compliment. Pretty doesn’t do a girl like you justice.” 

The leather cushions her head, cupping her in the soft material. Her breaths are shallow. She’s affected by me, and as fucked up as it is, her being Jacob’s girl, I am thirsty for the reaction my presence brings out in her. 

“Jacob calls me pretty all the time.” Her smile flattens, and a tortured gloss glints in her eyes.

“Pretty is what you call the girl you like, but you know nothing will come of it. Women have been trained to take it as a compliment. Depending on who it’s coming from, I suppose it could be. But if you’re truly enamored with someone, you don’t go with easy.” I’ve never been more aware of her closeness.

Charlotte shifts, leaning in close. “Okay, so what do you call the girl who takes your breath away, the one who makes you stop and think ‘Fuck, this girl is it.’?” Her lips part, and I imagine running my thumb across them.

“You’re imposing.” I focus my attention forward, afraid of what it will mean to say these things and read her response in her eyes. “You waltz into a room and command all our attention, all of my attention.”

A subtle breath releases slowly beside me. Charlotte stands, her hand held out in invitation. I place mine in hers, and she pulls me from the couch.

“This one is it, right?” I gesture to the brown leather couch, hoping she’ll forget what I said.

“Not going to try out any others?”

“When you know, you know.” Neither of us miss the hidden meaning behind my words. Charlotte’s throat bobs up and down. She hears them loud and clear. 

Towards the front of the main showroom, I tell an older gentleman which couch I’d like, and he writes me up a receipt. 

Halfway across the store, Charlotte lies on a display mattress, her eyes focused on the ceiling. Her arms lay limply beside her, and her chest still rises and falls with uncontrollable breaths.

Neither of us say anything when I slide in beside her. Sometimes the silence between two people is louder than any words can be.

“I can feel you thinking.” My stomach knots. We’ve been dancing around each other, showing a mere sliver of our attraction, and now, I wonder if I’ve taken it too far. Have I shown her too much of myself?

“You can?” She looks at me, and her soft, blue eyes beg me to listen, to look past what I think I know, and see the truth. I turn away out of my own insecurities and fears.

Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty. There are thirty speckled tiles right above us. The information is pointless, but nonetheless, counting is a good distraction from the beauty lying next to me.

“What’s on your mind?”

“Honestly? Your tattoos.” She comes to her knees and holds my wrist in her hand. 

The moment her fingertips trace the intricate designs, an inner battle I’m familiar with prepares to wage war. I’d erase every passing thought of Jacob from her mind if she’d let me. 

“What do they mean to you?”

“A lot of things.” I need her to stop looking at me like I’m worth a chance. “Each one exposes a piece of me to anyone who dares to look close enough.” 

“What about this one?” Her fingers dance around the tail of my first tattoo.

“A phoenix. Proof you can rise up, even past the ugliest points.” Fuck, maybe one will rise up right now and eat me whole.

“And this one?” Her touch rests on my anchor.

A chill runs the length of my body. I need out of this bed before I follow through with eliminating Jacob from her head. 

“A reminder I can stay in one place, or I can sail.”

“I’ve always wanted to get one,” Charlotte admits. Her chin tips slowly to her chest and tears fill her eyes. As the first one falls, I sit up.

“What’s going on?” I brush my finger on the edge of her eyelid. Her shoulders slump forward, and she shakes her head.

“I’ve missed out on a lot.” Who knew five words would come as such a relief to her?

“What do you mean?” Duke to the rescue, always thinking you can solve this girl’s problems.

“Don’t you ever wonder what your world would look like if you’d made different choices?”

“All the damn time, Charlotte, and you aren’t the first or the last. Hell, I’ve made some pretty fucked up ones in my past. It’s all about learning that those choices brought you to where you were meant to end up.”

“What’s a decision you regret?”

“Oh shit, this is easy. When I was in high school, I got caught dealing a little bit of weed.”

“You were a drug dealer?”

“Not exactly.” I lay back down on the mattress and stare at those speckled tiles. “My father bailed me out and forced me to do a hundred hours of community service.” Charlotte’s brow furrows, not quite understanding where this is headed. “The thing is, if I could go back, I’d face the judge before I ever allowed my father to use his name to get me out of trouble. He still holds it over my fucking head.”

“Your relationship is strained.” Charlotte’s discomfort shines bright in her tight smile. She, much like most people, doesn’t know what to say of my situation. 

“I often wonder what it would’ve been like to have a father throw a ball around the yard and sit down to do homework with me. This is really embarrassing to admit.” Charlotte cuddles next to me, her hand protectively covering my heart. “When I was younger, and everyone was asleep, I’d watch family sitcoms and fantasize about what that kind of love felt like.” 

Holy shit. I’ve never told anyone that. Dammit, that felt good.

“Do you ever wonder why he’s so distant?” Her fingernail designs an invisible picture on my chest, twirling and spinning before I can figure it out.

“When I was younger, yeah, maybe.” I close my eyes, feeling an unfamiliar burn behind my eyelids. I clench my jaw at how real this conversation is turning. Jesus, I’ve lied a lot about how I feel about Charlotte, but she still makes me want to tell all the truths in the universe. “I can’t imagine not loving my own child.” 

Charlotte sits up when she hears the crack in my voice. Her eyes intensify as they skim across my face, landing on the corner of my eyes. I don’t need to see them. I feel their burn. Years of suppressed emotion tip over the edge, and I turn to discreetly erase them from existence. Her hand runs over my bicep, giving me no choice but to face her. 

“You’re a better man than you let yourself believe, Duke Anderson.” The pad of her thumb dabs the corner of my eye. 

It’s not sympathy passing between us; it’s understanding. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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Charlotte

Rachel tilts her head from side to side, inspecting every inch of my body. Her lips open to speak, but no words escape even though they’re reeling through her head. 

“Go ahead, say it,” I propose. “I can tell you have something on your mind.” She always has something to say, and I love her honesty most days, but not today. I’m already running late.

“Out of everything, you chose this to wear?” my best friend questions. 

What’s that supposed to mean? Rachel believes she’s doing me a favor by scowling at how ugly she thinks my clothes are. She also believes I care what she thinks.

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I inspect my dark stained jeans. Their fit is tight, elongating my legs until they seem a mile long. My flowy top sways away from my body. The deep hunter green makes my blue eyes pop. 

“I mean, it’s sort of boring. Besides, you wore it to work and class today.” Rachel grabs my hand and drags me back into her room. “I have something you should wear.”

“I have to go. I told Derks I’d be at the bar by now.” I plop down on the edge of her mattress. She rolls her eyes when I check the time on my phone. He’s squeezing me into his schedule. I’m going to feel like a complete ass if I’m any later than I already am.

“Just give me a minute.” She digs through her closet. “Here it is.” She holds out a black leather skirt.

“You’re actually shitting with me, right?” I laugh nervously. There is no way I can pull off a leather skirt. The cobalt dress, sure, maybe on a rare, good day, but one like this doesn’t belong on a girl like me.

Rachel waves the skirt in front of my face. “Now,” she demands.

I slip my jeans off, discarding them onto her floor. The soft leather is cool against my hot skin. I zip and then clasp the button. Rachel greets me with an approving grin when I face the full-length mirror.

“This shirt isn’t going to work,” I state, messing with the loose neckline. Rachel holds up a finger and disappears into her closet. She hands over her favorite red tank top, and I replace my blouse with it, tucking it into the skirt. The material forms to my body but dips low on the sides, exposing my simple black lace bralette.

“God damn, woman!” Rachel shakes her head. “You’re a knockout.”

My phone rings, and Derks’ name flashes across the screen. 

“Shit, Rachel. I’m really late.” I race from her room, swooping up my black clutch and slipping into my black heels. 

“He’ll forgive you once he catches sight of you,” Rachel calls out.

I blow a kiss over my shoulder. “I’ll catch you later tonight, okay?”

“Hopefully not too early.” She waves, returning to her seat on the floor. “Try to have fun.”

I send a quick text and slide behind the steering wheel. The drive is short, much like most in this town. A spot opens up close to the door at Murphy’s. The air is cool on my skin when I step out and click the lock button until I hear it beep.

“Go on in, sweetie. Derks is waiting for you.” He addresses me as if he knows who I am.

“I’m Charlotte, by the way.” I reach out my hand. 

“Randy.” He smiles. His friendly eyes are soft and understated, one thing I’m sure people don’t notice because of his numerous tattoos, but not me anymore. “It’s a pleasure to meet the girl who’s keeping Duke on his toes.” 

“Oh, Duke and I aren’t... We aren’t...” My words trail off because, even though we are teetering on the edge of something other than friendship, I have no idea how to describe us. What will push it over the edge and when?

Randy narrows his eyes. “Better get in there.” He jerks his head at the door.

The main floor is packed full for a Wednesday night. Bodies bump into each other. The line at the bar is three people deep, with everyone yelling drink orders in hopes of getting alcohol in their system before the others.

I scan the main level and lock eyes with Duke. He stills in front of the cash register. His stare intensifies while the seconds tick by and my breathing labors. The black t-shirt allows me the chance to appreciate the tattoos adorning his forearm and bicep. We haven’t seen each other since the furniture store. Let’s just say I’ve been writing a lot of random thoughts in my notebooks. The way he looked and spoke freely is permanently imbedded into my brain. He made me feel important and wanted. I don’t know what it means, but it sets my entire body on fire. 

Derks slides in beside me, interrupting the stare down between Duke and me. “You ready to do this?” With his hand on the small of my back, he guides me to the bar. “Since you’re not exactly of age, despite what the driver’s license in your purse says” —he raises an eyebrow, and Lydia laughs, pulling out a bottle of vodka and pouring a line of shots— “I’m going to have you hang back. Observe. I was first a bartender at a college bar back in Wisconsin. It’s where I learned everything I know.” 

While filling drink orders, Derks tells me a little more of his past. He treats every customer like a friend. A wink here. A handshake there. It’s impressive the way he has built a lucrative business based solely on his bright, welcoming personality. 

“I have a quick question,” I say as Derks skirts by to put a food order into the system.

Derks hands several dollar bills and coins to a blonde standing at the edge of the bar. Her eyes darken as she takes him in. It doesn’t take a genius to know she’s interested in him. It also doesn’t come as any surprise that Derks is used to girls throwing themselves at him. He flashes his pearly whites, and her cheeks immediately color a light shade of pink.

“What’s up, sweetheart?” He turns to me, ignoring the girl.

“Why a bar?” I lean against the open spot beside the register. “I mean, of all the businesses, why a bar?”

“I told you I worked at a bar in college, and I’m only thirty. A bar seems like a fitting business to get into,” Derks answers, popping the tops on two beers.

“No, I don’t believe you. You’ve got these smile lines right here.” I grace my finger against the soft skin beside his eye. “They tell me a different story.”

“She’s impressive,” Derks says to Duke as he empties his pockets for what has to be the first time tonight. 

Duke sucks on his bottom lip, and heat sparks between us.

“She sure is,” Duke whispers, slamming the drawer on the register. 

The rest of the bar fades away. Duke’s back stretches as he leans over to hear the next order. He fills the shot glasses like it’s an art form. A drop of rum lands on his thumb, and he slips it into his mouth. My pulse pumps wildly at the sight. His jeans are snug, showing off his lean but muscular thighs. 

“Choosing to open a bar was an easy decision because of him,” Derks says.

“What did you say?” I ask, my gaze glued to Duke. He and Lydia dance around each other, somehow avoiding collisions, even at their neck-breaking speed.

“You asked me the real reason I opened Murphy’s.”

“I’m so embarrassed,” I apologize. “I wasn’t listening.” 

“He distracts you,” Derks observes. 

Like a whip, I flick in Derks’ direction. “What do you mean?”

“You two have this weird fire between you.”

“There is no fire.” I shake my head. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Whatever you say.” A skeptical smirk slips onto his face. “I’m just pointing out what I notice. I could be wrong.” 

Derks heads towards the DJ booth. I follow him when he waves me on. He whispers in the DJ’s ear and almost runs into me on his way back to the bar.

“What do you mean, there’s a fire between us?” The better question is how does Derks know how I feel when Duke’s around?

The gap between us grows smaller. Deliberate steps bring him to right in front of me.

“Have you ever been to a bonfire, Charlotte?” he asks, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. His nearness is primal. He’s hunting, and I’m his prey. “You know that moment where you step close to the flames, and the heat hits your bare skin?” Under his verbal assault, I still as he tilts his head to the side and grazes his lips along the sensitive skin above my collar bone. I’m not attracted to Derks a single bit, but damn, that man can cast a spell. “It’s damn good. A relief you never knew you were in desperate need of.”

In one single moment, Derks peppermint breath is fanning over my skin, and then, in the next, he’s disappeared into thin air. My skin chills from his absence.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Duke shoves Derks in the chest. His words shake me loose from the spell Derks put me under. 

Derks’ snicker only pisses Duke off more. 

“Seriously, Derks, what the fuck were you doing?” Duke looks down to where I stand closely beside him. Never had there been a second where I thought Derks would hurt me in any way. He’s not the kind of guy, but he didn’t do what he did for his own pleasure. He did it to get a rise out of Duke. They stand toe to toe while I’m a step behind, shaking in fear of what one of them will do next.

“Proving a point.” He cups Duke’s cheek, patting it twice. “She’s been eyeing the dance floor all night.” 

Derks heads back to the bar, leaving Duke and me alone. Well, besides the room full of people, but somehow, we seem to be in our own world. This is a feeling I’m not sure of, but an awareness I’m growing used to.

“Do you want to dance?” Duke fidgets, glancing over his shoulder to the dance floor before placing his hand over mine.

“You and me?” I stupidly ask. Of course, he means him and me. 

Fuck. Do I want to dance? Maybe. I shouldn’t. But dammit, the way his hand holds onto mine, like he’s afraid I’ll disappear if he lets go, makes me ready to do whatever he asks.

“I’m not asking you to donate a kidney, Char.” He smirks. “It’s a dance. Don’t think too hard.”

“Only my friends call me Char,” I joke to drain the strange vibe between us.

Duke licks his bottom lip. I’m instantly curious what it tastes like.

His eyes darken. “We are friends.” 

“We are?” I take a deep breath to steady my nerves.

“What else would we be?” 

“And friends dance, so it’s okay if we...”

“Dance,” he finishes my thought.

In this exact moment, I yearn to have his body against mine. There is no protest when the song changes, and he takes my hand in his. The rhythm is steady but slow. Our bodies know instinctively what to do with the other’s. The beat and lyrics together, a perfect mix of seduction and action, force us into autopilot. We don’t second guess. We move, gracefully, with each other. 

Duke’s warm hands skim low onto my hips, and we sway. At the first movement, my heart punches in my chest. My body steps into his, begging to be closer. I close my eyes and wrap my arms loosely around his neck. His breath feathers through my hair and hits my skin. This is what Derks meant. The fire, it builds between us, and like most fires, it’s impossible to stifle.

A small peek is all I need. I’m desperate to see his face. Is he enjoying this? Or is this some obligatory pity dance?

His eyes are shut, but when I finally build up enough nerve, they open. “Ask me.”

“Ask you, what?” I grind my hips into Duke’s, and he moans.

“I didn’t ask you to dance because of Derks. I asked you because the first time you stepped foot in here, you eyed the dance floor with envy.” He recalls the night we ‘officially’ met. His hand on my hip pulls me in closer, and he follows my lead. “You got really drunk on tequila, and all inhibition went out the window. You were gorgeous, so damn carefree.”

“As opposed to any other day when I’m hideous?” I lean back to look in his eyes. They’re truthful even when he does his best to lie.

“You’re far from hideous. On your worst day, you put all these girls to shame, Charlotte.” He takes a deep breath, collecting himself. “You danced your ass off. Not a damn care in the world. Sort of like right now.”

I glance down between us and realize there is zero space between our bodies, and they’re moving like they were born to be connected. My sober mind tells me to put distance between him and me. Nothing good can come of these emotions he brings out. The problem is I want to experience these things. I’m like a prisoner stuck in jail for a lifetime. There’s a desperate urge to feel everything, to experience what life has to offer.

“He doesn’t dance with me,” I whisper and step away as the song comes to an end. Almost simultaneously, his touch is missed. 

“That’s a shame.” Duke wraps his hand gently around my wrist. I step back into him and breathe in his scent. My head rests on his chest. The softness of the next song is perfect for the moment. Others find their way to the dance floor, cocooning Duke and me in a small section of the dance floor. Hidden from the outside world, we’re safe from judgement.

“I’m used to it.” For the first time, I hear weakness behind my words. 

“You deserve to be danced with.” He stares down at our bodies, and I follow. We’re linked in a way I hadn’t realized I was in desperate need of. “You deserve honesty.”

“What else do I deserve?” My words are desperate, and not an ounce of me is ashamed. I want to know what Duke sees when he looks at me, who he thinks I am, and pray that he’s right.

“A girl like you, Charlotte” —he sighs, resting his forehead against mine— “deserves to feel like the only girl in the room. You are deserving of a lifetime of goodnight kisses and laughter. You deserve to be turned inside out from a single touch.” His ring skims down my arm, and I practically come undone in front of him.

I glance up, and like magnets, we connect. His head dips low until his lips are on my earlobe. He sucks the small patch of skin into his mouth. When he releases it, the pop rings through my head.

“Holy shit.” Is it hot in here?

“Just in case I never have another chance to find out what you taste like.” He steps back and disappears into the crowd, leaving me in the middle of the dance floor. A sinking feeling settles in my stomach, and I step forward to race after him, but know nothing good will come of it.

I press through the crowd and lean against the bar. Duke is nowhere in sight, but dammit, I’m looking for him. Derks smiles and shoves off his spot to stand in front of me. 

“That fire I was telling you about? You just threw a stick of dynamite on it.” The gleam in his eye is bright and shiny.

Derks leaves me alone once again. I take a seat in Lydia’s section, disgruntled and sexually frustrated. We don’t know much about each other, but she and Rachel are becoming fast friends. 

“What can I get you, sweet girl?” Lydia smiles. From anyone else, the term of endearment would come across as an insult, but from her, it’s sincere. 

“Tequila with a lime, please,” I order, resting my chin on my clenched fist. 

“Oh boy, tequila is the heartbreak drink, the one we girls go to when shit is messy.”

“Beyond messy,” I offer, picking up the glass she places in front of me. It burns but refreshes my taste buds on the trip down my throat.

“How’s Jacob doing?” she asks. My eyes widen at her question. His name, once again, is like ice water on a fire.

“You know Jacob?” I fiddle with the lime, gliding it around the rim of the cup. It leaves a tart trail of juice for me to enjoy.

“Everyone knows Jacob.” Her eyes burn into me, begging me to understand something my brain isn’t capable of at this moment.

“He and Duke are friends,” I state.

“Sure are.” Lydia mops the spot in front of me. Her defense isn’t for Jacob, though. Her worries are for Duke.

I down the rest of my drink. “I’m fucking this all up, aren’t I? I’m such an asshole.”

“You aren’t an asshole.” Lydia pours me another drink. 

“You have no idea” —I down the entire drink like a shot— “of the thoughts I’m having.”

“If I knew you were going to shoot it back like that, I’d have put it in a smaller glass, girl.” She holds up a shot glass and slams it on the bar top.

“Have you ever wanted someone so bad, but you knew it was a horrible idea?” Lydia is an outsider to my world, but she makes me feel safe.

At my question, Lydia’s gaze shifts behind my back. I follow her trail. 

“Randy?” I blurt out. “You have a thing for Randy?”

“Do you have to scream it out loud?” She laughs. “And you’re one to talk. You have a boyfriend in a coma and a heart-on for his friend.”

“Did have a boyfriend in a coma.” I roll the glass from side to side.

“What?” Lydia’s eyelids droop, and she checks me over. “Girl, tequila hit you quick. Jacob’s still in a coma.” She offers a kind smile. “I get it, I really do, Charlotte. You’re in a hard place.” She sets two shot glasses between us and pours tequila to the rims. We each take one and clink them together. 

“Thank you.” I lift my shot glass up and pour it down my throat, swallowing the burning liquid.

Lydia kindly fills my glass. No words are exchanged, like she knows I need just enough tequila to feel the warmth, but no conversation. After what happened with Duke and me on the dance floor, a breather is necessary.

The staff bustles around the bar, sweeping and lifting chairs onto the tables. I pull out my phone to see the time and drop it back into my clutch. How’d it get so late?

Derks and Lydia wipe the leftover spills off the bar and count down the cash drawers. Their wandering glances make me anxious. I spin the glass one way and reverse it to the other, aimlessly distracting myself from finding Duke. 

He’s somewhere under this roof. 

Is he wondering how I’m feeling? Because I sure as hell am wondering how he feels after our impromptu dance. Did his heart still race minutes after we released each other? I suck my bottom lip into my mouth at the thought of his lips on my earlobe. That boy is capable of destroying me.

Lydia carries three cups in her hands and goes to sit them down, but trips over something on the floor. She staggers into Duke’s chest, and liquid covers the front of his shirt. 

“Oh shit, Duke. I’m so sorry,” Lydia apologizes. Mortification covers her cheeks in a pink shade. She yanks a rag from her apron and dabs his shirt.

“It’s all good, Lyd.” He gently places his hand on hers to stop her. “I’m heading out anyway.”

“If you’re headed out, why don’t you drop Charlotte off at home?” Derks recommends. His smirk spreads wider and wider as Duke stares at him like he’s just kicked a child’s dog. 

Fuck you, too, then, Duke Anderson. Maybe I don’t want a ride from you. I’m not too drunk to miss the hidden message. He’s not pleased with Derks offering up his services.

“I can drive,” I argue.

“Sweetheart, I know you can outdrink most grown men, but it’s probably best.” Lydia pats my hand. Her eyes scream out in apology because, even though we don’t know shit about each other, she still knows this thing with Duke is slowly killing me.

“Come on, bar star.” The humor in Duke’s voice causes my heart to hiccup. “Let’s get you home.”

“I’m not even that drunk.” I protest, tucking my clutch under my arm and waving to Derks and Lydia over my shoulder.

“Bye, love.” Derks grins.

Duke’s hand rests comfortably low on my back, guiding me out into the parking lot. His truck is in the first spot, and he politely opens the door, no words and minimal eye contact, as I slip by him into the seat. He hates me. I pushed him. 

Nothing could’ve stopped me from moving into him on the dance floor. The way his hands touched my hips had me weak. His scent still lingers on my tank top.

“You don’t mind if I stop by my place, do you?” Duke asks, driving through the nearly empty side streets. 

“No, that’s fine.” 

“It’s just my shirt is wet, and I’d like to get the leftover beer off my skin.”

“I said it was fine.” Whoa! Hello, snarky bitch. I contemplate apologizing, but he shows zero reaction to my attitude.

The lines painted on the road pass by at a rapid speed. If I swing this door open and roll, what are the chances of minimal physical damage to my body? A broken bone would hurt less than this awkward silence.

“I’ll just stay here,” I announce, staring out the window. 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He waves to me through the front window, and with a loud groan, I get out and follow him into his apartment. 

The smell of his cologne accosts me when his front door opens. Jesus! This is freaking torture. Does he spray it like air freshener? I inhale deeply, gaining his attention.

“You okay?” With one hand, he tugs on the back of his shirt. The material skims over his soft skin until it’s free and thrown into the hamper resting beside his couch. His eyes erupt with desire.

“What are these?” I push past him, needing a break from his sculpted body. I run my fingertips over the stack of colorful hardcover children’s books. 

Duke takes large steps until he’s beside me. His chest bumps my arm. 

Keep still. Don’t show him how badly you want to feel the rest of him against you. 

“Don’t look so surprised.” Duke’s voice is low, a seductive whisper in my ear. His capable fingers brush my hair over my shoulder. A delightful chill runs through my body. Keep touching me. Please don’t stop. 

“There’s more to me than tattoos and a poor attitude, Charlotte,” he says when I don’t say anything, struck stupid with silence. His tongue jets out, wetting his bottom lip.

Duke Anderson is a fucking dream. I’ve seen gorgeous men before. They aren’t something new to me. Hell, I’ve spent half of my life with one, but nothing compares to the specimen standing in front of me.

“Can you stop looking at me like that?” In a flash, my eyes bounce to his bare chest and back to his face with his perfectly chiseled cheek bones and jaw.

“Like what?” His words are as smooth as satin and settle right in the pit of my stomach. 

“Like you want to eat me up.” The pads of my fingertips run along his jaw. Curiosity is a real hellcat.

Duke’s hand grips tightly around my wrist, stopping my perusal. The pain is surprisingly heady and centers me, bringing me back into the moment. 

“What if I do? What if touching you is all I ever think about?” 

His words immediately hit me between my legs. Keep yourself under control, Charlotte. Shit, he’s looking at my chest. Deep steady breaths. What the fuck am I talking about? There’s no controlling this. Your body wants what it wants. There’s no derailing this train, no matter what my head tells me.

“What are you waiting for?” Well, there goes the last ounce of my resolve. 

Being with Duke, connected to him, would be like driving down the highway in the wrong direction. It’s exhilarating, sure, but you take the risk at a crash and burn.

Duke takes one small step, closing the little space between us, and pushes my body backwards. His hands hold firm to my hips. We become a mixture of limbs and lips and fall to the couch. His body presses on top of mine, the perfect pressure between my legs. Fuck. I’m about to break a world record for undressing. I spread them to make room for his large frame, and heat seers my skin. Perfection. I sigh at the sensation. The softness of his lips on my neck skates up to my jawline, and I shudder.

He lifts up on his forearms, and his eyes watch me like he’s seeing me for the first time. I slip from underneath him, needing a moment to breathe. My back hits the wall. A beautiful pain shoots up my spine.

How did we go from practically having sex on the dance floor, to clear avoidance, to this moment? Both of our chests rise and fall with anticipation and fear.

“We shouldn’t,” I mutter. Shut up, head. We want this. Let us have this.

Duke stands, stalking over to me like a lion on the savannah stalks a helpless zebra. He takes my hand, kissing the sensitive skin at the base of my thumb. His emerald eyes wait for my reaction. My expression is steel, but my inside is melting.

“You’re my own personal hell, Charlotte.” The coolness of his ring bites at my jaw, until his hand wraps around the side of my neck, holding me in place. “You’re a temptress, and I’m not afraid to admit you’re probably right, but dammit, what if you’re fucking wrong?”

Duke tilts his head, kissing the corner of my mouth. There’s no use pulling away. This is where I’m meant to be. My head has no chance in winning when my heart calls out for him.

No words are needed. He wraps his hand around mine, and I skim my feet along the carpet, following him back to the couch. I’m weightless. 

Boldly, I tuck my fingertips into the waistband of his jeans. Slowly, his fingers grip the hem of my shirt and peel it off. The silky material tingles as it glides over my skin. Duke is like my own personal Ecstasy. Everything is intensified by his presence. I’m aware of every move he makes, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced.

Duke traces his finger along the lace edges of my bra. A wave of chills hit me, immediately followed by warmth and agony. With his hands on my waist, he backs me up until my calves hit the couch and we fall back. I pop the button of his jeans and push the fabric until they hit the floor. He lifts my skirt until his hard length brushes against my core.

“God dammit, is that all for me?” Duke whispers in my ear, rocking against my center, feeling my arousal through my thong. 

This is the moment I expect to feel a rush of embarrassment, but it never rears its ugly head. 

He pulls my hands above my head, and I squeal. He clasps them in one of his own. I squirm, excited to feel his hand cupping me. His palm rocks against my clit. The beautiful pain radiates from my stomach to the tips of my manicured toes.

“Holy shit.” I don’t recognize my own voice. Sultry and determined. Of its own accord, like a shock to the body, my back arches. Fuck. He pushes his hard length against me. “Don’t stop,” I blurt, jerking my hands free. I need to touch him.

Like a bull at the rodeo, my hips buck as he begins to kiss me. Duke awakens a beast inside of me, and I don’t want her to fall asleep any time soon.

“Take them off,” I demand through our connected lips, running my trembling fingertips along the edge of his boxer briefs.

“Are you sure?” He pulls back to make sure I’m not just saying these things in the heat of the moment, but truly mean them. I nod, taking in his bright smile as he watches me writhe beneath him.

Duke stretches to his jeans and pulls out his wallet. The crinkling of plastic urges me to fully undress him. My hands push at the waistband of his boxer briefs until they’re far enough down to be discarded. There’s no time to second guess or doubt my decision. He’s hard and exposed. The pain to touch him aches from my fingertips to between my legs. Boldly, I reach between us and run my hand over his silky length. He hisses, pulling my panties from my body. They slip down my thighs until they dangle from my foot, and I flick them to the floor. 

He’s quick to shield himself. We need each other, and we’re eager to know what the other feels like. His tip flirts with my center, and my body responds with a shudder. He smirks, knowing what he does to me. With a welcomed ache, he enters me.

Like a song, Duke keeps a steady rhythm between our bodies. When he senses me tipping over the edge, he reaches between us and rubs one finger against my clit, and I fall over the cliff into oblivion. Gratification overcomes me, and I come undone, my entire body clenched until every muscle relaxes with my release. 

“Jesus. Fuck.” Duke pushes up, slowing his pace. “Please promise to always make that face when you come.”

I lift my hips, grinning at him. There’s a satisfaction in knowing I’m driving him out of his damn mind with my body. Duke straightens his back, resting my legs on his hips, and rocks in and out of me with a hot fury until he reaches his own satisfaction. He falls, his entire weight on my small frame, but I don’t mind the pressure because it’s him. Every inch of him covers me, until we are frantically escaping into each other.

With precision, he slips from between my thighs, kissing along my jaw and down my neck. His lips pause on my collarbone, licking the skin above my breast. Through his thick eyelashes, he gazes at me with all his after-sex hotness. His head dips low, and he circles his tongue around my left nipple before moving to the other, not wanting to neglect it.

“Stay the night?” Duke whispers. His breath tickles my skin.

“I’ll be damned.” I giggle. “Did Duke Anderson just ask a girl to stay the night?”

“Not just a girl. The girl.”

Holy shit. Holy fucking shit. Holy hell fucking shit. 

THE GIRL!

Did I hear him correctly? The way he spoke, it sounded a lot like... Don’t say it. Hope is easily killed. It’s best to act natural and not like my heart is racing like a damn stallion on the open plain.

I take a mental picture of Duke lifting off me, holding out his hand to help me up from the couch, and guiding me back to his bedroom.

“Do we regret this?” he whispers in my ear, sobering me from whatever brand of magic happened moments before. His breath touches my neck like a secret neither of us wants to keep.

I still at his question and turn to face him. His green eyes darken. The fact he’s willing to be vulnerable and even ask the question makes me know this wasn’t a mistake. 

“I could never regret you, Duke.” 

As if he knows I need a moment, he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t try to make it more than what it is. His instinct is what I appreciate most about him. He wraps an arm around me and pulls me back into his chest. Slumber comes easy, and for the first time, I don’t have a single worry on my mind. The tension that’s held me so tight releases me.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Duke

My palm slaps the alarm clock radio on my bedside table. I stretch and churn until my arm grazes a warm body.

Who’s in my bed? I don’t let anyone stay the night. Ever.

Memories from last night flood in like a dam break. Charlotte.

With slow, precise movements, I look to the vixen beside me. Charlotte’s hair is wild, perfectly slept on like she’s gotten the best night’s sleep of her life. It’s fanned out over my pillow case. Damn, she looks beautiful in the morning. Like a fucking dream.

My fingers brush a bundle of hair on her cheek. She stirs, and I pull back, not wanting to wake her. She deserves to sleep soundly. The girl’s been through hell.

Guilt isn’t something I’m used to feeling. I fly through life making decisions for my own gain, not caring if I hurt others in the process. The decision we made last night has complicated things, but in the afterglow of being together, I can’t find any feeling of regret. 

As if she senses me, Charlotte’s eyelids flutter open. An adorable blush covers her cheeks. Without skipping a beat, she cuddles into my side, placing her hand under the covers and tickling the top of my bare abs. Her smooth, lean legs mix between mine, and I sigh in relief like a pussy. Her skin against mine is miserably perfect. I shouldn’t want this, her, and here I lay, trailing my fingers down her spine. Up and down, up and down, until she shivers.

“That feels good.” Like kerosene on a fire, her mouth drips with satisfaction, lighting every nerve in me ablaze. Is she purring? Hello, morning wood.

The curve of Charlotte’s ass is something to admire. The soft mounds fit perfectly in my hand, like they’re made for me to grip. 

“Can I ask why your alarm” —she sits up on her elbow, her nipple grazing my chest as she stretches to see the time— “is going off at nine in the morning?” 

“I get up at the same time every day,” I admit. “And yes, I know how crazy that sounds.”

“Like you never sleep in?” She arches her back, cuddling in closer to my side. 

“If I had you next to me every morning, I’d have a good reason to stay in bed.” I kiss her temple, and she smiles. Knowing it makes her happy forces me to do it again.

“If I had you next to me every morning, I’d probably never make it to class.” A slow, sexy as sin smirk spreads across her face. “Speaking of class, looks like I’ll be missing my nine o’clock lecture. You aren’t a good influence, Duke Anderson.” 

“I’d have to agree. You’re capable of making me miss just about anything to see you sprawled out on my bed.” I comb my fingers through the ends of her soft hair.

“So, what do you do at nine in the morning every day?”

“I run.”

“For coffee?” Charlotte giggles. 

My heart jolts, reminding me I’m very much alive beside the first girl who’s ever made me self-aware.

“No, for release.” I glance down at her, remembering the release we caused in each other last night. No one has ever stayed the night, but damn, she looks good here.

“Every morning?” She shudders at the thought. “Why would anyone choose to do that?”

“Some of us aren’t born with a perfect body.” I squeeze her thin waist line. She bashfully squirms. “Much like yourself.”

“Yeah, well, if that’s what you get” —her hands glide over my stomach— “then maybe I should start running, too.” She lifts the blanket, inspecting every dip and ripple. She looks at me like I’m the last glass of water on this Earth, and she’s dying of thirst. Charlotte’s lip tucks behind her teeth.

“Want to go with?” I carefully slip out from underneath her. A cool breeze hits my body, no longer cozied up next to her warm body, completely exposed and under her watch. 

Charlotte tucks the blanket around her, shifting onto my pillow. The fact that she’s comfortable in my space sends a thrill throughout my body. I’ve never once wanted to see someone splayed out on my bed. Since I’ve lost my virginity, I’ve never gotten personal enough with someone to have them last until morning. Some may find it rude; I just see it as honest. I don’t have time for the morning after where we stumble through navigating the fact she wants breakfast, and I want her the hell out of my apartment.

Watching Charlotte wiggle under my navy comforter makes me want to bring her breakfast in bed. Not the half ass kind, like popping a strudel into the toaster, but the full spread. Pancakes. Bacon. Eggs. 

“I want to make you breakfast.” I blurt true word vomit. What a fucking idiot I must sound like.

“What about your run?” She giggles sweetly, surprised by my honest outburst.

“Right.” I turn, my erection now at half mast, practically staring her in the eye, begging her to wrap her pretty, perky lips around the tip. Snap out of it. Don’t scare her away. “Do you want to go?”

Her head jerks up. “Go with you where?” Her expression morphs from delight to confusion. 

“For a run.” I open the top drawer of my dresser and slide on a pair of boxer briefs. “What do you say?”

Charlotte throws the blanket off her body. She’s a slice of naked perfection I had the pleasure of being inside last night. Her eyes gaze playfully down at her lack of clothes, and she groans. “Damn, looks like I can’t go.” She may as well have snapped her fingers and said ‘aww shucks’. 

With my hands planted on each side of her body, I drop slowly like a strained push-up, dipping my lips until they wrap around one of her nipples. I lift and catch her attention. Her eyes dance with fascination, eager to see what I’ll do to her body next. I lower again, not to neglect the other, and lick along the pebbled skin. She moans, and my briefs tighten.

“I’d like for you to run with me.” Run away with me. Run to me. I’d like her to do all those things, but for now, we’ll go with run with me.

“I don’t run,” she says as I stand to pull on a pair of shorts. She burrows under my blanket. “You can go without me. I’ll be here when you’re done.” Her eyes close, and she pretends to fall back to sleep. Her breathing is heavy like something is on her chest. 

“As much as I’d love to see all your naked glory when I get back, I’d really like to show you something.” My voice is low and honest. Charlotte’s eyes open, tender and sweet.

She rises from the bed, the blanket tucked under her arms to hold it in place. Her slim arm grazes mine as I pull on a t-shirt. She stills and smirks. 

“You’ll regret kicking me out of your bed to go for a run.” Like a damn ballerina, she glides out of my bedroom, dropping the puffy comforter to the floor. Her backside is on full display for me to appreciate. Her hips sway from side to side until she’s out of sight. She’s confident, unlike the girl I first encountered at the bar. I hope it’s me bringing her out of her shell.

Keep it together. Share a little something with her other than your dick. 

I pocket my keys and head towards the front door to slip on my running shoes. She grabs her clothes off the couch and dresses. Sauntering to me with her shoes dangling from her fingers, she snatches her purse from my floor. I like the way her things look in my space. It’s something I think I could get used to.

In the truck, Charlotte grows silent. She was playful minutes ago, but maybe in the morning light, outside my apartment’s protective cover, it’s all raining down on her. The guilt. The worry. It’s enough to paralyze someone.

“It’s okay.” I cover her hand with mine. No, it’s not. I can’t have her regretting this.

Charlotte takes a loud, deep breath and faces me. Her fingers brush mine, and instead of backing away as I half expect from her mood change, she keeps them in place. All is not lost.

“Before we go for a run, can you take me to the hospital?” A blush colors her cheeks a gorgeous pink. She’s embarrassed for asking. The alpha in me wants to say no, but she looks at me with those big, electric eyes, and I know I’d do just about anything she asks, even when my heart is protesting.

I’ve been worried about how she feels about our night together. I haven’t even taken account of what I’ve done. He’s my fraternity brother, my friend, and I slept with his girl. At the red light, I cover my face with both hands, rubbing the tension burning behind my retinas.

Instead of making it harder on Charlotte, I straighten my back and clear my face of any emotion.

“Sure thing.” I take the next turn and head straight for the hospital. When I pull into a spot close to the door, I roll down my window to get a cool breeze on my face. 

Charlotte sits with both legs in front of her and her hands rested on her thighs. She doesn’t move. There’s no true sign of life other than her chest expanding with every breath she takes. Her eyes cast towards the front entrance. My heart breaks when her bottom lip trembles.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispers, escaping from my truck.

Twenty minutes. One third of an hour. One thousand, two hundred seconds. It’s not a long time, but it’s vast enough to cause panic in my head. I don’t regret her. Not for one single second will I regret feeling her body beneath mine. The way she felt wrapped around me is my new favorite memory.

It’s no competition though, and deep down, I understand that simple fact. Jacob has already won. I’ll be the mistake she made that one night. 

The passenger door creeks open, pulling me from my pity party. 

“You ready to go?” she asks, combing her hair down with her fingertips. 

Dumbfounded, I rest my forearms on the steering wheel. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, desperate to know.

Her red rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks break what is supposed to be my impenetrable heart. I’ve never worried about anyone else, but in this moment, all I want to do is take away every ounce of hurt Charlotte’s experiencing.

“Will you take me for that run?” Her voice is needy, yet somehow devoid of something I know should be there. I just can’t quite put my finger on it.

“Yeah.” I pull out of the parking lot and drive the short distance to Charlotte’s apartment.

The air is crisp, just how I like it for my morning runs. I step out of the truck and meet Charlotte on the sidewalk. She places a hand on my chest.

“I should go in alone.” She nods to the apartment. “Rachel is probably furious with me for not calling.”

“I’ll be right out here.” I smile. “Stretching.”

And it’s exactly what I do. I pull and strain until my muscles can’t handle the work any longer.

Ten minutes later, Rachel bounces down the walkway. A satisfied, amused smile forms when she witnesses me leaning against the hood of my truck. She’s a ball buster, and she’s not going to let me slide this morning.

“You keep her out all night to the point I worry and then you make her go for a run?” Rachel suggests, waving a finger in my face. “You don’t woo a girl by pissing off her best friend, then make her waste all her energy, unless you’re beneath some sheets.”

“Who said anything about wooing her?” I bark back, pushing off the metal grill.

“Did you really think my best friend wouldn’t tell me about you fucking her into submission?” She pats my chest and walks to a grey jeep resting in the shade, a cocky pep in her step.

“Why don’t you seem upset about whatever this is with Charlotte?” I call out to her. 

She spins, assessing me. What she sees is a man on the verge of exploding from all these new, uncertain feelings. What she sees is someone being honest with himself for the first time, and maybe, just maybe this time, he may have been wrong about letting people in.

“Why don’t you tell me what this is, and I’ll give you an answer.” Her mischievous smile says it all. She’s rooting for me.

From the moment, Charlotte curled her lip at me at the bar until now, everything has tilted on its axis. I don’t know what I’m doing, and I know it’s not ideal, but when we are together, it’s right. When she touches me, it’s damn near perfection and something I’m not willing to let go of yet.

Rachel unlocks her doors and glances at me over her shoulder.

I call out to her, “I won’t apologize for feeling the way I do.”

“One thing you don’t know is how badly Charlotte needs someone to unapologetically adore her.”

“What about Jacob?” His name feels like a million needles poking at my spine.

She raises an eyebrow and waves. “Like I said, unapologetically.” 

Rachel gets behind the wheel, pulls out of her space, and drives away, leaving me with a complete mind fuck from her words.

*****
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“Just a little bit further.” I encourage Charlotte, placing a hand on her back as we make our way up the last large hill. “Not much farther.”

“Why did you take me up hills? I told you I don’t run, Duke,” she pants. “Are you trying to kill me?”

I slow my pace, and Charlotte adjusts her strides to match mine. When I come to a complete stop, she nearly collides into me. Sweat beads on her forehead, and her hair is in complete disarray, but damn, she’s beautiful.

“This is why.” I push the overgrown trees to the side, revealing what was my favorite view until I saw Charlotte quivering beneath me last night.

Charlotte’s jaw goes slack. A twinkle appears in her irises and grows brighter with every step she takes inside my sanctuary. This is my hideaway when I need a minute to myself, my quiet space when the rest of the world is too loud, and now, I’m sharing it with her. I’m sharing it with her. The reality isn’t lost on me.

“What is this?” Charlotte runs her fingers along the cement walls. They’re splattered with what the rest of the world knows as graffiti, but I appreciate as art. 

“I suppose it used to be a skate park, of some sort. No one uses it for that, except maybe some kids every once in a while. Most days it’s empty, so I can only assume whoever does this” —I trace the words scrolled in front of us— “does it at night.”

“And then the wind brushed through her hair and blew away our memories,” Charlotte reads the words written in bright pink spray paint. Shock riddles her face. “Why do you come here? I mean of all the places to run, why here?” Charlotte’s hands spread wide in question.

“These words are delicately chosen. You can sense their truth and, perhaps, their lies, but something never fades away. The beauty of someone else’s observation of the world.” She runs her hand over the large letters spelling out L-O-V-E as I speak. “The way they see it is different than anyone else.”

“You aren’t who you pretend to be.” Charlotte steps to me. “This version of you standing in front of me is nothing like the guy everyone else knows.”

“I don’t know.” I gulp down breaths to stay quiet. She’s so sure of who she thinks I am, I can’t imagine disappointing her.

Charlotte’s excited expression takes in every word spray painted in front of us. Minutes pass as she soaks it all in. “Which one is your favorite?” She’s genuine and refreshing as hell. I’ve never known anyone worthy of sharing this place until her.

I smile at her question and wave to the far corner. Charlotte walks behind me, but as I stop, she comes to my side.

“Dr. Seuss?” Charlotte giggles, tucking her arm through mine and resting that beautiful face of hers against my bicep. She moves around me like we’re old friends, familiar and genuine.

“It’s the only book I ever remember my mom reading to me.” I back away and catch Charlotte’s eyes dancing from the quote to me. Maybe she’s right. I am different with her than I am with everyone else. I want her to savor me and come back for seconds. I’m desperate for her approval and understanding.

“This is your contribution to this beautiful mess.” Charlotte doesn’t say anything else. A simple acknowledgement of what I’ve written is enough for both of us. A tingle dances down my arm. Her hand finds mine, and we silently walk back. Everything is too heavy on my shoulders to run.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Charlotte

“Hi, I’m here to see Mr. St. James,” I say to the front desk attendant. She’s friendly and stylish, something I immediately noticed of every employee when I walked through the glass doors.

“Yes, you must be Ms. Novak.” The receptionist stands and circles to the front of the desk. “Please, come this way.” I follow her up the floating steps to the top level, admiring the floor-to-ceiling glass panels. “You can wait right here.” She gestures to a leather couch and leaves me to make myself comfortable. 

I shuffle through my papers to assess my plan of attack. Ari St. James owns a vast majority of dealerships within two counties. He’s successful, wickedly feared in business, and the forever bachelor. The internet is a helpful tool for any journalist, and something I’m more than willing to dabble with to get the true story. Derks’ interview, I winged. This one, I’m prepared. 

Even with thorough research, fear seeps into my confidence. I rub my palms on my pencil skirt, nervous about interviewing someone of Mr. St. James’ caliber. It doesn’t help that my mind is somewhere besides this office right now. It sits on the edge of Duke’s couch, waiting patiently for him to call, much like I have the last four days.

“Ms. Novak.” A middle-aged, dark haired man steps out from the hallway, pulling me back from my pity party. He smiles, but the friendliness doesn’t extend to his eyes. His glare is almost cruel and menacing, causing a true chill to run down my spine. One look is all it takes to know I wouldn’t want to run into a guy like him in a dark alley.

What the internet didn’t teach me about Ari St. James is his way of sucking the self-confidence out in the single stare he offers me now. I swallow to collect my thoughts and prepare to bury him in questions.

“Yes, you must be Mr. St. James.” I stand, and we shake hands. “I’ve heard many things about you.”

“Likewise, Ms. Novak.” Over his shoulder, he glances down the hallway as we enter his magnificent office. 

“You’ve heard things about me?” I ask him, taking a seat in the chair in front of his glass desk. “From who?”

“Well, your professor, of course.” He sits down, his legs wide beneath the table. 

“Shall we get started then?” I click the green button to record. “So, Mr. St. James, please tell me what brought you to Greystone University?”

“No offense, Ms. Novak, but there will be no recordings of this interview.” He leans over and pushes STOP on my small recorder. 

I remove it from the table and slide it in my bag. That certain embarrassment, resembling when my grade school teacher reprimanded me in front of the whole class, washes over me. This is how Ari St. James makes me feel. 

“My apologies.” 

“No, please, it’s just a rule I have. If you learn any lesson from this interview, know even those you trust implicitly can stab you in the back with your own words.” He leans back in his black leather chair, clasped hands resting on his stomach, while he slowly taps his thumbs together. 

“Fair enough.” I pull out a pen and pad, preparing to jot down notes. 

“Go on, Ms. Novak. Proceed, and please call me Ari. Mr. St. James is my father, and he’s a cruel son of a bitch.”

“Much like yourself,” I blurt, and immediately regret opening my mouth. Dammit. His eyes narrow, and I know I’ve overstepped. “What I mean is... what I meant to say is...” The words simmer between us, and there is no way to backtrack.

“If you mean the way I operate my business, then yes, some may call me cruel. Other businessmen may call me wise.” He bends forward, almost looming over top of me, even from his chair. He’s not the largest man, but he takes up enough space to be noticed.

“From what I hear, you’re ruthless. Previous employees have attacked you in the press for your code of conduct, yet you remain at the top of your game. I’m curious as to how.” I tap the pen on the edge of the paper, preparing for the worst. Act confident, and he’ll never see me shaking in the chair.

A loud laugh bellows from the opposite side of the table.

“You’re a quick whip, Charlotte. You must keep your boyfriend on his toes.” Ari’s eyebrow jerks with undeniable curiosity. He either knows I have a boyfriend, or he’s fishing for his own information. Men like Ari don’t allow too much time before flipping the script.

I force a painfully fake smile and lock eyes with him, refusing to fall into his trap. “Why did you choose Greystone for university?” 

“I’m a legacy on campus. My grandfather and father are alumni. It only seemed fitting to attend there.” He squirms, shifting on each ass cheek like he can’t quite find the comfort he’s used to.

“Do you resent them thrusting Greystone on you?”

“No one said anything of the sort, Miss Novak.” He says my name like it burns on the way out, spitting it to the floor to extinguish the flame. 

“You didn’t have to tell me anything. I’m a journalist, Mr. St. James. I picked it up in your body language and tone. You came to Greystone out of obligation, not of your own freewill.” I smile, cocky. “So, Ari, if not here, then where?”

“You’re good, Ms. Novak. Most people wouldn’t step foot in my office and question my choices, but here you sit.” He holds his hand up towards me. 

What I wouldn’t give to get out of this office.

“Do you always evade questions with compliments?” A smidge of discomfort settles in my stomach. Ari St. James is ruthless. I’m a Chihuahua compared to him being a Rottweiler. One bite, and I’ll be subdued under his great weight.

Ari leans on his forearms. “Jacob doesn’t know how lucky he is.” 

Ari St. James has done his own bit of homework. He just hasn’t dug deep enough. His eyes lock on mine. He’s looking for a reaction to gain the upper hand. He believes he has it by knowing bits of my personal life. His perceptive expression, and the way he leers at me, makes me uneasy. 

“Oh, that’s right, you’re Sigma Nu.” I jot down his demeanor and body language at my response. Anything I can use to personalize the article is beneficial. This guy isn’t giving me much more than meaningless banter. I need more from him to pull this off smoothly.

Ari sneers, leveling me with a swift, sinister stare. “What a tragedy Jacob’s accident was.” 

As his phone rings, he offers a finger in apology and answers. He turns until all I can see is the back of his chair. 

Time to be nosey. I stand and walk along the glass walls, looking down at Ari’s kingdom. In his office corner sits a small table, matching his desk. Picture frames line the outer edge. I bend to get a better look at the more personal side of Ari the man, and a little less of the businessman.

An old, black and white wedding photo sits in the first frame. The man in it has similar features as Ari. Must be his father. My eyes scan over a few baby photos, and lastly land on one of Ari with a young blonde girl.

A throat clears from behind me, and I startle before coming face to face with Ari. His eyes drift to the picture I’m inspecting.

“My daughter,” he explains, grabbing the frame. His voice softens, and surprisingly, his smile demonstrates the unconditional love only a parent possesses.

“She’s beautiful,” I say of the familiar face I’ve seen arguing with Duke. My curiosity kicks into overdrive. There’s a connection, somehow.

“Stacey.” He says her name with pride. His greatest accomplishment, I’d say. “She goes to university here. You may know her.”

“Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure, sir.” My heart softens for this hardened man. The expression that goes something like ‘even serial killers have friends’ accurately sums up Ari. He’s rough around the edges, but soft enough to allow room for those he loves.

“I hate to run out on you, Charlotte, but I have business to attend to.” We shake hands, and he rushes back to his desk. “Any other questions, please e-mail them over, and I will be happy to answer them.”

“Thank you.” I tuck my notepad in my bag and leave, but not before I get one last glance at the legendary man. 

“I’ll be there soon.” Ari’s on his cell phone, his head tilted down. He unhooks the top button of his dress shirt. “How are you? Everything check out?” His brow furrows, and worry laces his voice. 

I step away, afraid I’ll be caught eavesdropping on his intimate moment.

Back in the safety of my car, I jot down the remaining information I acquired during our odd encounter. My phone rings, and I jump, banging my knee on the steering wheel.

“Hello?” I answer, tossing my bag in the passenger seat.

“What’s wrong?” Rachel’s voice is a calming balm over the shit show today. 

“I just finished the interview. The guy’s a creep, and I don’t think I got enough,” I explain, reversing and pulling out into traffic, stomping on the gas. I can’t get away from here fast enough.

“If anyone can pull a story out of nothing, it’s you. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” The clap of Rachel’s straightener rings in my ear.

“You going out or something?” I pass Murphy’s, always a good reminder of Duke. My mind grows foggy from the Rolodex of memories of our time spent together. 

“Actually, we are going out.” 

Oh, for shit’s sake. “I can’t do a night at Murphy’s.” Will she allow me to ditch tonight and crawl under my covers? I want to live in my misery for one night. Duke hasn’t called, and I don’t know what that means.

“Actually, we were thinking about a much more relaxed evening.” Her voice is muffled, so I assume she’s put me on speaker to finish her hair.

“We?” Relaxed is something I can do, but who in the hell is we?

“Lydia and I have been hanging out a little bit. She’s cool as hell. You’ll love her. Well, we were talking about wanting a reason to veg out and just relax, so GIRLS’ NIGHT!” Rachel squeals. “How does that sound? I told Lydia we’d be there around six.”

“It actually sounds perfect. I could use a night in.” The traffic light turns green, and I slam on the gas pedal. My eyes shift from the road to the clock on my dashboard. “I’ll be at the apartment in five, and then we can head out.” I hang up and toss my phone beside me. 

Hanging out with Lydia may be a good thing. Maybe, she’ll give me a look into the kind of mind that doesn’t call a girl after sleeping with her. 

Fuck you, Duke Anderson.

So much for not making it a big deal.

*****
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Rachel is right. Lydia is a doll, more voodoo than Barbie, but sweet as hell. We show up at the apartment, and she greets us with a pitcher of sangria. After the last few days I’ve had, I’d say she and I are on a fast track to becoming close friends.

“Twenty questions.” Lydia kicks my end of the couch. “I barely know you girls, so let’s play twenty questions.”

“What?” My eyebrows pinch together. “What is this? Middle school?”

“Oh, come on, play along.” Rachel laughs, nodding eagerly.

“Fine.” I clutch the purple throw pillow to my chest.

“How many people have you slept with?” Lydia asks, not wasting any time. The doorbell rings, and the three of us appear surprised. “Saved by the bell, Charlotte.” She stands on the couch, steps over me, and bounds to the door. She swings it open without looking through the peep hole. A girl like Lydia doesn’t fear much, not even a burglar, apparently.

“Hey, you going to let me in or just stand in the damn way?” At the sound of Duke’s voice, I freeze. What is he doing here? It’s been four days, and he hasn’t texted or called. My mind plays devils advocate, reminding me I didn’t text or call either. After our run, things felt off. Maybe it was my visit to the hospital or just the heaviness we both felt.

I brush my hands over my hairline, preying I don’t look like a complete mess. My excitement to see him is quickly smothered by my anger for his lack of communication. He’s the guy. He should’ve called. It’s called chivalry. He opens car doors for fucks sake. 

“Be my guest.” Lydia holds the door, gesturing for Duke to enter. 

When he does, his hands are full of groceries. Rachel scurries to her feet and takes two bags of Duke’s load. 

“Thank you, unlike Lydia who would let me carry them in myself.” He glares over his shoulder, and Lydia sticks her tongue out as she bounces back to the couch.

“Why are you even here, anyway? I told you it was girls’ night,” Lydia shrieks, stretching to see him in the kitchen.

Duke drops his bags onto the counter. “Did you tell me that?” He shakes his head. “It’s Sunday, which means Sunday dinner.”

“No, I’m positive, Duke. I told you I had to bail because of girls’ night.” Lydia rolls her eyes.

Duke starts unloading groceries onto the counter, glancing at me every few seconds. I force myself to act like I’m not affected by his presence mere feet from me, and I’m not able to reach out and touch him. What happened between us isn’t a secret, but then again, I’m not sure I’m ready to take a billboard out announcing Duke and I had sex.

“How much have you all had to drink?” Duke eyes the countertop. Empty wine bottles, the sangria pitcher, and a bottle of tequila earn us a frown.

“Okay, Dad.” Lydia laughs. “We didn’t invite you over to judge us.”

I sweat like I’ve just started going through puberty and don’t quite know what to do with my body. My finger drags along the rim of my cup while I glance at Duke through my eyelashes.

Why won’t he address me, acknowledge I’m here with more than just a fleeting glance? 

“Fuck this,” I whisper, pushing off the couch. “Do you need any help?” A part of me wants him to say yes, but when he turns to me, he nods his chin to the living room. His eyes flick to mine, then drag down to my mouth.

“Go relax with the girls. That’s what you came here for.” Duke proceeds to work.

“That was your opening to make this situation a little less shitty, by the way.” I go back to the living room, my breathing labored. Anxiety builds like a volcano ready to erupt. Apparently, we aren’t going to talk about what happened between us.

Rachel and Lydia are arguing over which movie is better, Clueless or Mean Girls. 

Act natural, Charlotte. Walk in there with your head held high like you haven’t just been knocked off your blissful high horse. Don’t let them see you falling apart. It’s like Jacob all over again.

“I have to go with Lydia on this one, Rach. Clueless wins easily.” I force a laugh and plop down on the couch.

“We going to finish this game or what?” Lydia asks, abandoning their argument. 

“Charlotte, you were up. Answer her question,” Rachel goads. She knows my number. Up until recently, my number was one.

“Yeah, how many people have you slept with? If you don’t answer, then you have to take a shot.” Lydia runs to the kitchen and comes back with a shot glass and the tequila. “We all know how much you love this stuff.” She taunts me with the bottle, rocking it back and forth in her hands.

Duke’s back is turned, and he clears his throat, but never shifts to look in my direction. The only visible proof of him hearing Lydia’s question is his shoulders rolling forward and back.

“Can you ignore the second one if he doesn’t bother to call?” My harsh response is a direct hit. If Duke thinks it’s okay to not call me after we hooked up, then I’m going to call him on it.

Duke jerks around, and I hold my hand up before he takes a step towards me. 

Lydia looks between the two of us. Her mouth opens wide as she takes in what’s transpiring.

Duke’s throat bobs up and down, and fire burns in his eyes. He’s angry and it’s boiling, readying to spill out. What does he have to be upset about?

“What other questions do you have?” Why is my cup empty? If I close my eyes, maybe I could wish for more sangria to help me ignore the weird tension in the room.

“What’s something I don’t even know?” Rachel’s voice is hurried. She’s trying to save all of us from the misery my outburst has caused by changing the subject.

I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, but I don’t feel restricted. It’s like I could say anything at all, and no one will judge me.

“Sometimes, things aren’t what they seem.” I’ve been writing this in my journal. It’s the truth I owe Duke but can’t muster the will to tell him.

Duke scoffs. His reaction has me ready to air all our dirty laundry.

“Oh yeah, what about you, Duke? What’s something no one knows? Not even Lydia?” I test him. I was upset before, but now, I’m pissed. Who does he think he is?

“I’m capable of loving someone.” He turns his back, but freezes for seconds before returning to the kitchen. 

Lydia and Rachel exchange similar, dumbfounded expressions. As if they’re on the same wave length, they level me with a matching set of wide eyes. 

“As long as I’ve known Duke, he’s never divulged any part of himself to anyone other than us at Murphy’s.” Lydia huffs out a breath of air, relief in her eyes for the small part of Duke he revealed. “I wonder what’s gotten into him.”

“I think the real question is who.” A thoughtful frown pinches Rachel’s eyebrows together.

My eyes burn with unshed tears at how real this all has become. Rachel scoots down the couch, resting her hand on my knee. I take a long, deep breath to calm my nerves.

“Lasagna is in the oven.” Duke steps out and picks up the empty tequila bottle. 

Lydia smacks at his hand. “Do us a favor and go grab us another bottle?”

He pushes her off and raises an eyebrow. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

“It wasn’t full when they got here.” She reaches in her pocket and pulls out a wad of cash. 

Duke holds his hands up. “Don’t worry, Lyd. I got it.” His emerald eyes search mine. When they connect, a bolt of electricity shoots through me. “Come with me.”

“Go with him.” Rachel nods her head in his direction.

Gut check time, Charlotte.

“Why should I?” I challenge, crossing my arms over my chest. Lydia and Rachel volley their attention between Duke and me.

“I don’t know.”

“I think I’ll stay here then.”

“Please.” His eyelashes flutter, like he’s trying to hold back tears, but a guy like Duke doesn’t cry. He sure as hell doesn’t cry in front of a room of girls.

I push off the sofa, toss my purse strap over my shoulder, and stomp towards him. 

The hallway is quiet and empty when we step out. There’s enough distance between us to let others know we aren’t dating, but enough energy between us to let anyone with half a brain notice there’s something going on.

“After you.” Duke pushes the door, and I step out into the cool night air. He ushers me to the side of the apartment building, hurrying to the passenger side door to pull it open. Always a gentleman.

“And here we all thought chivalry was dead.” I slip under his arm. The subtle scent of his cologne wafts in the air between us. The mix of lemon and cedar wood is intoxicating and brings me back to the night we spent together. Days later, his aroma lingers on my clothes.

Duke’s lips move slowly as he scurries in front of the truck. His eyebrows furrow deeper with every step he takes. The driver’s side door slams when he’s tucked behind the wheel.

“You okay?” I lift my knee onto the seat. As if he can’t feel my stare, Duke remains stoic as he cranks the key in the ignition. I’m like a pot of boiling water, ready to blow my lid off, while he keeps his cool.

“Yeah.” He looks over at me. “Why do you ask?”

“You were having a silent conversation with yourself.” I turn down the music. “And on top of that, you basically ignored me after sleeping with me, so I figured your silent treatment had something to do with that.”

“Just a lot on my mind is all.” Did he seriously bypass what I’ve spewed at him? 

“Anything you want to talk about?” Sarcasm drips like honey from my mouth. This guy cannot be serious right now. 

“You’re the last person I can talk to about this,” he admits, immediately shaking his head, clearing whatever thoughts plague him.

“Try me.” I cross my arms over my chest and lean against the cool window.

“I don’t let many people in, Charlotte, okay? So quit pushing.” Duke slams his palm against the steering wheel. His anger is new, but anger is something I can work with. At least it’s something.

“So, what are we doing here? If you have no intensions of letting me in, what the hell are we doing?” The muscles in my jaw quiver. I’m afraid of his answer and what it will mean. 

“I’ve let you in.” He glances at me for a split second, and then his focus returns to the sidewalk.

“You think this is you letting me in, what we’ve been doing?” I ghost a finger between the two of us, talking to the side of Duke’s face. “We slept together, Duke. You never called.”

“What else did you think this was?” His knee shifts onto the seat, mirroring my position. His eyes are dark and smoldering. My heart pounds, and blood rushes to my head, making me dizzy. Did he just say what I think he said? 

“You pussyfooting around. You pulling me and pushing me away. Now the question is why. You didn’t seem to regret us being together the moment you slipped inside of me, and you sure as hell didn’t when we woke up the next morning.” Be strong. Don’t cry, and sure as hell, don’t let him see you upset if he wants to play this game.

“I have no reason to pull you in, Charlotte.” He says my name like butter on hot toast. It melts on his tongue until it’s a delicious mess. 

“Will you quit saying my name like that?” I slam my fist on the seat between us. “And yes, you have a reason to pull me in. Don’t act like you don’t feel this.” 

He nods, slow, but visible from my dark side of the truck. I’ve been ignoring this thing between us. The unnecessary way Duke makes my heart pound. The absence of control we seem to have when we are in each other’s presence. It’s all right there in front of us, and now it feels like it’s crumbling.

“Tension doesn’t equate to anything,” Duke admits, twisting the key in the ignition, turning the engine off. Apparently, the liquor can wait.

“It’s more than just tension,” I whisper. “What it sounds like is you being a giant pussy who can’t admit he can’t stay away from me but feels obligated to.” I snap. 

“Exactly, Charlotte. The other night, the way you made me feel, it has my head all sorts of fucked up. You aren’t mine to have, and it’s killing me.”

And there’s the honesty. 

I clamp my mouth shut, but my jaw grows slack when his eyes penetrate me. His stare screams for me to understand. He’s incapable of explaining himself, and now, we’re both begging to be held, touched, adored, but neither of us move.

Tell him, my heart screams. Tell him everything.

“I know what it feels like to be discarded, Duke.” I step out of the truck. With my hands limp by my side, defeat heavy in my limbs, I address him. “You made me feel alive again, and all you had to do was call to not erase the feeling, but you didn’t because you’re too afraid of the person you may become next to me.” 

There is no way he’s going to let us leave it like this.

“I’m no one next to you because you aren’t mine. Enjoy the lasagna, Charlotte.” 

The passenger door rattles with my aggressive exit. At the stop sign, his brake lights glow, and then he’s gone.

The welcome sign on Lydia’s apartment door shakes as I pound my fist. Lydia greets me with a smile, until she notices my empty hands and no tequila. The delicious aroma of spaghetti sauce and garlic fills my nose, and anger boils in my blood.

“Hungry?” Lydia grimaces and flaunts her plate full of food.

I squeeze past her and fling myself face down on the couch, ready to scream into the soft fabric. “Fuck lasagna, and fuck Duke Anderson.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Duke

The carpet in my apartment is one pace away from a hole. I can’t seem to slow the fuck down. My mind is reeling, and every nerve in my body is on high alert.

I may be an asshole, but what I just did to Charlotte was cruel. The way she looked at me still makes my bones ache as if I’d run a marathon. Exhausted. Out of breath. Unsure when the end will come.

A loud pound on the door breaks me from reliving the night for the twentieth time in the last hour.

“Explain to me what the hell happened?” Lydia stomps through the door when I swing it open. Her hands rest on her hips, and an anger I don’t recognize flames in her eyes.

“Yes, please, come in, Lyd.” She glares over her shoulder. Sarcasm delivered. I slam the door and go straight into the kitchen, popping the top to a beer and taking a long pull. “How did you even get here?” I beg the question. “Last I knew, you were two sheets to the wind, boozing it up with the girls.”

“Randy’s waiting outside,” she answers, pulling back the curtains. Randy sits in his truck under the street light, banging his hands on the steering wheel. 

“What the hell is going on between you two anyway?” I sit on the couch.

“Oh no, you don’t. You changing the subject is not going to deflect from the shit show that is you and Charlotte.”

“There is no show. Hell, there is no TV.” Can she hear the bullshit, or will she let me get away with it? “Can we drop this? Please?”

“No, we can’t drop this, Duke.” Her hand rests on my knee. The corner of her mouth flicks into a sad smile. 

“I don’t want your pity, Lyd.” And that’s what she’s here for. Charlotte ran up to her apartment and told her everything, and now she feels the need to check in on me. Unlike Charlotte, Lydia knows everything I said and did to Charlotte tonight was a defense mechanism.

“It’s not pity, Duke. You’re like my brother, and you’re struggling to hold on. You like her.”

“She’s all I can think about.” I stand, continuing the same path I began an hour ago.

“Then why did you just do what you did?” Some people in this world can destroy every lie you tell yourself. Lydia is my person. “If she’s all you can think about, why did you treat that sweet girl like all your other hook ups?”

“She isn’t like any of the other girls, Lyd. That’s the problem.”

“Duke, she’s stuck between what she’s always known, and this strange magnetic pull you two have with each other.” Lydia sighs, leaning back onto the couch. “You know how hard this is on you. Well, imagine how it is for her. Everything she ever thought she wanted is a lie, and the girl has no idea. To top it off, the one thing she needs” —she pokes her tiny finger into my chest— “she’s not supposed to want.”

Charlotte’s relationship with Jacob isn’t enough to deter me from wanting every ounce of her to myself. I’m selfish enough to place my own happiness before Jacob’s. What I’m not willing to do is cause Charlotte any more pain. Should’ve thought about that before you slept with her, douchebag.

But what if Lydia is right, and I’m what Charlotte needs? 

Hell, I know she’s what I need.

My heart fuels my legs. Lydia’s words echo in my mind as I search for my truck keys. 

“Where are you going?” Lydia smirks because she already knows.

“I need to fix this,” I explain, shoving my arms into my zip-up hoodie. “Lock up for me.”

The cool air hits my bare chest. The zipper hits my skin, causing a chill to run over my body. Excitement shoots through me. I’m eager to explain and apologize. Hell, I’m not above groveling.

“Duke, your shoes,” Lydia calls out. A pair dangles from her fingertips. I ignore her and squeal out of the parking lot, barely bothering to stop at the stop sign.

It’s almost midnight, and all the windows are dark when I pull into the spot in front of the complex. Pushing past a couple in the hallway, I pound my fist against the door. 

“Open up, Charlotte. Please.” My desperation is loud and clear. A couple eyes me, curious as to what I’ll do next. “I fucked up,” I shout to them. For the first time, my acknowledgement of my own wrong doings knows no bounds. I want to scream them from the rooftop, own up to every single mistake I’ve made.

The door swings open, and Rachel stands with heavy eyelids, blinking at me like I’ve just woken up a bear from hibernation. “What in the actual hell?” Her surprised expression when she sees what I’m wearing makes me laugh.

“Is Charlotte home?” I pull the front of my hoodie together to hide my bare chest.

“Where else would she be?” Rachel rolls her eyes, straightening her tank top with a huff of irritation. It may take me longer to get into Charlotte’s best friend’s good graces than I think.

Loud footsteps pound through the apartment. I can’t see her yet, but my body knows she’s nearby. Everything inside of me is on high alert, holding its breath, eager to see her. 

Rachel pulls the door open, exposing Charlotte in the shortest, striped sleep shorts. “Your midnight caller.” Rachel drags her feet and moves to the side, not willing to leave me alone with Charlotte for one second. I can’t blame her.

My eyes scan up her bare legs to her t-shirt. It says, ‘But Coffee First.’ “Nice shirt.”

“What are you doing here, Duke?” She stands there, unforgiving, but somehow still adorably cute with her hands pinching into her sides. She’s mad, but for a single second, it dissipates, and her eyes brighten.

“If you would, I’d really like to talk.” This girl makes me feel weak, and not in a bad way. Vulnerability isn’t something I’m used to, but Charlotte makes me want to cut myself open and expose every feeling I’ve ever had.

“Why should I?” Damn, she challenges the hell out of me. This is why I’m attracted to her. She’s different than any girl I’ve ever known. She’s a light in a dark tunnel.

“Because you’re right.” Her eyes soften at my words. She is right. Even with good intentions, what I did to her by not calling after we slept together was a poor move on my part.

“Let me go get dressed.” Charlotte steps back.

Well, that was easier than I thought it would be. “I really wish you wouldn’t.”

Charlotte holds up a finger, leaving Rachel and me together. 

“So...” Rachel hums and smirks while I shuffle my feet.

“Go ahead and ask.” I slouch back and lean against the wall across from their door.

“What’s the plan?” Her feet are crossed at her ankles, and she leans into the doorframe.

“No plan. I just know I don’t deserve her,” I say.

“If you can admit that, then I’d say you’re a hell of a lot closer to deserving her than Jacob ever was.” Rachel shrugs her shoulders, as if her words don’t hold any weight. It’s the opposite, though. They rest perfectly on my shoulders, and I hear her loud and clear. 

“Rachel, do you know something...” 

The question fades away as Charlotte exits the apartment. She stands in front of me, still in the shorts, thank fuck, but now paired with an oversized sweater. Rachel shrugs her shoulders, turns, and shuts the door.

“Let’s get this over with.” Charlotte turns towards the parking lot and starts walking.

Opening the passenger side door, Charlotte slides in. Her shoulder grazes my chest, and fire burns down deep to run my fingertips over the ends of her hair. Not closing it behind her, she faces forward. Her attention is everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Charlotte opens her lips, and desperation to spin her towards me and kiss her sinks in. She doesn’t speak like I half expect, instead a physical struggle ensues. Her chest rises and falls, dancing in front of me.

“Look at me,” Her lack of movement encourages me more, as if she already suspects why I showed up tonight, but she’s too afraid to face me. “Please, Charlotte.” I run my fingertips across her knee.

“What? What is it? What else could you have to say? You made yourself pretty clear earlier tonight. What’s happening between us is nothing.” She doesn’t take a breath between words. Impressive, but it’s an act. She hides what I’m desperate to find.

“What I have to say is this...” I swing her around. 

As if she had been anticipating my next move, Charlotte’s legs wrap just above the back of my knees. The gesture can almost be mistaken as an accident. It isn’t, though, by the way they tighten around me. My body is pulled closer to hers, and I groan as my fingers run through her hair, gripping at the strands to stay grounded. The girl makes me feel like the Earth and I are no longer connected. She makes me float.

“Please don’t.” Her head tilts to the side, proving her words wrong once again. She leans forward. Our chests bump, and everything else in the world fades away. The cars driving by disappear as if we are two lone people left on this planet. She follows my every move, working with me until our lips are centimeters apart.

“If you tell me to stop, I will,” I breathe out, and a shiver courses through her body. “But don’t tell me to stop if one single part of you wants to know what will happen next.”

“You hurt me.” She tries to keep control. Tears pool in the corner of her eyes, a clear sign of just how badly my actions stung her.

Our foreheads lean against each other, and her nose tickles my own, circling the tip as I speak. “Charlotte, I’ve never had to explain myself to anyone, but I need you to know I did what I did because I like you, and it scares the shit out of me that I can’t truly have you.”

I close the small gap, keeping her sweet lips away from mine, and touch mine against the corner of her smile. In my head, I count, giving her a chance to stop what I’m dying to explore. She doesn’t, though. No words are uttered. No words are whispered.

Her tongue runs the seal of my lips and we open to each other. Her warm hands skim up my bare chest, circling around until her fingertips dig into my skin. She pulls me closer, deepening the kiss. 

“There’s something I need to tell you,” she says between our lips. “Jacob and I...” 

The sound of his name from the lips I’ve been kissing, causes my stomach to flip. Fuck.

“He’s not who you think,” I say.

Charlotte’s phone rings from somewhere in the truck. She bends and shifts to reach it, while keeping her legs wrapped around me. 

She shrugs a silent apology before answering. “Hello?” Her skin is flushed and breathing labored. A perfect sign our embrace affects her like it does me.

Charlotte’s eyes widen in surprise, and her legs slip down painfully slow. Their absence is evident. She nods and responds with one-word answers. Something is wrong.

“I’ll be there soon,” she says before pushing END and tossing the phone over her shoulder. A whimper escapes from the cage made by her hands covering her face.

“What’s going on?” Her reaction from the phone call is like ice cold water on my warm, beating heart. I ask the question, already knowing the answer. He’s awake.

“Jacob’s...” Her eyes glisten when they look into mine. Tears stream down her cheeks. “He’s awake, Duke.”

This is the moment I’ve been dreading. Speak up. Tell her the truth. Tell her everything you know. Quit being a pussy. But it will destroy her.

“I’ll drive you.” I step back, noticing the lack of warmth on my body from the distance when I slam the door. Charlotte sits, her full attention focused on the side window as I slide behind the steering wheel.

The drive is quiet. So quiet I have to roll down the window to break the silence. The seats of the truck shake from Charlotte’s bouncing knee. I’d do anything to take her fear away, but I play a huge part in the way she feels. 

When I pull up to the entrance, the parking lot is damn near empty. Charlotte shifts her body towards me. Her mouth opens and shuts. She and I both know no words will fix this.

“I don’t know what to do,” she sighs, finally looking to my side of the truck. “This is the moment I’ve been waiting for, right? Him to wake up, so I could talk to him, say all the things I needed to say over the past weeks. I should be happy he’s awake, but...” She lowers her thick, black lashes and watches me like she’s desperate for me to say something, give her a reason to not step out of this truck and into the hospital.

Put the poor girl out of her misery.

I lean past her and open the truck door. “Go be with him, Charlotte.”

Damn, that hurts like a knife to the chest.

Charlotte turns back before slipping out of my truck for maybe the last time. With her eyebrows cinched together, she releases a breath, pulling her purse over her shoulder and leaving without a single word or explanation for where to go from here. It’s like sand through my clenched fist; slowly, it will fall to the floor into a million tiny specks. 

Wes waits for her by the entrance. He follows her steps backwards and shakes his head at the sight of me. On the sidewalk, Charlotte falls into Wes’s arms, and he welcomes her, while keeping an eye on where my truck idles. My foot hits the gas pedal, and the tires squeal, leaving only memories and rubber in the parking lot. 

I pull my phone out of my pocket and ring Lydia. When she doesn’t answer, I toss it in the seat beside me. The inside of my truck smells of Charlotte’s perfume. The blood beneath my skin boils at the brief memory I have of a girl like Charlotte up against me. My fist connects with the steering wheel, and my outburst is interrupted by ringing.

“Hello,” I bark into the phone.

“Lovely to talk to you, too, Duke.” Lydia’s voice sings in my ear. “You know you are the one who called me, right?” Her snarky attitude creeps in her voice.

“He’s awake,” I blurt out. The silence suffocates me. “Lydia, did you hear me?”

“Yeah, I heard you. That’s a good thing.” She sighs. “Now he can deal with the train wreck he’s caused.” 

I explain the dilemma I’m officially in, as I park outside Lydia’s building. Her apartment is on ground level because she refused to move furniture up a flight of stairs.

She swings open the door, anticipating my arrival, and slugs me in the arm. I follow her inside. 

“Your dick practically pants and drools in her lap every time she comes around, so why am I not surprised you’re bent out of shape at the news?”

At the mention of my dick, I wince.

“What were you thinking?” She bangs her palm against her forehead, disappointed in me.

“What am I thinking? Well, I’m thinking the girl is pretty spectacular, and perhaps I’ve gotten a little over my head.”

“You think?” Randy says, swaggering down the hallway. 

“Oh, so this is a thing?” I glance between them.

“We aren’t talking about him and me.” She looks to Randy with tender eyes before addressing me. “How did you find yourself in this situation? Why couldn’t you just screw her and get it out of your system? Not fall for the girl.”

“I can tell you how. The girl looks like every kindergarten teacher in America. You’ve seen Coyote Ugly. Every red-blooded male has a toddler in his pocket,” Randy explains, sitting on the arm of the couch. He pulls out his pocket knife and fidgets with the end of the blade.

“You are a walking contradiction.” I shake my head. “But he has a point. It’s like I want to take care of her. Protect her.”

“You’re disgusting and a little insulting.” Lydia shakes her head. “A girl like Charlotte can take care of herself. She doesn’t need your ass to swoop in and fix everything for her.”

“Relax, babe.” Randy places a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t think that’s what he means.”

“What I mean is, from the moment I laid eyes on her, she’s kept me captivated. Is it a crime?” I hiss.

“When it’s your pal’s girl, yeah, kind of.” Randy’s brow slants, disapproving of my actions.

I shove him in the chest. “Fuck you.” 

Randy holds his hands up. He steps into Lydia’s side and wraps his arm around her waist, pulling her in the rest of the way. “I’m just saying you should have steered clear of this girl.” 

“The second you looked at her at the bar, I knew this was going to be a train wreck.” Lydia shrugs. “But what’s done is done, and now you need to pull up your big boy panties and fix this shit.” She hugs me and ushers me to the door.

“You kicking me out?” I ask, stunned.

“Yes, I am.” She laughs. “I don’t give a shit where you go, but you aren’t staying here.” The door swings open, and I’m shoved out. “We’ll see you later,” Lydia shouts through the closed door. 

What the actual fuck? So much for them helping me.

*****
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The buzz of the gate echoes down the long driveway. This is a sound I’ll never forget, but never grow accustomed to. It’s the sound of control. Beyond the tall, black fence is my own personal hell I’m only willing to cross into when I really need a pick-me-up. I need a reminder of where I’ve been and where I’m still headed. 

The crazy reality is, the place I am most out of control is also the place where I find my confidence in the choices I’ve made since I’ve left.

“Come here, my pretty little boy,” Dee shouts from the front door. She doesn’t step out but waves her hands for me to hurry inside. When I’m finally in front of her, she kisses both of my cheeks and holds me at arm’s length. “Aren’t they feeding you at that college? You’re too skinny. Eat a cheeseburger every now and then.”

Dee is my nanny. Well, technically, she’s no longer my nanny, but that isn’t something I’d say to her face. She’s in her late sixties, and funny as hell. When I was younger, she used to remind me, no matter how old I got, she would always be my nanny. She loves me like I’m her son. Growing up, hers was the only love I got.

“You do realize who you’re talking to, right?” I laugh, resting my arm across Dee’s shoulders. I know the drill and follow her into the kitchen. 

“Now sit down, and I’ll make you lunch while you tell me why you came all the way out here.”

All I can do is laugh because, of course, she’s caught on to my motives. “It’s complicated,” I explain, resting my head on the cool marble countertop.

“Well, then, I guess I’ll be making my world-famous mac ‘n’ cheese, huh?” Dee pulls ingredients from the fridge. A soft chuckle escapes her mouth.

“Who in the world has tasted your cooking besides the people in this house?” I tease, thankful to be sitting in front of her. 

“This isn’t the time to grow an attitude. You trekked your ass up here for advice. Now, shut up about my cooking, and explain to me what’s going on,” Dee demands.

I start from the beginning. No detail is spared, even the less than desirable parts.

“Wait, now, let me get this straight.” Dee pauses, slowly stirring the contents in the saucepan. “You went through all this drama for this girl?”

I nod and laugh. “Essentially.”

Dee’s left eyebrow lifts. “And you slept with her because you’re you, and you can’t help yourself. You’re like a damn dog with a bone.” Her boisterous laugh echoes through the kitchen, but I’m unmoved, knowing damn well the lady who spent every night of my childhood tucking me into bed, can smell my apprehension from across the island. “Well, I’ll be damned.” She shakes her head, placing a dish in the oven.

“Why are you laughing?” In the fridge I usually find all my favorite things. Dee keeps it stocked in case I mosey over, which is rare, but fresh squeezed orange juice sits on the middle shelf. I pour a glass and take a long sip. “What is this garbage?” I lift the cup to inspect the drink.

“No reason to squeeze fresh oranges anymore. Lord knows your mother hasn’t drank a drop of anything with sugar since the eighties, and don’t get me going on your father. For an uppity son of a bitch, he has cheap taste in juice,” Dee rambles on one of her usual tangents. When I was younger, I’d nod, pretending to understand what she was murmuring about. “And we aren’t here to talk about what’s in the fridge.”

“If you must know, yes, we slept together. It changed everything, and I screwed up. I acted like it wasn’t a big deal, but it was.” 

“Jesus, young boy. You’ve made yourself quite the mess.”

“Yes, and now her boyfriend is awake, and it feels like every second that passes, she’s slipping away.”

“Oh my god!” Dee squeals, circling the kitchen island. Her mouth is wide open with shock. “You’re in love with her.” 

“In love?” I scoff. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

She smacks my hand. “Watch your language, young man.” 

“You curse all the time. I probably learned to curse from you.”

“Quit changing the subject.” Dee snickers through clenched lips. “You’re in love with this girl, Duke.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m in love with her.” Do I love her? Could I love her? Fucking hell. “I’m challenged by her. She captivates me whenever she’s in the room, and somehow, she knows exactly how to push every button of mine. She’s not the kind of girl to give up on people, and I find that most attractive about her.” I take a deep breath. Every moment with Charlotte, even the little things, has meant something to me. “If you met her, you’d know what I’m saying. She has a presence about her, Dee.”

“That’s how you describe someone you’re in love with, Duke. Most girls would line up with their ass in the air to hear a man say what you just did about this girl.” She pats my cheek. “And I hope I get to meet her someday. You aren’t easy to keep up with, and it seems she’s been doing a damn good job.”

Fuck, maybe I do love this girl. 

“Dee,” my mother calls through the intercom system. She had the whole house rewired so she could avoid human contact or a personal relationship with her staff. Yeah, that’s the kind of mom I have. “I need a glass of water, please.”

I whip around and nod towards the speaker. “Where’d the manners come from?”

“It’s new.” She opens the cupboard and pulls out a tall glass, filling it halfway with ice and water. Just how mother likes. “But you won’t hear me complaining. Stop back through before you leave. I think your father is in his office.”

I groan. “As if I care.” 

“He’s still your father. He’s a part of you, just as you are a part of him.” Dee passes by, but turns to face me with her lips straight in a line. “Do yourself a favor, Duke, and apologize. To everyone. Him. Her. Yourself.” She pats me on the cheek and walks out with the glass in hand. The space becomes immediately unwelcoming. She’s the only source of homey warmth this place has to offer.

Everything in this house is a shiny distraction. It’s how my parents prefer it. No signs of weakness or abnormality are allowed. 

The day I’d walked in with my first tattoo, you would’ve thought I committed a heinous crime. My mother glared at my forearm throughout dinner, as if she stared long enough, the nightmare would end, and the phoenix would wipe away with a warm, wet cloth.

“Only gutter rats have tattoos,” my mother said to me. This was the moment I decided not to let anyone dictate what I did and when I did it. The day also commemorates when I stopped accepting cash from them. In their world, cash means something I’m never willing to give. Control.

My hand glides up the stairway railing, and I take each step as if it will be my last. Being under their roof makes me weak. All over again, I’m the kid who hid in his closet, begging not to come down to the party because I didn’t want to play the part they expected. Even as a young kid, I had a stronghold on my destiny. 

Over the top of his high back chair, my father’s head is visible. I tiptoe past, hoping not to disturb him. Old habits die hard. When safe in my childhood bedroom, I close the door, careful not to let the latch click. 

To my surprise, nothing has changed. Every time I visit, my father threatens to rip my band posters off the walls. The state of the art stereo where I played hellfire loud music remains tucked in the corner. A wealth of clothes I’ve never worn hang in the closet, the door ajar. Tens of thousands of dollars were spent to make me play a part, appear to be one of them, but I always chose a simpler look. The only thing my parents could control was my school uniform. Only the best private schools and tutors’ money could buy for their son.

The dresser is clear of even one speck of dust. It’s apparent Dee’s been busy. My eyes shift to the mahogany frames filled with pictures from my childhood. Unlike the ones in Charlotte’s bedroom filled with undeniable love and admiration, mine are full of stark poses and lack any personal touch. There’s no proof of love, and I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t sting a little. 

In the most recent photo, taken during Christmas my junior year of high school, I’m wearing a navy-blue suit. My mother knew, once I graduated and moved out, I’d never step back through those doors under their terms. She made Christmas hell for me that year.

“What are you doing here?” my father’s strong, domineering tone brings pain to my shoulders. 

To anchor myself, my hands grip the edge of the dresser, preparing for the hurricane of anger he delivers. Out of my peripheral, he stands a step inside of the room, adjusting his tie. 

“Happy to see you, too, Father.”

Garrett Anderson is never disheveled. To him, disorder is a crime. Dee probably irons the man’s damn underwear. He’d die before he accepted a handout, and he’s happy to remind anyone who challenges him. He’s built his wealth from the ground up without assistance from anyone else.

“Don’t forget whose roof you’re under.” He steps towards the dresser I’m seconds from splintering, and picks up the baseball he gave me for my tenth birthday. It’s signed by the starting line-up for the New York Yankees. It would’ve been a thoughtful gift, had I actually liked the Yankees. 

“How could I forget when you always remind me?” 

“Why are you here?” He returns the ball to its stand, leans against the dresser, and extends his legs in front of him. His stoic, reserved demeanor is another of his tactics to maintain the upper hand. Where his hatred for me comes from, I’ll never understand.

“I wanted to visit Dee.” He’ll use my honesty against me.

“You two girls gossip in the kitchen?” My father has made it a game to challenge my manhood my entire life. 

At the age of eight, he called me a pussy in front of my entire soccer team because someone got me on the breakaway and scored against us. My high school championship game of my senior year, he practically kicked me down on the muddy field when we lost because he didn’t think I had done enough to get the victory.

Just like then, my hands begin to tingle, and a sheen of sweat appears on my brow. This man knows exactly what to say to make my blood boil. If I knew he wouldn’t call the cops, I’d lay his ass out right here in my childhood bedroom. He wouldn’t take the hit like a man, but dammit, it would be worth a night in jail.

“I’ll get out of your hair.” I jerk back as he wraps his hand tight around my bicep. 

“What is this I hear? You had a run in with Ari St. James?” He tilts his head, assessing me and my sanity, because he and I both know no one messes with Ari St. James. “He’s a brother, Duke, and not someone you want to overstep.”

“Why do you care? Maybe I’ll end up like Jacob.” A menacing chuckle ripples from my mouth. “After all, that’s what you want, right? Make your life easier, right, if I’m not in it?”

We have a silent standoff. Neither of us is willing to lose by glancing away first.

“Boys,” my mother calls from the hallway. “Duke, where are you? Dee says you’re here.” 

I sidestep my father, pulling my arm out of his grasp. “Bye, Dad.” I use the name as a weapon, and his eyes widen. The word is a reminder of what he’s not, and something he’ll never be.

“Yes, mother.” I step into the hallway. Her thin, but sculpted arms engulf me in a hug I don’t quite expect. Awkwardly, I pat her on the back, not knowing what to do. Her gentle touch is practically the Yeti of love, unseen most of the time, but appearing every once in a while.

“What a pleasant surprise.” Her eyes shift over my shoulder and lock on my father as a warning. He huffs past, our gazes following him until he enters his office. “Don’t mind him. He’s stressed.” 

The effort to comfort me is commendable but unnecessary. I know I don’t mean jack shit to him.

“He’s been stressed my whole life, then.” I step back and a flash of hurt crosses her eyes. 

Something strange is happening. First, she’s polite to Dee, and now she’s embracing me as if I’m the son she’s miraculously grown a heart for.

“I better go,” I state. 

My mother’s shoulders hunch in defeat. “I haven’t been the best mother to you.” My eyes cast down to her hand on mine.

Hearing her say this is like a ton of bricks to my heart. I don’t know if I’m more surprised by those words coming from her mouth, or how warming they are to my soul. 

“Mom, I don’t have time for this. I have a lot going on.” That may have sounded crueler than I intended.

“If you listen to anything I ever say, this is what I need you to hear.” She takes a deep breath. “When you were born, I knew you were different. You cried at all hours of the night, Duke. You were impossible, and nothing ever made you happy, but it’s not because you were a bad baby. It’s just you needed more room to roam around. You were like a caged animal in this house, and when you were set free, you spread your wings, and you soared.” Her eyes glisten with building tears. Am I hallucinating? Is she about to cry?

“Are you dying or something?” I blurt out. Regret seeps in when I realize it’s always a possibility. People die every day, and some of them take the time to tell the people in their lives how they truly feel. My stomach rises in my throat. I’m not close to my mother, but a comfort is there knowing she’s still on this earth.

She looks back towards my father’s office, a distant, sad look on her face. “No, I’m just waking up, Duke.”

What has been the catalyst for this shift between us?

My eyebrows pinch together. “I better go. You can call me, if you like.” 

At my offer, the corners of her mouth stir awake and form a smile. Typically, I’d say something like this to appease her, but this time I hope she follows through.

Her smile brightens, and she nods. “I may just do that.” 

An understanding passes through us. I may not fully comprehend what is going on under this roof every day, but I do know how tender and sincere she’s looking at me right now. 

I hustle down the steps, taking them two at a time to escape the twilight zone I’ve just stepped into. In the foyer, Dee waits for me, a stack of Tupperware in her hands. I grab them and set them on the console table and engulf her in a tight hug.

“Do you mind explaining to me what’s been going on around here?” My eyes shift to the balcony above us. “My mother was just genuine and sincere with me.”

“I overheard a phone conversation. She mentioned divorce.” Dee pushes back from my hug, holding a finger to her lips. “But you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Like she’s planning on divorcing the sour bastard?” My laugh echoes against the cathedral ceilings. “I’ll believe it when I see it, Dee.” I lean down and kiss her on the cheek.

“Don’t forget your food. You need to find a nice girl to cook for you, or else you’ll wilt down to nothing.”

“I’m hardly wilting away. I’m two hundred pounds, for Christ’s sake.” I showboat my bicep and lift my shirt to expose my abs. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Dee rolls her eyes. “If you dare to do it, bring that sweet girl who has you tied in knots around here, and don’t forget what I said. Saying I’m sorry and owning it goes a long way when you really mean it.”

“Don’t hold your breath.” I swoop up the containers and wave goodbye over my shoulder.

In the small amount of time spent with Dee, an ounce of the weight has been lifted off my shoulders. She always manages to put things into perspective.

My phone rings when I’m almost back to town. The screen illuminates with Charlotte’s name, and my stomach grows twelve times its size. I’m nervous. Why am I nervous? Should I be surprised? It’s Charlotte. No emotion brought on by that girl can shock me. I click the side of my phone, sending her to voicemail.

I speed through my hometown until my tires hit the highway. Forty minutes later and I’m near campus. My apartment flashes by, and the need for sleep hits me, but what I need is to get this guilt off my chest.

My phone buzzes, and Charlotte’s name pops up once again. I allow it to slip into my voicemail and don’t respond until I pull into the hospital parking lot. 

Dee was right, and I’ve known it all along. It’s about damn time I start taking responsibility. I should’ve followed Charlotte into the hospital instead of dropping her off. She deserves someone willing to stand next to her and shout her worth. Lord knows Jacob doesn’t.

I don’t want to be the old version of myself, the one who denied any feelings outside of the bedroom. This moment has been inevitable since the beginning when Charlotte crawled up inside of me and refused to leave.

It’s do or die, Duke. 

Prove to her you aren’t like everyone else. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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Charlotte

I can’t go in there.

My ears feel like water has flooded every single nerve, drowning out the sounds around me. After Wes’s reaction outside the hospital, it’s easy to assume he knows more than I’d like him to. He leaves me to my own accord, stating I needed to go in on my own. A giant mistake on his part because the elevator ascends, and I push the third floor before we pass by to make my escape. 

“Will you come pick me up?” I say to Rachel when she answers.

“What’s going on, sweetie?” The desperation in my voice has tipped her off. Her keys jingle in the background, and I know she’s already shuffling towards the door.

“He’s awake,” I whisper, fearful of two little words. They’re meaningless when separate, but together, they somehow become reflective of the direction my life has taken me.

“I’ll be there in a few minutes. Hang tight.” Click. 

Five, maybe ten minutes later, Rachel pulls up outside of the emergency room. I’m sitting on a bench, wallowing in my own pity because why the fuck not. It can’t hurt at this point, now that I’ve screwed everything up beyond proportion.

“Want to go grab a milkshake, throw on some pajamas, and veg out?”

“Only if you promise to tell me I’m not a colossal piece of shit.” I open the door and slide in beside my best friend. She tilts her head in my direction, and her soft smile hits me straight in the stomach. She can’t tell me I’m not a piece of shit because both of us know I’ve made some not so wise decisions lately.

“How about that milkshake then?” I ask, resting my head back on the seat. The warmth from her hand on mine calms me, allowing me a split second to cut off the tears before they fall.

Rachel pulls through the drive-thru, orders chocolate milkshakes, and heads back to our apartment. No words are spoken until we are relaxed on the couch and hidden behind the safety of our door.

“Am I a shitty person?” I ask, spooning a pile of chocolate shake up and dropping it back into the Styrofoam cup. “Honestly, am I?”

“You’re not a shitty person, Char, but you don’t need me to tell you that.” Rachel steals the cherry off the top of my shake and pops it into her mouth. “What you are is a lost person. Or at least, you were a lost person.”

“I got on the elevator, punched his floor number, and before I could make it there, I bailed. What am I going to say to him?” I push my glass to the center of the table and hunch down into the couch. “And then there’s Wes, who, for the first time, looked at me like I stole something from him.”

“Don’t worry about Wes. He’ll get over whatever transpires, but as far as where to start, the truth isn’t a horrible place.”

“Even if I did tell him the truth, what does that look like?” 

“Do you actually care, Charlotte?” Rachel’s wide-eyed glare irritates the hell out of me. “No offense, but do you?” Dammit, why do best friends have to be so wise and reasonable? 

“I never meant to hurt anyone.” This is the truth. I didn’t set out to hurt anyone, but it feels like everyone is on the verge of losing something.

“Who are you more worried about hurting? Duke or Jacob?” She licks the end of her spoon.

I pull out my phone to see no missed calls, no text messages. Why isn’t he answering? I tuck it back into my purse. 

“Duke, because I didn’t see him coming. He’s like a tornado, and I’m the small town that had no time to prepare for destruction.” A heavy weight lifts from my shoulders. Damn, that feels good to admit.

“There’s a reason why, Charlotte. He makes you feel alive. It’s about damn time you listen to your heart, and stop allowing your head to control you. Tell the truth. Scream it from the damn rooftop if you have to, but fucking do it for yourself, and don’t worry about who you hurt in the process. In the end, everyone will benefit from your honesty.”

All the intense pressure from the past weeks comes barreling down on me, like a ton of rocks tumbling down the side of a mountain. Fatigue sets in, and I immediately want to crash.

I stand from the couch, set my milkshake on the coffee table, and head towards the hallway.

“I’m going to go lay down for a little while,” I explain my departure from what I’m sure Rachel expected to be a deep conversation. There’s no fuel in my tank, though, and my feet drag behind me like cement blocks.

“Charlotte,” Rachel calls out, and I turn back around. She smiles and nods. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Then why do I feel like I’m the one to blame for all of this?” I force a smile, and go to my room.

I’m the one to blame. It’s the single thought that leads me to sleep. As if my subconscious mind is fully aware of my current situation, I have one of those dreams that feels real enough my senses are on full alert. 

I smell the distinct aroma of Duke’s cologne. The silky taste of the raspberry drizzle on my pancakes is like lightning on my tongue, reminding me of our morning at the diner. That’s where it all changed for me. Duke shifted from being an unlikely friend to so much more. A rhythmic laughter escapes his throat, and I want to reach out to him, but when I do, there’s nothing there. No warm body to grasp. It’s like he’s disappeared, but he’s still there in front of me. 

I spring up in bed. My chest burns for a decent breath to ease the pain, and sweat spreads across my brow. Fear creeps into every pore of my body, and as if I’ve lost something, a giant hole forms in the middle of my heart. It’s him.

What if what I’ve lost is the one thing I need? 

“Where is my damn phone?” I slide my hand across the mattress until the metal cools my fingertips. “There you are.” The screen comes alive to an alert for one missed text.

Sorry I missed your calls. Headed to the hospital. I’ll call you when I leave. The text is time stamped from twenty minutes ago.

“Fucccccckkkk! No, this can’t be happening,” I shout, throwing the comforter to the floor and storming into the living room. “He’s at the hospital.” I slip on my shoes and turn to my best friend who’s looking at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Duke is at the hospital.”

“Oh shit, and you haven’t been... You haven’t had a chance to explain...” Rachel stutters.

“Yeah, no shit. Hence why I’m freaking the fuck out.” I point to my chest, the keys trembling in my hand.

“Let me drive you.” Rachel shoots off the couch and takes the keys from my grip. “You’re seconds from losing it. The last thing we need is you driving.” She slides into her flats and ushers me out of our apartment. She opens my car door like I’m too unstable. Maybe I am. My head is swimming with possibilities, and none of them end how I’d prefer.

As if luck is on our side, the streets are nearly empty. I stare out the window, willing Rachel to push a little harder on the gas pedal. 

“I had a dream about Duke. It felt like I lost him. He was right in front of me, and something happened, and his warmth vanished.” I don’t know if I’m speaking to Rachel, expecting an answer, or if I’m just blurting thoughts.

“It was just a dream, Charlotte.” Rachel stops at the emergency room entrance.

“Was it?” The defeat is seared into my voice, and suddenly, sadness takes over, leading me from the safety of Rachel’s car and into the elevator. 

I push the same button I’ve hit tons of times, but this time it feels different. 

When they open, Wes stands outside the doors, eyeing the screen on his phone. As he notices me, his shoulder square, and he stands tall. If it was anyone else, I’d feel intimidated, but this is the boy who use to give me Band-Aids when I’d fall. He’s also the closest I’ll ever get to having a brother.

“Why did you even bother showing up here? Did you sneak out from the stairwell earlier? Too afraid to face him?” His faint smile disappears, replaced with a hateful smirk. “Did you and Duke ride together and figure it would sting less if you pretended to show up separately?”

“Duke’s still here?” I question, leaning around Wes to see down the hallway, but it’s empty.

“Like you don’t already know, Charlotte. The least you two could do is let him have a full day before parading whatever the hell it is you two are doing.” Animosity rolls off Wes like waves on Lake Michigan’s breaking wall, large and unpredictable.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about Wes.” I pass him, shaking my head. There is no time to sit here with him and explain myself. I glance back one last time because he’s family, and even with how wrong he is, disappointing him wrecks me.

“It’s pretty obvious.” Wes steps onto the now empty car and pushes the button, disappearing behind the metal doors.

This is it. Walk down this hallway, step into the hospital room, and tell the truth, even if it hurts. Quietly, and with deliberate small steps, I creep down the hallway. One of Jacob’s regular nurses spots me. When she waves, I pause, feeling out of place. I lift my heavy arm and wiggle my fingers into something resembling a friendly gesture.

I push myself forward to enter the room, only to be halted by the voices rising behind the bleak grey door.

“I hooked up with Charlotte,” Duke says. “And before you kill me, please hear me out.”

The long, silent pause worries me. No one is speaking.

“The actual fuck are you talking about?” A small laugh escapes Jacob. I know he isn’t quite sure what he’s hearing. His left eyebrow is probably perked up, like it is every time he doesn’t quite understand what is happening.

“Charlotte, your Charlotte.” Even out here, I hear the worry in Duke’s voice, but more than that, I sense the apology. The way he refers to me as Jacob’s brings on a heavy ache.

I step forward when Jacob doesn’t say anything. More silence meets me when I press my ear to the door.

“You can have any girl on campus, so why her?” Jacob’s words are spoken in a whisper. The sadness and confusion are enough to tilt my world on its side. 

Maybe I haven’t taken the time to fully comprehend the full spectrum of our situation. Humans are naturally selfish. We look out for ourselves first, with a sprinkle of everyone else we care about. It’s how it is, and how it will always be. I’ll never apologize for following my heart, though.

“Do I really have to explain it to you?” The chair I’ve occupied many mornings grinds on the tiled floor. Duke’s making himself comfortable with no intentions of leaving until this is resolved.

“We can both make a list of reasons why she’s easy to love, and they’d probably damn near be the same,” Jacob replies. “What I don’t understand is why you feel the need to explain it to me?”

“What?” 

“I appreciate you telling me before I found out from someone else, but I don’t think this is necessary.”

Oh fuck, move your feet, Charlotte. This is where you come in.

A long sheet of blonde hair rushes past me, and the door swings fully open, revealing the hospital room. Like I can’t quite understand what’s happening, I stand frozen until the girl whips her hair around. My feet move me into the room, and the four of us have a stand-off. Who’s going to speak first?

“Now isn’t the time,” Jacob says, holding his hand up towards Stacey.

Stacey rests her hand on her stomach, silently begging Jacob to do something. What, I’m not sure. I thought it’s Duke she’s been following, but with her tender, caring eyes on Jacob, I’d say I’ve had it wrong all along.

“Charlotte!” Duke stands to his feet, his eyes darting around the room, frantic to ease some of the tension trickling between the four of us.

“Jesus Christ!” Jacob whisper yells to himself when he finally notices me standing just beyond the privacy curtain.

“Do you want to tell her, or should I?” Stacey says, glancing back at me.

“Tell me what?” Stacey’s attitude should piss me off, but I’m too confused to care.

“Again, now isn’t the time. I’m still trying to process the fact that these two have been sleeping together.” Jacob points to Duke and me.

“I said I was sorry,” Duke adds.

“And you think that’s enough?” Jacob chortles, and the tension rises to unprecedented levels. 

“What about me?” Stacey steps forward.

“Okay, don’t take this the wrong way, but what the hell do you have to do with this?” I sneer in her direction.

“Jacob.” Stacey’s voice is stern. “Oh my god. You guys aren’t together, are you? You said you broke up with her?”

What the actual fuck did she just say?

“I must be losing my hearing, because I don’t think I heard you.” I turn my anger on Jacob as all the puzzle pieces fall into place.

“You broke up with her?” Duke barks, his attention on Jacob before it turns to me.

I set down the dynamite weeks ago, might as well push the detonator. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. He didn’t break up with me. I broke up with him,” I blurt, angry the four people in this room are on four different pages. Heck, we may as well be reading separate books.

“What are you talking about?” Duke’s voice is low, sexy, and angry as hell. “You broke up with him?” His eyes seer into mine,

I wrap my hand around his forearm, but he jerks away. Well, that stings. “That’s why I’ve been calling you, Duke. I didn’t want you to find out this way.”

“So, you two aren’t together?” Duke gestures to the two of us but doesn’t make eye contact.

“I thought she told you, man.” The apology in Jacob’s voice is more confusing than whatever the hell is going on.

“Yeah, well, she didn’t.” Duke paces in front of me, pulling at his hair while he has a silent conversation with himself. Stacey smirks like she’s prepared to blow more of my life into smithereens. 

“Stacey, can you please leave? This is none of your business.” I may say that, but I know it isn’t true. She’s here for a reason, and it’s not to lend me a shoulder to cry on.

“I have every right to be in here.” 

Duke steps around me and looms over Stacey. Not one inch of her can be seen. As mad as he is, he still feels the need to protect me, and judging by Jacob’s labored breathing, I’d say my life is about to turn into an even bigger mess.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Duke

What the fuck!

If I had any sense, I’d storm out of this hospital room and never look back, but when the reality settles into Charlotte’s eyes, I know I can’t allow her to go through this alone. I silently plead for Stacey to shut the hell up. Bargaining with a woman is useless. When broads are determined to do something, they do it and as remorseful as Stacey has been, she’s dying to spill the news.

“Jacob, would you like to take this one?” Stacey’s clenched fists pinch into her hips. A small bump presses against her tank top. Fuck.

“Now isn’t the time, Stacey.” I stand, ready to shield Charlotte from the inevitable.

“You did just tell me you fucked my ex-girlfriend, so why not expose the rest of this shit show, huh?” Jacob sneers. “Stacey, meet Charlotte Novak, my ex-girlfriend. Charlotte, meet Stacey St. James, the girl who’s carrying my baby.”

Charlotte chokes on the air. Her hand covers the tanned patch of skin below her neck. “Excuse me?” she squeaks, tugging on her earlobe. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.” Her sharp laugh, is not the cute giggle I’ve fallen in love with. No, this one is dangerous and capable of turning buildings into rubble. Charlotte’s glare wanders down to Stacey’s stomach. Her eyes widen, and as if she’s had a revelation, her face clears of all emotion. “You’re pregnant?”

Stacey leans against the bed, her eyes on her feet. “If it softens the blow, I didn’t know about you when we started...”

Charlotte lifts a trembling hand. “Trust me, it doesn’t.” She brushes her fingers under her eyes, clearing away the wetness.

I take a second to let the last three minutes soak into my brain. 

Charlotte is crying, but I can’t quite figure out if it’s because she’s hurt by Jacob’s infidelity, or if this moment is too much for her, and nothing could hold in those large tears streaking down her cheeks.

“Charlotte,” Jacob whispers. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s funny, because I was afraid of coming in here and telling you about Duke and me. This whole time, I’ve been worried about your feelings, and how you’d react. So much so, I didn’t even tell Duke. Even when I fell for him, I let him think he had betrayed you.” Charlotte paces. “And you’ve had some hussy walking around with your baby inside of her.”

“Hussy?” Stacey lunges at Charlotte. I grab her and pull her back, shaking my head in warning.

Charlotte’s stare is sinister. “Let’s be real. That’s what you are.” 

A part of me wants to laugh when she rolls her eyes, but with the animosity in the room, I stifle my amusement.

“Charlotte, I didn’t mean for it to happen.” Jacob leans forward, reaching out to Charlotte who retreats from him.

“Yeah, well, I meant for this to happen, so I guess we’re even.” She thumbs the space between us. Ouch. Callous Charlotte is one not to be reckoned with. “Kudos to us for being monumental assholes.” She shifts her full, icy stare to me and Stacey. “Did you know about this?” Her eyes inspect where my hand rests on Stacey’s arm and then shift up to my face. I don’t need a mirror to know I have a dumbstruck expression.

This is the moment. It’s do or die. The old Duke would lie because it’s easier, but when Charlotte’s distant, scared eyes beg for the truth, even though she doesn’t truly want it, I can’t.

“I did.” I step towards her. “But let me explain.”

“You don’t need to.” She holds her hands in front of her and backs towards the door, nearly careening into Stacey. She apologizes, frantically glancing down at Stacey’s belly, and dries her eyes. 

Charlotte’s looking for her escape and I can’t blame her. I’d give anything in this moment to disappear from this moment, act as if it never happened, and continue my life before she bulldozed through my heart and mind. It was easy back then, less complicated. Even with the knowledge, when her eyes skim over me, the exact parts of myself I’m always trying to keep hidden away, spill out towards her.

“You aren’t allowed to be mad at me when you failed to tell me you and Jacob broke up. You let me walk around thinking I’d destroyed your relationship, Charlotte. If anyone has the right to be mad, it’s me.”

“You’re right.” Charlotte shrugs, defeat in her eyes.

“Charlotte, please don’t go,” Jacob shouts. Once she runs from the room, he turns to me. “You never told her?” he questions. “Why not?”

Good fucking question.

“I’ve been cleaning up your mess since the accident, Jacob.” I sweep my arm at him lying helplessly in bed. “The pregnancy. The fallout from Ari. Everything, and for what?”

“What do you mean for what?”

“I’ve been protecting your ass from what the fallout could’ve been.” My voice thunders through the room, my anger finally coming to a boil. “You don’t love her, Jacob. If you did, you would’ve bolted from that damn hospital bed and killed me the second you heard about her and me, but you didn’t. You guys aren’t even together anymore.”

“You weren’t protecting me. You were protecting her.” His eyes shoot past me, where Charlotte escaped seconds ago. “Be honest with yourself. Don’t place the blame on me. She probably looked up at you with her beautiful blue eyes, and you had this innate instinct to protect her. Am I right, brother?”

“Fuck that. Don’t give me the brother bullshit. I did everything in my power to keep Charlotte out of this. You know he threatened her, right? Because of your decisions, I had to go fight, literally, to keep her safe. She has no idea about the other side of this mess.” I shoot angry glances between Jacob and Stacey.

Stacey watches our intense exchange, her hand on her stomach. She clears her throat, and the subtle sound reminds Jacob we aren’t alone.

“What’s going on?” Wes steps into the room. “Charlotte just told me to go fuck myself.” His eyes shift to each of us, but land on Stacey last. He assesses the situation with an angry grimace snarled on his face. “Let me guess, you got this chick knocked up, Duke, and ruined Charlotte’s plan to dump my brother and ride off into the sunset with you?”

“Surprisingly, I may not be the biggest asshole in the room. I know that’s hard to believe, Wes.” I challenge his unfound hatred. “Maybe you should talk to these two to get the truth and stop blaming me for whatever story you’ve cooked up in your head.” I push past Wes, shouldering him on my way out.

“Charlotte,” I call out.

Nurses and visitors stick their heads from rooms, looking for whoever is causing the commotion. I skirt around the corner to her frantically clicking the elevator down button.

My hand rests on her forearm, and I spin her around. Her tear-soaked cheeks break what little bit of me I have left after this exhausting day. My mouth opens to say something, but no words escape. Forming one coherent sentence seems impossible. I’ve hurt her.

But she hurt me, too.

“Charlotte, please,” I quake breathlessly, afraid it’s too late.

“How could you know about this and not tell me?” Her words are quiet but clear. I’ve disappointed her. The anguish on her face rips at my chest. “You know what?” Charlotte shakes her head. “Nothing you say can fix this, Duke. You lied to me.”

“I didn’t lie,” I state. “I just didn’t tell you, but you lied to me.”

“You could have saved me from this. I think that’s the worst part.” She swallows, lifts her chin, and boldly meets my gaze. “From the beginning, you had me convinced you were different. I fell for you, and the worst part is I don’t even know when it happened, Duke.” She sighs, scanning the space between us. 

She flinches away from me. “I am different.” At least with you, I’m different.

“I may not know when it happened, but I know it did, because...” Her words fade, imprisoned in her throat. “I have to go,” she whispers.

She’s gone. Just like that. The elevator doors close on what may have been.

I race down three flights of stairs and bust through the door to an empty hallway. This isn’t how our story ends, not if I have anything to say about it. She was desperate to say something. It was right in front of me, in her eyes.

“Motherfucker.” I slam my fist into the lobby vending machine. 

At this single moment in time, I have one option. Follow her. Like a tornado crashing through a field, looking for something to destroy, I’m not willing to turn my back and wait for the outcome. I’ll be the dumbass tree, swaying in the wind, crossing my limbs, and praying to stay rooted. She roots me.

I speed through the streets, violating every traffic law. Desperation claws at me to explain why we’re in this situation, and how I intend to fix the colossal mess we’ve made. 

The tires squeal when I slam on the brakes and slip into an open parking spot. I leave the engine running and jump from the driver’s seat, racing up the sidewalk. A group of girls hold the door open for me. One locks eyes with me. My frantic demeanor has her eyes widening. 

“Thank you,” I say, passing by her. 

I’m eager and frenzied, ready to be in front of Charlotte and admit to fucking up. This game we’ve been playing has been flawed since the start. This isn’t a one-sided event. She fucked up too, though. She has her own explaining to do.

“Open up, Charlotte,” I shout through the door. “Please.” I bang a closed fist against the metal. “I can explain everything.” No answer. With an ear to the door, I listen. There is no sign of life. “I saw your ridiculous, sensible car parked out front. I know you’re here.” I take a deep breath before I thump my hand against the door one last time. “Please, Charlotte.”

Still no answer. 

I sink to the floor, the wall my pillow. Sometime after I find a comfortable spot, my phone vibrates. Caller ID shows my parents’ number. It could be Dee. She’d know what to do, but I don’t have energy for anyone other than the impossible girl hiding behind the door. I click ignore and shove it back into my pocket. 

Sometime after midnight, footsteps settle beside me. A body lowers to the floor. Without turning my head, I know it’s not Charlotte. The perfume is all wrong. 

“How long you plan on sitting out here?” Rachel asks. Her legs extend in front of her. 

“How long do you think she’ll stay in there? Days? Weeks?” I question. Rachel nods with understanding.

“We’re talking about Charlotte. She’s rational and poised.” Her admiration is evident in her smile. “Charlotte’s also resourceful, so it’s possible she could be in there for weeks.” We both laugh at her joke, knowing it’s true.

I duck my head against my knees. “I fucked up.”

“Let’s make something clear. You fucked up a long time ago,” she says. “She also fucked up by not telling you about her and Jacob.” 

“How do I fix this?” Stress pulls at the muscles of my neck. Rachel’s eyes soften. “I mean, can we fix this?”

“I think I can help.” Her hand stretches for mine, and she pulls me to my feet. When I go to step inside the unlocked apartment, her palm on my chest halts my steps. “No, I won’t let you in. Say what you need to say. She can hear you. She’s on the couch. She’ll make her own decisions if she’s ready to say her own peace.”

I’m not sure why Rachel is throwing me this bone, but this may be my only chance to clear the weight from my chest. 

“Charlotte,” I call out. “I don’t know if you can hear me. God, I hope you can hear me.” I rest my head against the frame. “I’m sorry. I am. I should’ve told you. I knew how bad it would hurt you.” I couldn’t stand to see her in pain and now all I have left is guilt for keeping it from her. “But you should’ve told me too. Most of this heartache could have been prevented.” I step away and pace in front of the doorway.

Rachel’s eyebrows sink together. “Is that all you are going to say?” 

“What else am I going to say?” I sigh. There is so much more I could say. Do I lay it all out right now? Or save myself from embarrassment and keep it locked away. Go big or go home, I guess. “Should I say she’s gotten under my skin? Burrowed so deep I can’t stop thinking about her? She challenges me and tests me, and usually that simple fact would drive me away, but instead, I find myself wanting to scoot closer. Soak up every word she says. Is that what you want me to say?”

“If it’s the truth, then yes.” Rachel’s head dips a quick nod. 

“Every. Damn. Word.”

“Did you hear all of that?” Rachel opens the door fully, and I jerk my glance to meet Charlotte’s eyes as they penetrate me through the darkened apartment. 

“I did,” she whispers through a deep breath. “Now, Rachel, please make him leave.” 

I shift, needing one last glimpse at Charlotte before the door slams in my face. Rachel avoids eye contact until the last second. Even through one eye, it says it all. This shit is over with.

The clink of the deadbolt sounds like my own personal jail cell locking me behind the bars. No blame is placed on anyone but Charlotte and me.

I’m almost to the exit when I hear bare feet padding on carpeted floor. 

“Duke,” Charlotte calls out, and eagerly, I turn to see her jogging towards me. Maybe all isn’t lost. Her arms wrap around me, and like a habit, mine blanket her shoulders. We hold onto each other like we are afraid the other will vanish into thin air. My hand rests on the top of her head, my thumb circling along her loose strands of hair. “I’m sorry, too.” 

Charlotte pushes away from me and jets back into the apartment. Her words have a finality to them. When her warmth wears off, for the first time, I know what it feels like to lose something I’ve never had before.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Charlotte 

“You’re the last person I expected to see.” Jacob’s voice is low. He doesn’t bother looking my way, like he already knows it’s me in the room with him. 

I fidget with the strap of my purse just inside his hospital room. 

After Duke left, or more like after asshole me kicked him out, I laid on the couch and cried while Rachel played with my hair. Tears ran like a river down my cheeks, onto my neck, to the place where I love Duke to kiss me most. All the crying in the world wouldn’t take away the hurt, so I came to the first place I thought I’d get some answers.

Jacob has always been the person I go to for advice. It doesn’t seem fair, but old habits die hard, and the masochist in me wants to punish myself a bit.

“Yeah, well, here I am.” I wag my head from side to side, like I’m weighing the odds. Do I go in on one side, or do I stay out on the other? The two have an epic battle in my head.

“You can come in, Charlotte. I don’t have anything else left to hurt you with.” Jacob pats his mattress, inviting me to sit.

Take a deep breath. He’s still Jacob. He may have knocked up some girl while we were still together, but I broke up with him. I need to remember that. I broke up with him for legit reasons that didn’t change because of our situation.

“You look like someone ran over your family dog again, Char.” At the mention of Poodle, I glance up, angry. “Okay, poor joke, but seriously, Charlotte, you are looking at me like I’m the damn devil.”

“You aren’t the devil.” I toss my purse on the chair and sit on the edge of the mattress, my legs extended in front of me, awfully close to Jacob’s head. “A close runner up. You’re more like the devil’s apprentice.”

Jacob’s laugh brings back a flood of memories. Childhood summers spent in the treehouse, laughing over something stupid we forced Wes to do. That time seems so far away from this hospital room. 

“You’re lighter.” Jacob adjusts the pillow and sits up in bed. “I don’t know what it is, but you seem... Your eyes are lighter.”

“A lot happened when you were away.” There’s no other way to say it. Coma seems too clinical. “Five weeks is a long time, Jacob.”

“Want to explain?” 

“You want to explain your situation?” I skim my hand along the edge of the hospital mattress.

“Charlotte, I got involved with the wrong people, and in the process, Stacey fell in my lap. You’ve pieced together who her father is, and we can say he wasn’t too happy with his daughter and me spending time together.” Jacob shakes his head. Anger fills his eyes, but it’s not directed at anyone but himself. “I owed him money, too, so I’m sure that didn’t help.”

“How did I not see any of this? How did you keep it hidden from me?” I beg the question, feeling surprised I didn’t see a single sign of the troubles he’s gotten himself into.

“When I disappeared, and I said I had house things to do at the fraternity...” 

“You were with her,” I cut him off.

“Or I was at the warehouse, gambling,” Jacob admits. 

“What?” None of his words register in my head. Gambling? It doesn’t make any sense. “Why the need to gamble though? I don’t understand.”

“I had hoped to take some of the burden off my parents for college tuition, and now, all I’ve done is rack up a hefty hospital bill.” His eyes scan the room at all the equipment.

“Although noble, Jacob, you’re a fucking idiot.”

How did this become such a mess?

“You think I don’t know that? I got in over my head, and now, I feel like I’m drowning.” He winces as he tries to sit up more. The bruises and broken bones will be a reminder of the mistakes he’s made for a while.

“You’ll float to the top. You always do.” I offer a genuine smile I didn’t know I would have for Jacob.

“This is weird, right? Us sitting here like best friends, pretending we didn’t totally destroy each other.” Jacob’s playful behavior eases some of the ache I feel in my chest. “Now that you know why I’m here, can I explain to you where we went wrong? More like where I went wrong.” Jacob wreaks havoc on the hospital blanket, making a hole in the fabric with his thumb.

Let him explain, my mind thinks. My heart, the bruised ego I have currently, screams for me to run from the room.

“Sure.” Well, looks like the mind won the battle.

Jacob takes a deep breath, his eyes focused where his finger goes in and out of the fabric. At least he’s nervous. If this was easy to explain, I may just have slapped him.

“You and I, we aren’t what we used to be. It doesn’t mean I don’t love you, because, Charlotte, I do. You’ve been my best friend since your goofy ass tried to steal my treehouse.” He laughs, and so do I, because it’s easier than crying. “I fucked up. Not you. You tried your hardest with me. And coming here to college, even knowing you were following me in a couple of years, it became obvious to me we weren’t on the same page.”

His remorseful awareness of the situation pisses me off. Why didn’t he just break up with me? Why did he allow me to give up all those scholarships to follow him if he knew we weren’t it for each other? 

I take a few beats to regulate my breathing. The heat coursing through my veins is a sure sign I’m two seconds from losing my shit.

“What the fuck!” I shout, standing. Yep, there goes my shit. It just waltzed out of the room, leaving Jacob with a really angry, bitter version of me. “Let’s be honest, Jacob, you wanted your cake and to eat it, too.”

“You’re right.” His words are a damn near whisper. 

“What?” I stomp to the windows and look out into the large parking lot. Cars come and go, but I stand still, frozen. Jacob greets me with a sad, apologetic smile when I brace myself and turn towards him.

“You. Are. Right.” He enunciates every word so painfully slow, it feels like daggers into my heart. I’m right. “Isn’t that what you came here for, to hear all the wrongs I did to you?” The animosity rolling off Jacob could move a mountain.

“You’re angry with me?” I cover my chest.

“No, I’m not angry. I’m surprised by you.” He mutes the television. “I’m surprised you let Duke think we were still together, especially after you slept with him, and he fell in love with you.”

I scoff. “Duke Anderson doesn’t love me.”

“For someone so damn smart, Char, you sure are fucking dense.” Jacob shakes his head. I’ve never done a thing to disappoint Jacob, and even as mad as I am, it hurts.

Duke doesn’t love me. If he loved me, why didn’t he tell me about Jacob? 

Like he can read my damn mind, Jacob says, “It wasn’t his story to tell, and you know that.”

But it was my story to tell him. I could’ve kept up the charade of Jacob and me still being together to his parents, but everyone else should’ve known the truth, and no harm would’ve been done. Instead, I kept it a secret, and right now, in this single moment as I look at Jacob, I’m not sure why I did.

“Why do you think I kept our break-up a secret?” I ask out loud, but shake my head when Jacob’s lips part. I don’t need an answer from him. This is something I need to figure out for myself. I sit on the edge of the mattress again, my blood no longer pumping furiously through my body. The anger I felt seconds ago is gone.

Jacob checks his phone and with wide eyes, he assesses me. Uh oh. Something’s wrong.

“Stacey. She’ll be here soon,” Jacob explains.

“Do you love her?” I ask, because for some reason, I feel like I need to know this isn’t all for nothing.

“I think I could.” His honesty makes the truth sting a little less.

“What are you going to do about all this? A baby? That’s sort of big.” Jacob is going to be a father. The blonde-haired boy who stole my heart a long time ago, promising to never let it go, is going to be a father, and I’m starting to be okay with our new reality.

“I graduate soon.” He shrugs nonchalantly, but his eyes do that thing when he gets really excited. This is something he wants. It’s not an obligation or a matter of circumstance. We really were done. 

“Hello?” A low voice calls out, followed by a soft knock.

Stacey walks in, wearing a loose sweater and her hands crossed over her chest. At the sight of her, I stand, afraid of how intimate Jacob and I look sitting together on the bed.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Stacey glances at the door, and then to us. 

“No.” I spring to my feet. “I was actually just leaving.”

“Charlotte,” Jacob calls, and I pause. The admiration is clear in his soft tone. Stacey doesn’t seem upset by the way Jacob’s head tilts just right, watching me. “You kept it a secret because your heart’s too big. You put everyone else first, and you know that. It’s why I was able to get away with what I did to you.” At those words, my eyes burn, desperate for the relief crying will bring. “You deserve someone like Duke, and I don’t know if it helps, but he wouldn’t have come all the way up here just to tell me you hooked up if that was all it was.”

I nod, and offer him a smile of thanks for the words he didn’t have to say, but knew would ease a bit of my pain.

“Thank you,” I mouth.

Stacey backs away with fear flooded eyes, like I’m going to smack her on my way out of the room. 

“I owe you an apology.” I face her. “You were easiest to blame at first, but now, I know you weren’t the problem.” My eyes shift to her belly and then back to her wary eyes. Fair enough. I did call her a hussy. “Congratulations.”

My feet carry me from the room. I’m floating in a content, oddly relaxing fog. Seeing Jacob was the exact thing I needed. He brought clarity to the situation and made me ask myself a few questions I still don’t know the answers to.

Back in the apartment, Rachel sits on the couch, text books strewn in front of her. Her eyebrows perk up, and she twists a pen in between her fingers.

“Hey,” I say, dropping my purse on the couch and keys on the table, next to another set I know doesn’t belong to Rachel. “Who’s here?”

“Charlotte,” Wes’s voice echoes down the hallway.

For God sakes, can I just have a minute of quiet? I’m desperate to slip into my warm sweatpants and slippers and crawl into bed to rest my eyes. Crying takes a lot out of a person. I don’t think I have any more energy to give anyone.

“He showed up. I couldn’t turn him away,” Rachel apologizes, a sympathetic smile that can’t go ignored.

“It’s fine, but if you want to do this, you’ll need to give me a minute.” I hold up my hand, passing by Wes in the hallway.

When I walk back out in my comfy clothes, Wes and Rachel’s heads hang close together while they whisper. I plop down on the couch and cover my body with one of the many throws.

“I owe you an apology,” Wes states.

“It’s okay,” I whisper, my voice scratchy, full of sleep.

“You could’ve told me, Charlotte. You’re the closest thing I have to a sister, whether you and Jacob are together or not.”

“Did you know?”

“He’s my brother, Charlotte. I knew about the cheating, I didn’t know about the....” Wes looks down at his stomach. The panic of screwing this up is obvious in the way he hurries his words.

I wave my hand in his direction. “No, don’t worry about it. Jacob opened my mind to a lot of stuff. It wasn’t your story to tell.”

“You saw Jacob?” Rachel asks. I hear the couch adjusting to her absence as she stands. “How was it?”

I stand and look at Wes and Rachel, their expectant glances waiting for all sorts of information I don’t have the capacity to give right now.

“I’m going to go lay down,” I explain.

“Okay, how long should I let you sleep?” Rachel’s worried. She has never once offered to wake me, knowing I love my slumber.

“Until my heart stops hurting.” Dread settles down to the marrow of my bones. The not knowing is enough to kill me. I clutch my chest. What if this never stops feeling this way? 

Tucked tightly under my covers, I close my eyes. A pinch of light comes through the curtains, but not enough to make it impossible to fall asleep. Hell, I’m certain I could find slumber anywhere at this point. Sleep is all I need.

I wake with a fright and jump from the bed. Sweat covers my body, drenching my tank top. I rip my slippers off and take deep, even breaths. The dream felt so real, I could practically feel Duke’s body next to mine. 

We were in a bed, but the cool wind was whipping around us. I was still warm. Duke made sure to hold me close, and when I leaned up to look around, we were at the cement walls. As soon as I started to read, the words scrawled on the wall disappeared. 

“Everything is gone,” Duke whispered. 

He could’ve been right in my room, but when I woke, disappointment filled my heart. 

I open my drawers, looking for shorts and a sweatshirt. It’s chilly outside, but I’m burning up on the inside. Adrenaline carries my searing body through the apartment.

“Where are you going?” Rachel yells, peeking her head out of her room. Her eyes inspect what I’m wearing, landing last on the tennis shoes dangling from my fingers. “Going for a run?”

“Something like that. I’m not bringing my phone.” Without putting my shoes on, I burst through the front door.

“Charlotte.” Rachel follows me out into the hallway. “Are you okay? You seem spastic.”

“I just need to clear my head.”

“And you can’t do that here?” She glances back through our open apartment door.

“I’m looking for a beautiful mess of answers.” I don’t wait for her to try to convince me to stay because I don’t need to talk. Movement and fresh air is what I’m desperate for. It’s crucial to figure out a way to hurt a little bit less.

I head towards the unused trail that starts right outside of our apartment complex.

Instead of walking, I run, remembering the morning after Duke and I slept together. The burn in my chest. The rhythmic way my lungs beg for relief. All this pain feels therapeutic in some weird way. It also makes me feel closer to Duke.

When I reach the top, I pull back the thick foliage and step inside Duke’s little oasis. He’s right. To most people, this is an abandoned lot, full of half cement walls and graffiti. But it’s more than that. I can feel people’s troubles melting away, and I need more than a few of mine to disappear. 

Being here is the right thing for me, so I sit on the cement wall in the middle of the opening and read each piece of work. Words describing how people felt in the exact moment they felt it. Quotes from books and poems.

I jump down and walk to a nearly naked slab of cement. Two words, love and animosity, are painted in precise cursive. Whoever wrote it means those words, and I start to think how well they go together.

I grab a can of spray paint someone left behind, maybe for this exact moment. Many people don’t believe in fate, but I do. I know it’s real because I’m in this place, ready to write my own beautiful mess.

You’re to blame. I underline those three words, in hopes he’ll see them someday and know it was me. 

Because you make me feel alive.

Because you say my name like it’s a lifeline.

Because you promise me things without uttering a single word.

I steady my breath and drop the can to the ground. The clink and clunk of metal on cement may be my new favorite sound.

Maybe I fucked this all up, but I’ll never apologize for my reaction. It felt real in the moment, but as the dust settles, I know now my reaction wasn’t a direct response to Duke. It was my ego. I’ve always had the upper hand.

Instead of going straight home, I jog along the streets of campus. Sweat beads on my forehead, burning my eyes as it drips down my face. I embrace the feeling and push, truly running for the first time in my entire life. 

It’s nearly dusk when I get back to the apartment. The living room is dark, and the only source of light comes from my bedroom. Rachel’s room is empty.

Gathering my pajamas, I head into the bathroom and flick on the lights. Surprised, I take a step back and scan the room like I’m not alone, but I am. Unless I count the beautiful dress hanging from the curtain rod.

Come to Murphy’s. Before you talk yourself out of this, remember the way he made you feel. 

-Rachel

Dammit.

I trail my fingers over the black lace, while my mind runs through different scenarios I could be walking into. Knowing Rachel, she’s up to something. My heart quickens at the thought Duke could be a part of this.

Instead of thinking too hard, I get ready. For what is the question.

I manage to find a parking space in the packed lot. I adjust the length of my dress and walk through the entrance. Rachel stands just inside, and the entire bar stands still, silent in their places, as I scan the space. My mind blurs as I try to figure out what is happening.

“Care to explain?” I question.

Rachel’s smile is filled with relief. Maybe she didn’t think I would show up.

“You’re still you, and he’s still him. Go be those people together, Charlotte.” Her hand rests on my back, and with her light push, I move forward.
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Chapter Twenty
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Duke

“Are you sure about this?” Lydia leans against the bar, nursing the same beer she opened an hour ago. She’s been worried for me ever since I crawled to her apartment with my tail tucked between my legs, ready to hear an ‘I told you so’ that never came. 

Instead, she got me unnecessarily drunk, made me spill my heart to her and Randy, and cooked me breakfast the next morning when I could hardly lift my head, let alone comprehend how I was going to fix things with Charlotte.

“Quit giving him shit, baby.” Randy kisses Lydia’s temple as he walks by.

“Yeah, baby, quit giving me shit,” I tease, nudging my elbow into hers. “You going to explain when you two shacked up or not?”

“We aren’t shacking up.” Lydia grabs a bottle of rum and two shot glasses. One of the newer bartenders’ eyes her as she pours the drinks. We cheer and swallow the liquid. “I’m in love with him,” she whispers into the glass.

“Oh, I know you are. Just wanted to hear you say it. And just so we’re clear, I’ve never been more positive about anything in my life than I am about Charlotte.” I glance at Rachel standing at the front entrance, waiting to give me a signal.

“What changed it all for you?” Lydia’s eyes soften at the sight of Randy talking with Derks near the stage. “What got you here at the bar, ready to embarrass the shit out of yourself?” 

Not quite the encouragement I’m looking for, but I’ll take it.

“A lot of small things got me here, but mostly because, when I’m with her, just in the same room, I’m a better person.”

“I can see the difference in you.” She nods, a distant expression on her face, until she’s pulled back to reality. “The harshness is gone.”

“I’m still me, Lyd.” I smile over my shoulder and turn back to Rachel for my cue.

“Just better.” She moves in front of me. “Don’t fuck this up, okay? She deserves a little bit of honesty and love.”

“Who said anything about love?”

“If I can admit it, then so can you.” Her eyebrow perks up. She’s begging me to challenge her, and when I stay silent, she leaves me alone. 

How did I get here? The true answer is I’m not exactly sure, but I’ve never been more at peace in my mind and secure in who I am.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rachel frantically wave and nod to the stage. That girl is going to have a heart attack if she doesn’t calm down. When I told her my plan, she tried to discourage me. I didn’t heed her warning because, quite frankly, I don’t give a shit what anyone says or thinks about how I feel or what I do to prove it.

As if they know I have business to attend to, the crowd opens a path to the stage. 

“Wish me luck.” I place my liquid courage on the table next to Lydia.

“You don’t need it.” She turns in Randy’s arm, and they wait for the show.

The crowd is packed, of course. Why wouldn’t it be one of the busier Tuesdays on record? Did Derks send out a newsletter, for fuck’s sake? I push through the last line of bodies, reminding myself to take deep breaths to control the anxiety brewing inside me. 

“I know it’s not Karaoke Thursday,” Derks says, and the crowd roars with excitement. “But we have a special treat for you all tonight. This asshole is going to embarrass himself for a girl.”

I face the crowd and see a mixture of responses. The guys look unamused, while every female looks at me with lust-filled eyes, secretly wishing it was their men doing what I am. 

The only one who matters steps through the door in all her beautiful glory. She and Rachel speak for a short moment, and my eyes track Charlotte’s long legs as she works her way through the horde of bodies. On command, she spins on her heels when the music starts to play through the speakers.

Our eyes lock, and the entire world disappears. This should be no surprise. It’s how it’s always been for me when it comes to Charlotte. A girl like her has this way of making the impossible seem easy.

She’s the reason I have this stupid microphone to my mouth, ready to make a complete fool of myself. With pushes and pulls, she tests my patience and raises my self-awareness, to the point I don’t recognize myself. She may not know it, but she’s the reason I’m entertaining the idea of letting my mother be part of my life again.

Charlotte puts everyone first. Hell, she played the part of Jacob’s doting girlfriend while dealing with the hurt he’d caused with grace and dignity. She never wants to be the reason anyone’s world is disrupted. This girl, staring at me, makes me want to be a better person. 

The upbeat cheesy music begins to play and I fumble through the first verse of “I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles).” A sheen of sweat forms on my forehead. Charlotte’s eyes widen, and something close to a smile forms on her lips. If I wasn’t fully focused on her, I’d miss it, but right there, the corner of her perfect mouth, the part I like to kiss the most, turns up just enough to know I haven’t completely lost her. 

When I take a step forward, the crowd shifts, clearing the path straight to Charlotte. Her legs are bare, perfectly toned, and dammit, do I want to take a minute to absorb everything about her. There’s time for that later.

Charlotte doesn’t blink. A herd of elephants could stampede through this bar, and she’d remain unmoved, but I push through the performance. When the music fades, the silence is deafening. No one cheers. The room is completely still, waiting to see what my next move will be.

Charlotte sways slightly on her heels and turns away. 

“Stop her,” I say into the microphone. 

Rachel steps in front of her best friend and holds her at arm’s length before leaning forward and whispering something in her ear. Charlotte reels around and we come face to face again. 

“You ambushed me.” She smacks my chest as I walk to her.

“You ambushed me.”

“How do you figure?” She holds her arms out and looks around the bar.

“I have my own list, Charlotte.” Her eyes widen at the mention of her graffiti artwork. I needed a way to clear my mind, so I ran, and as fate would have it, Charlotte popped out from the trail I showed her, what feels like a lifetime ago. I saw her words scribbled, much like she does in her notebooks, but instead of random thoughts and ideas, her words were specific and thought out. “Don’t say anything, but listen. You’re to blame for a lot, too, but just like you, I’m willing to shoulder it.”

“Did you put them all up to this?” Charlotte scans the packed bar.

“All these people?” I laugh at my own joke. “No, these people are strangers.”

“They’re looking at us.” Her cheeks pinken. Desperate to brush the back of my hand over them, I retreat, so not to scare her like a baby bird.

“They’re looking at you.” I smile. “Dammit, why do you have to be so beautiful?”

“Beautiful is a word only boys use to appease a woman.” The memory of us at the furniture store is one I’ll never forget. If I look back, that’s where it all changed. Everything inside me knows she’s meant to be mine.

“You’re right. Beautiful doesn’t even begin to describe you.”

“Don’t try to flatter me now. I’m really mad at you.” She crosses her arms over her chest, but I witness her resolve cracking.

“Yeah, well, I’m mad at you, too, but you showed up here anyway. Now, are you going to listen to me, or what?” I smirk because I can see how badly she wants to say something. “I blame you, Charlotte Novak, for making me believe I’m worthy of someone like you. I blame you for stepping through that door and never allowing me to look back. You are the girl who makes me pause and think, ‘Fuck, this girl is it’. You’re to blame for all of that and so much more.”

“So, what are we going to do about it?” Her eyes sparkle with an excitement I feel in every ounce of my body. I want to wrap her in my arms, carry her out of here, and disappear for a while.

“I can’t do this without you.” I place my hand on her heart, and it races under my touch.

“Do what?” Her lips loosen from the tight line she’s trying so damn hard to hold in place.

“Love you.” I just said I love her, out loud, and I’ve never felt more naked in my life. “I’ve never felt like I was enough. You can fight this all you want, but it’s there like I promised. When you close your eyes, you’ll always feel me because, whether you like it or not, Charlotte, you are just as much a part of me as I am you.”

“Attraction isn’t enough, Duke.” 

She’s right. When I first laid eyes on her, it was all physical. I would’ve done anything to rip off her clothes and lay her bare on my sheets. Over time, it’s all shifted, slowly and on purpose. She can kick and stomp, but no amount of fight will work.

“And thank fuck for that, or else we’d all be screwed. These looks aren’t going to last forever.” I draw an imaginary circle around my face.

“Forever?” Her voice breaks under the weight of one single word.

“Isn’t that what I said?” She shivers when I brush her hair behind her ear and guide the back of my hand down her soft cheek.

“You think you can give me forever?” Like she can’t get enough, her head tilts to lean into my touch.

“I can give you what you need, Charlotte.”

“What is it I need so bad?” She fights hard against the tears, but her heart breaks open. I allow one tear to fall, sweeping it away with my thumb and promising myself it’s the last tear I’ll ever cause.

“You need flaws.” I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her in close until our bodies feel like one.

“Excuse me?” The way her brow furrows when she leans away from me makes me happy. She’s completely unaware of what’s coming next. 

“From the start, we’ve been flawed, and I don’t know about you, but I’m okay with it. Perfection isn’t something we should strive for. You once thought you had that, and if that’s what perfection looks like to you, then I want to give you the opposite, Charlotte. I want to hand over messy and damn near disastrous. I want you to look back at the scars of our relationship and still see something beautiful.”

“Is that what you’re offering me? A disastrous and messy kind of love? You aren’t very good at this romance thing, Duke.” She eases back into my arms, where she belongs. 

Her cheek leans against my chest, and I close my eyes for a second to take it in. The feel of her hair weaving through my fingers. The way my entire body is aware of hers. This is enough to know I’ll never remain the man I am right now, in this moment, unless she’s by my side.

“I’m twenty-two years out of practice, but I think I could love you like you deserve,” I whisper into her hair.

“Could?” Through her eyelashes, love sings from her eyes like a familiar song. I want to put it on repeat to remind me how it makes me feel.

“I already love you like you deserve.” I pull away, suddenly aware of the audience gathering around us. 

“So, what now, Duke Anderson?” Charlotte tilts her chin, and her blue eyes fill with a deep longing. 

I skim a finger over her bottom lip and then replace it with my own lips. Kissing Charlotte is like coming home, and dammit, I’ve never felt more alive than I do when her tongue dances together with mine.

“Breakfast?” I say between our lips.

“I could go for some sausage.” 

Damn, I love this girl. She throws her head back in laughter when I tickle her waist. A familiar song plays, drowning out the crowd, and we sway, every inch of her against me.

“Breakfast in bed, then?” Her wide-eyed innocence is for show. Her hips grind into me, and I groan.

Charlotte’s weaseled her way into my heart and cuddled in close, and now, I refuse to let her go. She once said Jacob never danced with her, and as she grins at me, happier than I’ve ever seen her, I know I’d do anything to keep a smile on her face. 

Even if it means spending a lifetime shouldering the blame. 
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Epilogue
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Charlotte

Two months later

"Char, please tell me you aren't actually entertaining this idea?" Ever the optimist, Rachel chooses this moment to try to knock sense into me.

The front door swings open, and a loud thud rings through the apartment as it hits the wall, nearly cracking the sheetrock. 

"Babe, does this one work?" Duke saunters over in all his deliciousness to where I sit on the floor. His fitted black slacks are perfect for his body. His rolled-up sleeves pull off the relaxed look. He tosses the pink bow in my lap, kissing the top of my head as I peel the sticker and press it to the present.

“Are you seriously going to this thing, Duke? This is weird, you know this, right?” Rachel plops down on the couch and nudges my ribs with her toes. I slap behind me to stop her assault.

“It’s a celebration. You of all people should be jumping up and down.” I hand the present to Duke, and he grins, knowing I love tormenting Rachel. We’ve become quite the tag team against her.

“Is there going to be tequila?” Rachel flips through the television channels. Even though its nearly noon, she’s still wearing her red plaid pajama pants.

“It’s a baby shower.” Duke laughs.

When I first mentioned going to Stacey’s baby shower, Duke tried to talk me out of it. Then, he pulled out all the stops when I informed him it would be a joint shower, meaning he was invited as well.

A lot has changed over the past three months. The night of his embarrassing karaoke, Duke and I walked out of Murphy’s and started living our lives with no secrets. After a rather lengthy toe-curling breakfast, we laid in bed and told each other everything.

He divulged what lengths he went to with Ari and told me a few of Jacob’s secrets that stunned me truly stupid. Luckily Duke talked some sense into Jacob, and now, Ari is the last of any of their worries. Duke’s devotion to those around him made me fall in love with him even more. He’s a protector by nature, something I’ve known since our first meeting. This was reaffirmed when he opened his door to his mom and listened to her for the first time in years. 

I confessed why I kept my break-up with Jacob a secret, even when I found myself falling for him. It took a while to comprehend, but now I know I can’t always put everyone else first, especially when it means putting myself last. Everyone deserves better than that, and Duke has made it his goal to remind me every day.

“Let me just state for the record that I think this is a bad idea, and you should stay home and watch Pretty Little Liars with me,” Rachel whines, puffing out her bottom lip. 

Duke’s hand rides low on my back as I open the front door. “No can do, Rach. One of us has to act like an adult, and since you’re hiding from Wes, it has to be me.” I wave over my shoulder. 

Rachel has made it her mission to stay as far away from Wes as she can. Their heat fizzled after a few weeks. I made sure it had nothing to do with me. Wes may have been an asshole to me, but he was protecting his brother. I can’t fault a guy in that, even though I tried.

Duke closes the door and sets the present on the hall floor. My back hits the wall and delectable pain sears through my body. 

“So...” Duke whispers, kissing along my jaw and down my neck. The coolness from his ring tickles my skin.

“So...” I turn into his lips, connecting us for a second before pulling away to look in his emerald eyes. They tell me everything he feels.

“We sure we want to do this?” My hair is brushed from my face and tucked behind my ear. His touch is something I’ll never get used to. Every time his skin presses against mine, I know it matters, and I never have to question the love and intent behind it.

“I’m not hiding you anymore. We are a couple, a package deal, and if they can’t handle that, then they shouldn’t have invited us to their baby shower.” I laugh, shaking my head at the absurdity of that statement.

“Okay, then lead the way.” He skims his arm through the air in the direction of the parking lot.

“Are you having me lead the way so you can look at my ass?” I check over my shoulder, and his devilish grin gives me my answer.

“Did you have to wear that skirt?” Duke shakes his head and moves his eyes up my body.

“If I remember correctly, you like this skirt.” I shake my butt, teasing him, and he groans, running his hands over his face.

“On my living room floor, Charlotte. I like it on my living room floor.” He growls my name like a promise he’ll never break.

“Well then, I guess that’s where it will end up, huh?” I hold out my hand, and he encloses it in his.

We walk hand-in-hand into Greystone Country Club, ready to face whoever and whatever is thrown our way. I wasn’t lying when I said I’m not willing to hide him. For our own sanity, we’ve stayed quiet but not unseen.

“Charlotte! Duke!” Stacey waddles over to us, the cutest pregnant belly sticking out. “I’m so happy you two could make it.”

“We wouldn’t miss it,” I offer, handing her the present. She sets it on a table already packed full of boxes topped with pink bows. “How are you feeling?”

Duke fidgets, unsure of where to go or what to do. I squeeze his hand in reassurance that this will be okay.

“Ready, if that’s even a thing.” She sighs. “Now, if I could get Jacob to build the crib, we’d actually be ready. I keep telling him we only have a few months until she’s here, but still it sits in the box.”

“Good luck with that. I bought him a box car kit for his eleventh birthday that I’m pretty sure is sitting in his closet somewhere collecting dust.”

“She’s right. It’s still in the basement of my parents’ house.” Jacob slips into the conversation and rests his hand on Stacey’s hip.

Since their announcement, Stacey and Jacob have become closer than ever. Jacob is coming to grips with his new reality, and he adores Stacey. Weirdly enough, this makes being here easier, knowing the heartache and anger weren’t for nothing. This little girl is going to be raised by two people who love her and each other.

As I look around the room, one face is thankfully absent. Ari St. James was never charged with being at fault for Jacob’s accident, but we all know the truth. When I refused to finish my piece on him, Mr. Johnson pulled my first chance at being a published writer. But none of that matters. I always knew I wanted to be an honest journalist, and I couldn’t for the life of me come up with one nice or interesting thing to say about the man.

“I better go check on the food.” Stacey turns on her heels and escapes the awkwardness, and with it being the three of us now, it multiplies tenfold.

“Charlotte,” Mrs. Matthews squeals and wraps me in a hug. “I was hoping to see you today. How have you been?” Her hand rests on my back, and she leads me away from Duke, forcing me to release his hand. 

“I’ve been great, actually.” For a split second, the knee jerk reaction is to downplay my happiness, but then I look over my shoulder at Duke and see his stare fixated on me. Those green eyes of his know how to make a girl’s heart race. 

“I’m glad to hear it, sweetheart. Even though my son made mistakes, you’ll always be family.”

“We all made mistakes.” I need out of this conversation. I hug her again and congratulate her on becoming a grandmother before turning back to Jacob and Duke.

“Thank you for loving her like she deserves,” Jacob says, patting Duke on the shoulder and offering me a faint smile. He walks over to Stacey and helps her arrange the plates of food on the tables.

Duke turns to me, and happiness radiates off of him. “Falling in love with you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done, Charlotte.”

He’s right. We fell in love like a cool, fall rain. It started out slow, barely registering its change, and then before we knew it, we were drenched to our bones. He’s one thunderstorm, I’m willing to sit through. 

When I look around this room and see everyone smiling, I know we’re where we belong. In this lie, we are to blame for where we end up, and I’m in the arms of a man who puts me first.

“Who do you think we can blame to get out of here faster?” I ask. Duke’s heart beats against my ear and I inhale a deep breath, relaxing into his side. 

“Let’s blame Rachel.” He laughs and pulls me towards the door, allowing us to escape unnoticed.

With our arms wrapped around each other, we never look back. All the hurt and pain is left where it belongs. In our past. 

Duke and I are two people who were never supposed to fall in love, but we found each other anyways. It took me a while, but now I know sometimes it’s not about the perfect version of our lives we map out in our heads. 

Every ounce of pain has been worth it to feel the way he makes me feel and I’ll never apologize for the blame we’ve placed on each other.

“Charlotte,” Duke calls out, pulling me back from my memories. The corner of his lip twitches, amused with my daydream.

“Yeah?” Every time he says my name, my heart skips a beat. 

“What now?” His grin pulls tight to its full potential.

“Forever?” I reach out for him.

“Forever.” With our hands linked, Duke squeezes, reminding me he has me.

And then we lived happily ever after... at least our own version of it.

Who can blame us?
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