
  
    
      
    
  


  
    She can run…


    But in the end their love is…


    UNDENIABLE.


    


    Karlie Reed has been crushing on Holden Marks for as long as she can remember. The problem? He’s eight years older than her and her brother’s best friend.


    



    


    One night, when things get out of hand, they make a pact. They’ll spend the summer together and when Karlie goes to Joffrey Ballet School, their affair will end.


    



    


    No emotions, no hearts broken.


    


    But nothing is that easy.


    



    


    When the unexpected happens, Karlie and Holden are rocked to the core.


    


    Karlie will run.


    



    


    But will Holden fight for her?


    


    


    

  


  



  UNDENIABLE


  incapable of being denied or disputed


  


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  PROLOGUE


  Karlie


  


  I watched from a darkened corner as Jared and Katy danced on the beach. The sun had set; the stars twinkling above.


  They were so happy, neither of them could stop smiling or playing with their wedding bands.


  I smiled as I watched them, even though a part of me was dying inside.


  Deep down, I knew I would never have the kind of love they did.


  No man would look at me the way Jared looked at Katy.


  I kicked my foot, dusting sand up around me.


  I hated that I was pouting on my brother’s wedding day. The only emotion I should be feeling is happy. I shouldn’t be sulking.


  Jared grinned and leaned down to whisper something in Katy’s ear. I saw her cheeks flame before she buried her face in his shoulder.


  I took a deep breath.


  I needed to get away from their cuteness.


  I walked down the beach; the breeze ruffling the dress around my calves.


  I found a spot far enough away from the wedding reception, that I didn’t hear the hoopla but close enough that I still saw the lights and people moving.


  I sat down, watching the water climb up the beach before receding away.


  Goosebumps broke out across my skin from the cool wind blowing off the water.


  I knew I needed to go back. If Jared noticed I was gone, he’d come looking for me, and he needed to spend tonight with his wife, not hunting me down.


  With a sigh, I stood, wiping sand from my dress, and started back.


  I didn’t make it far when a dark figure came bumbling towards me.


  I moved out of the man’s way so that he wouldn’t crash into me, but before I was able to make it past him, he fell.


  “Oh my God! Are you okay?” I asked, dropping to my knees.


  I got my first good look at the man’s face and gasped, “Holden? Are you okay?”


  He groaned, squishing his eyes closed. “Goddammit, even when I’m asleep, I can’t fucking escape you.”


  I flinched like he had slapped me.


  Before I could say something, he was speaking again.


  “You’re all I fucking think about, Karlie. It’s so wrong, but I can’t stop. I want you.”


  I sat there, stunned. I knew he was wasted, that much was obvious, but I never expected any of that.


  “Jesus, Holden, even when you’re drunk, you’re still full of shit,” I rolled my eyes.


  He turned, throwing up in the sand.


  I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the smell.


  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before meeting my gaze with his glassy blue eyes.


  “Fuck,” he scrubbed a hand over his face. “Normally, when I’m dreaming, you’re naked and actually like me,” he smirked.


  My jaw dropped open.


  “You’re so pretty,” he continued. “But I can’t have you,” he reached out and grabbed a piece of my long hair between his thumb and index finger. “Jared would fucking kill me,” he chuckled. His eyes dropped to my lips. “Do you have any idea how much I want to fuck you, right here on the beach?”


  I swallowed, scooting back.


  “What the fuck is wrong with me?” he fell onto his back, staring up at the sky. “You’re seventeen, damn it, and I’m twenty-fucking-five. I can’t be having these thoughts about you, but I want you so fucking bad. I guess I really am just as fucked up as my father. He’d be proud if he knew,” Holden chuckled, and then started to dry heave.


  I sat there a moment longer, long enough to see that he’d passed out, and wouldn’t be saying anything else.


  I stood and looked down at him.


  Someone sensible would be completely turned off by the fact that he was passed out drunk and by the things he had said.


  But I wasn’t sensible.


  I looked down at the man, wishing I could crawl inside him and chase away his demons. I wanted to make him understand that he was a good person and worthy of good things in life.


  But Holden was Holden.


  He was stubborn, hot-tempered, and moody.


  No one would ever be able to change him, or make him understand that there was goodness inside of him.


  Of that, I was sure.


  


  


  



  1 one year later


  Karlie


  Graduation.


  Grad-u-freakin-ation.


  Wow.


  It didn’t seem possible that I was graduating high school.


  I took my diploma, giving the principal a, “What do I do with my life now?” look.


  Which was silly.


  I knew what I was doing.


  In the fall, I’d be moving to New York City to study ballet at Joffrey Ballet School. It was my dream. It was something I had worked my whole life towards, so why was I now acting like I was completely clueless?


  I walked off the stage and took my seat again.


  Everything after that was a blur.


  I didn’t even throw my cap in the air. When I saw them flying through the air, I picked mine off my head and tossed it on the ground.


  Parents descended onto the football field to find their kids.


  I grabbed my cap up and stood. I knew I should find my family, but I couldn’t move my feet.


  “Karlie, are you okay?”


  I looked up and met Rodney’s green eyes.


  Rodney had been my dance partner for as long as I could remember and my best friend.


  He was handsome, with olive skin and black hair, but despite his attempts, we’d never moved past the friend zone.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” I shook my head, running my fingers through my bangs. “Just a little frazzled. It doesn’t seem real… that this is it. High school’s over, and we’re grownups.”


  “I know what you mean,” he grinned, flashing straight white teeth. “But we’re moving on to bigger and better things, Karls.” He pulled me against him, his arm thrown across my shoulder. “You’re going to New York City!”


  I smiled, but it fell flat.


  “You won’t be my partner, anymore,” I stated.


  “Aw, Karls, you’ll get a new partner. I’m sure he won’t compare to me, because no one can surpass my awesome skills,” he winked, “but he’ll be good.”


  I laughed, poking his side. “I’m going to miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you too, Karlie,” he kissed the top of my head.


  “Hey squirt!” Jared called, jogging onto the field, toward me.


  I waved at my brother, hoping he wouldn’t pick up on my melancholy mood, but who was I kidding, Jared Reed didn’t miss anything.


  Rodney removed his arm from my shoulders when he saw Jared. Rodney claimed not to be afraid of Jared, but I knew he was lying, and I couldn’t really blame him for being afraid.


  Jared was tall, well over six-foot, and was a MMA fighter. He was intimidating to most people, but to me, he was the best big brother. He was eight years older and practically raised me.


  I saw Dan and Patsy, my former foster parents, behind him. Despite the fact that I wasn’t biologically related to Dan and Patsy, they were my parents.


  “Hey Rodney,” Jared nodded. He tilted his head to look at me. “What’s wrong with you squirt?”


  I grimaced. “Just sad about graduation.”


  “Aww, it’ll be fine, Karlie,” he hugged me. “Katy!” he called, turning around to look for her. I heard him let out a sigh of relief when he saw her heading towards us. Even after being married for a year, those two were still madly in love, and hated to be separated. “Picture time,” Jared told me.


  I groaned.


  “Turn that frown upside down, Karls!” He tapped my nose.


  “Jare, I’m eighteen, treat me like it,” I swatted his hand away.


  He chuckled. “And today is your graduation, let me have my fun. In a few months, you’ll be gone.”


  “Oh, whatever will you with yourself,” I rolled my eyes.


  He chuckled and looked at Katy. “I’m sure I’ll think of something.”


  Katy blushed and scolded him under her breath. Jared just chuckled in reply and kissed her cheek.


  “Dan! Patsy! Get over here!” He motioned them over to us.


  As they enveloped me in their arms, Jared started snapping pictures. By the time today was over, I’d want to murder him.


  “Congrats, baby girl,” Patsy said, hugging me like a proud mom.


  “Thanks,” I said, kissing her cheek.


  I hugged Dan, and I swear there were tears in his eyes.


  “Dan, are you crying?” I asked, taking a step back.


  “No, there’s just something in my eye,” he rubbed them.


  Jared snorted. “Pop, that’s the oldest excuse in the book.”


  “My little girl is graduating from high school, I should be allowed to be a little emotional. She’ll be heading off to New York and we’ll never see each other.”


  “Dad, you know that isn’t true,” I said. “I’ll visit. Or you and Patsy can come visit me. It could be a vacation for you.”


  “I do not call some big, bustling, city a vacation,” he grumbled, shading his eyes from the harsh sun.


  “Y’all can discuss this later,” Jared chuckled. “Here,” he shoved the camera in Dan’s hands, “take a picture of me and my sister.”


  Jared stood beside me, his arm slung across my shoulders.


  He bent down and said softly, “I want you to know, that I’m so, incredibly, proud of you and where you’re going.”


  “Thanks, Jare,” I smiled at his praise.


  Jared may have been my brother, but he was so much more.


  Despite the good relationship we had with our foster parents, Jared had moved me in with him, when he moved out. He wanted us to stick together. I knew I was lucky to have him, even if his over protective side grated on my nerves.


  Thanks to Jared, I was an eighteen-year-old virgin.


  Dan snapped a couple of pictures.


  “Come here, Katy,” Jared motioned his wife, and my best girl friend, over.


  “Are you sure?” she asked, standing back timidly.


  Jared chuckled, and under his breath said to me, “You’d think after two years, she’d be different.” Looking up at her, “Of course, kitten, come here.”


  She blushed and scurried to my other side.


  We smiled at the camera; my cheeks were already starting to hurt.


  “Where’s Holden?” Jared suddenly asked.


  My heart dropped to my stomach.


  Holden?


  Holden Marks was here?


  I hadn’t seen him in months. It wasn’t that he was gone; he just didn’t come over anymore.


  “Sharky is here?” I asked, trying to sound mad. Holden and I didn’t exactly have the best track record.


  “Yeah,” Jared said, peering over the crowd for Holden’s blonde head. “And please don’t call him Sharky, you know he hates that.”


  Holden was a fighter at Dan’s gym, Fight For It, just like Jared. Because of his last name being Marks, the guys took to calling him Marky Sharky, or just Sharky.


  “Holden!” Jared called, spotting the guy.


  I swallowed, my knees going weak.


  I had hoped that not seeing Holden for months, would cause my silly crush to leave, but it was the opposite. I wanted him even more.


  He looked absolutely gorgeous in a pair of khaki shorts and a light blue t-shirt that made his eyes pop. His blonde hair had grown out, sweeping across his forehead, and instead of being clean-shaven, his cheeks were dotted with five o’ clock shadow. I was sure that he had never looked better.


  “Get over here and take a picture, with Karlie,” Jared clapped him on his back.


  Holden grinned at me; his hair was messy in the front, like he’d been running his fingers through it a lot.


  “Hey, angel,” he stepped up beside me, wrapping his arm around my waist.


  I jumped at his touch and he chuckled.


  “Congratulations,” he looked down at me.


  “Thanks,” I smiled up at him as the flash went off.


  There was something seriously wrong in my brain, for crushing on a guy eight years older than me, and someone that acted the way Holden did.


  I was proving every cliché out there true. Falling for the bad boy and your brother’s best friend.


  Jared snapped a few more pictures of Holden and me.


  “Where’s Rodney?” Jared turned. “I wanted to get some pictures of the two of you together.”


  Holden growled, beside me, his hand tightening on my hip.


  “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” I said, extracting myself from Holden’s grip.


  Jared went off in search of Rodney, leaving me with Holden. I felt extremely awkward, at a complete loss for something to say.


  “It’s been a while,” Holden said, and I assumed he was feeling just as awkward as I was. Dan and Patsy were talking about something, completely oblivious to us.


  “Yeah,” I said, catching my bottom lip between my teeth.


  Abruptly, my lip was tugged away. “Don’t do that, you’ll make it bleed,” Holden scolded, making my cheeks flame. He chuckled. “I like that even though you’re not a natural red head,” he grabbed a length of my dyed red-orange hair between his fingers, “you still have freckles.”


  I rubbed at my cheeks. “I hate them.”


  “You shouldn’t,” he said. “They’re-”


  “Karls! I found Rodney!” Jared came back, motioning me to join him and Rodney.


  I looked up apologetically at Holden, before going to stand by Rodney.


  “I’m really sorry about this,” I told him.


  “It’s not a problem,” Rodney said, boldly kissing my forehead, and my eyes fluttered closed. I had a feeling that Rodney was only doing this because Holden was here. Rodney had often said that Holden liked me, as more than Jared’s sister, but I knew that was impossible. Holden hated me. He didn’t use to, but for the last few years he couldn’t stand to be in the same room as me.


  I heard someone sputter and my eyes popped open, connecting with blue ones. A muscle in Holden’s jaw ticked, as he observed Rodney and me.


  He shook his head, looking pissed, and stalked through the crowd.


  After Jared had gotten all the pictures he wanted, Rodney let go of me.


  “Alright,” Jared said, “I think I have enough pictures. Where do you want to go to dinner?”


  “Oh-um-I actually wanted to go to a party,” I stuttered.


  “Oh,” Jared’s eyes widened before a frown graced his lips. “A party?”


  I nodded.


  “Where?” He asked.


  “It’s at a friend of mine’s,” Rodney spoke up.


  “I don’t know, Karls,” Jared shook his head.


  “I’m eighteen, Jare,” I told him. “You know I’m responsible and won’t do anything stupid.”


  Jared took a deep breath, internally debating. Finally, he huffed, “You can go.”


  “Thank you!” I cried, jumping in his arms to hug him.


  “Do you need a ride?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “Rodney will pick me up.”


  “Of course,” Jared frowned. “I can’t believe you’re all grown up, squirt. You don’t need me anymore.”


  “I’ll always need you,” I poked his arm. “You’re just going to have to learn to back off some.”


  He chuckled. “That’ll be hard for me, Karls.”


  “I know,” I said, as we walked to the parking lot.


  Dan and Patsy had left and I saw Katy sitting inside Jared’s Toyota.


  When we got home, I went straight up to my room to get ready.


  My room was girly, but I liked it. The walls were purple and my bedspread was floral. All the furniture was white, giving it a clean look.


  I draped my gown across the end of the bed and dropped my cap there as well, before opening my closet door.


  A bunch of clothes came spilling out, since the closet was so small.


  I groaned at the mess, I’d have to pick it up later. I didn’t have the time now.


  I went through my clothes, wondering what to wear. I had never been to a party before.


  Ballet, school, and more ballet had consumed my entire life.


  I pulled out a pair of high-rise shorts, tugging them on, and then a loose green top. It had long sleeves that were open on the sides.


  I walked over to the floor length mirror attached to the back of my door. I surveyed the outfit and decided it looked pretty good.


  I fastened on a pair of green sandals and brushed through my straight hair.


  I looked at the time and saw that Rodney would be here any minute.


  I scurried down the steps and out the door before Jared could see me.


  My outfit was far from scandalous, but Jared would tell me I had entirely too much skin exposed, and then I’d have to change.


  Rodney had just pulled up in front of the house, in his old Subaru. I opened the door and slammed it closed behind me.


  “Drive before my brother sees me,” I said, out of breath.


  Rodney chuckled and stepped on the gas.


  We didn’t have to drive far; the party was being held only a few neighborhoods away. I knew we were in the right place when Rodney parked the car and it started vibrating from the thump of the bass of the song playing. I really hoped the cops weren’t called with a noise complaint.


  “Ready?” Rodney looked at me with a grin.


  “I’m ready,” I smiled before stepping out of the car.


  Rodney took my hand as we walked up the steps. It wasn’t unusual for us to hold hands. We were comfortable with each other and best friends.


  Rodney pushed the door open and I flinched from the noise.


  Rodney looked around and then down at me. “Maybe we won’t stay long.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed, as we ventured further inside.


  “Want a drink?” He asked.


  “That would be nice,” I replied. He started to pull his hand out of mine but I tightened my hold. “Don’t leave me,” I pleaded, when a guy bumped into me and then purposely touched my boob.


  Rodney glared at the guy. “Yeah, we should stay together.”


  It took five minutes to reach the kitchen. There were so many people in the house that it was close to impossible to navigate through it.


  I frowned when we got to the kitchen.


  Some guy was throwing up in the sink and a couple was practically having sex in a corner.


  If this was what all parties were like, I was glad this would be my first… and last.


  Rodney handed me a red cup with beer in it.


  I hesitantly looked at it.


  It smelled gross.


  Eh, I’d drink it anyway.


  Rodney and I awkwardly stood side by side, neither of us having a clue about what we should do. I emptied my cup and got a second, even though I already felt slightly dizzy.


  I was taking my first sip of the second drink when the couple in the corner pulled apart.


  Holden’s blue eyes met mine, shock registering in them.


  The woman was glued to his side and I heard her say something about going up to her room. I gritted my teeth.


  I threw my mostly full cup away and grabbed Rodney’s, tossing it as well.


  I grabbed his hand, leading him into the living room.


  “Dance with me,” I commanded.


  “Uh-okay,” Rodney shrugged. “You know,” he looked around the room, “this kind of dancing isn’t exactly our forte.”


  “Well, you better learn fast,” I snapped, looking over my shoulder at Holden.


  The woman was pressing herself against him, practically humping his leg, but Holden’s eyes were glued to me.


  “Do you know who that woman is?” I asked, Rodney.


  “The one with Holden?” He asked, quickly picking up on the beat of the song and rolling his hips against mine.


  “Yeah, that one,” I spat.


  “That’s Chloe,” he said. “Jess’ sister, the one throwing the party. She must be home from college.”


  I wanted to snap at him that, obviously, she was home, because she was plastered all over Holden.


  I looked over my shoulder at the skank bitch.


  I already hated her, for no other reason than the fact that she was all over Holden.


  I was pissed.


  “Follow my lead,” I commanded.


  


  


  



  2


  Holden


  


  What the fuck was I watching?


  I ground my teeth together as Karlie danced with that prick, Rodney.


  The pipsqueak just stood there as she ran her hand down his chest, before tugging on his belt.


  I was going to break her hand if it went any lower. She shouldn’t be touching him, and definitely not like that.


  Her hand trailed back up his chest and over his shoulder as she circled behind him.


  When she was in front of him again, he grabbed her by the waist, dipping her down and skimming his nose up her neck.


  Motherfucker.


  Not cool.


  “Holden,” Chloe whined in my ear, “come upstairs to my room.”


  “No,” I growled, not taking my eyes off of Karlie.


  “But-”


  “Get off of me,” I stepped away from her and shoved her hands from my body.


  “I thought-”


  “Obviously, you thought wrong,” I sneered at her.


  “You’re such a prick,” she glared at me.


  “Yeah, well, everyone already knows that, including me. So, if you think you’re telling me something new, you’re mistaken.”


  “I don’t have time for this,” she stormed from the room.


  Normally, I’d watch the way her ass moved, but this time I didn’t give a shit.


  My focus was once more riveted on the couple dancing.


  They were definitely fucking and that thought made me livid.


  I hated to think of Rodney and Karlie together like that.


  Frankly, I couldn’t stand the thought of her with any guy… that wasn’t me.


  I grabbed a beer and drank half of it in one swallow.


  I nearly choked it back up, when Karlie shimmied her way down Rodney’s body and all but dry humped his leg.


  What the fuck?


  This was not my angel.


  She wiggled her hips and my groin tightened.


  She stood back up, rubbing her hand dangerously close to Rodney’s crotch.


  I was getting angrier by the second, but I didn’t know what to do or say.


  When Rodney’s hand traced a trail between her breasts and then hooked her leg around his waist, pulling her center against his, I lost it.


  I stormed across the room, dropping my beer along the way, the glass shattering.


  I raised a fist in the air. “Get the fuck away from her, pipsqueak!” I yelled.


  “Jesus, Holden, we’re just dancing,” Karlie exclaimed. Was that a satisfied smirk on her face?


  If angel wanted me to react, she hadn’t seen anything, yet.


  “Take your hands off her now, or I’ll punch you so hard you’ll be in a coma for the rest of your life,” I ground out.


  Rodney swallowed in fear.


  Yeah, that’s right fucker, be afraid.


  He removed his hands from Karlie and looked at her apologetically. “I’m sorry,” he said, turning around and heading out the door.


  I was surprised when small fists connected with my chest.


  “What’s wrong with you?! We were dancing!” Karlie beat against me.


  Who knew my angel had this in her?


  I grinned. “I like this side of you,” I chuckled.


  “What side?” She asked, flustered, her hands falling to her sides.


  “This aggressive side,” I swirled a finger in the air.


  Her brown eyes darkened. “You’re such a kinky bastard.”


  I laughed. “How does me liking your aggressive side, make me kinky?”


  “I don’t know, it just does,” she whined, moving towards the front door and away from me.


  Oh, angel wanted to run? This would be fun.


  I followed her out the door and chuckled as she cursed.


  “He left!” she shrieked. “I can’t believe he left me!”


  “I’ll drive you home, angel,” I stepped around her, knowing she would follow.


  I opened the passenger door of my truck for her and waited.


  She slid inside and spat, “Well, aren’t you just chivalrous.”


  I shook my head, chuckling under my breath.


  We were almost to Jared’s house when she cried, “Stop!”


  “What?” I asked, hitting the brakes.


  “I don’t want to go home,” she crossed her arms over her chest. “You ruined my night. Now I think you should make it up to me.”


  Well, shit.


  I knew exactly how I wanted to make it up to her, by pressing her naked body against mine.


  What the hell was wrong with me?


  She was eight years younger than me; a twenty-six year old and an eighteen year old were not suitable together.


  I could hear people now, “Oh, there goes Holden lookin’ like a pedophile.”


  Fuck.


  “Are you hungry?” I asked.


  “No,” she snapped.


  “Uh- we could go back to my place?” I suggested.


  Wait, had I really just said that out loud? I was screwed now. Karlie. In my apartment. Near my bed.


  I was getting hard just thinking about it.


  “That’ll work,” she said, like it was a challenge.


  What was going on in that head of hers?


  “My place it is,” I shrugged, making a U-turn.


  This was going to be interesting.


  ~***~


  “So, this is my place,” I said, flicking on the light beside the door and letting Karlie inside.


  “It’s clean,” she surmised, looking around.


  I laughed. “What did you expect, angel?”


  She looked up at me and her long lashes lowered over her cheeks. I swallowed thickly. This girl had me all tied up in knots.


  “I was expecting it to be littered in empty beer bottles with dirty clothes strewn everywhere,” she shrugged. “You know, the norm.”


  I smiled, locking the door behind us and sliding the chain lock in. This wasn’t exactly the safest part of town.


  “Hey, isn’t that our old couch?” she asked, looking into the small living room.


  “Yeah,” I sighed, rubbing the back of my head. “Jared gave it to me.”


  “Oh,” she breathed, her small pink tongue flicking out to lick her lips, and my dick stirred at the sight.


  I leaned against the kitchen counter, crossing my arms over my chest, and looked her up and down. No one’s body should be as perfect as Karlie’s. She was thin, in the graceful way dancers were, but had a surprisingly good rack, and the longest legs I’d ever seen. I could just imagine them wrapped around my waist as I fucked her senseless.


  “What do you want to do, angel?” I asked, hoping to steer my thoughts in less naughty directions.


  She shyly looked down at the ground. “I don’t know.”


  I moved around her and her breath stuttered as I brushed against her. A smile lifted my lips.


  I turned the TV on and collapsed onto the couch, stretching my legs onto the ottoman.


  She stood awkwardly by the doorway.


  I grinned crookedly.


  “I don’t bite,” I patted the spot next to me.


  She seemed to struggle with something internally before sitting down next to me, careful to put at least five inches of space between us.


  I chuckled, scooting closer so that the couch dipped down and practically dropped her into my lap.


  My hand grazed her thigh.


  “You did that on purpose!” She accused.


  “Maybe,” I shrugged innocently.


  What the fuck was I doing putting the moves on Karlie? There was no way I could act on my feelings. I was so messed up it wasn’t even funny. I needed to get her out of here, right now, and home. Then come back and take a very cold shower.


  Before I could shove her away from me and drag her out the door, she said something that left me speechless.


  “Do you remember what you said to me at Jared and Katy’s wedding when you were drunk?”


  My eyes widened.


  “No,” I snapped.


  “Yes, you do,” she smiled. “Your eyes don’t lie.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” my jaw clenched.


  “So, you don’t remember telling me you wanted to fuck me on the beach?” She held her hands up in air quotes.


  She wasn’t going to let it go. “Yeah, I remember. I thought it was a dream,” I muttered the last part under my breath and she smirked.


  “Definitely not a dream,” she winked.


  “Fuck,” I ground the heels of my palms into my eyes.


  “You have a dirty mouth,” she commented.


  She had no idea just how dirty I could be.


  “I need to take you home,” I stood suddenly.


  “I don’t want to go home,” she declared.


  “You need to go home,” I growled.


  “I’m not leaving,” she stated, standing up and crossing her arms over her chest.


  I clenched my jaw. “It’s my apartment and I want you gone.”


  “I don’t understand you!” She cried. “A year ago you tell me you want to fuck me! Tonight you had some skank draped all over you, but then you got jealous when I was dancing with Rodney! All those things point to you liking me, and I mean as more than just Jared’s little sister,” her brown eyes seared me to the spot.


  “Don’t you understand?!” I yelled. “I can’t have you! What I feel for you is wrong! It’s disgusting, Karlie!”


  She flinched like I had slapped her.


  “Angel,” I murmured softly, reaching out to touch her cheek.


  She slapped my arm away, the smack echoing around the small room. “Don’t you dare touch me,” she hissed.


  “Karlie- I-”


  “Shut up!” She screamed and stormed away. A moment later the bathroom door slammed closed.


  I was always fucking everything up.


  


  



  3


  Karlie


  


  I slammed the bathroom door closed so hard that the whole thing shook on its hinges.


  He was such a jerk!


  He wanted me!


  I knew he did!


  He couldn’t hide it!


  After the way he reacted when I was dancing with Rodney, and then suggesting coming to his place, I thought…


  I wouldn’t even let my thoughts stray that way.


  I braced my hands against the porcelain sink to steady them.


  My lower lip was trembling pitifully as I dammed the tears back.


  What he felt for me was wrong? Disgusting?


  I turned the water on and splashed my face with water as Holden started to beat on the door.


  “Angel? Open up!”


  I squished my eyes closed, willing him to disappear.


  “Go away, Holden!”


  “Open the fucking door!” He yelled.


  “No!” I yelled back, and my treacherous voice cracked.


  I heard him shove his shoulder against the door.


  My eyes widened.


  Would he really try to break it down?


  The door quaked once more and I had my answer.


  Fear overcame me and I scrambled into the bathtub, pulling the shower curtain closed, for measly protection.


  “Go away!” I screamed again as he beat the door.


  I covered my ears with my hands.


  The door burst open, the shower curtain was ripped off and all six foot five of Holden stared down at me. His chest heaved and his jaw was clenched. He was an intimidating sight.


  “Leave me alone!” I screamed.


  “No,” he said, deadly calm, reaching for me.


  He pulled me up, by my arms, out of the tub, and shoved me against the wall. His grip was tight enough to bruise.


  A breath shuddered out of me.


  He studied me for a moment… or maybe it was only a few seconds, before he said, “Fuck it all,” and his lips descended on mine.


  I was frozen in shock for a second, before my body took over.


  Instead of pushing him away like I should, my fingers tangled in his short blonde hair, forcing his body even closer to mine.


  “Oh, angel,” he growled as my mouth opened underneath him.


  His tongue flicked against mine and my knees quaked.


  Holden gripped the back of my thighs, dangerously close to my butt.


  But I didn’t care. I was finally getting what I had dreamed about for years.


  Our mouths dueled as we gripped each other roughly.


  There was nothing sweet in this kiss.


  It was raw, rough, and primal.


  We were like wild animals, tearing and clawing at each other.


  He nipped my bottom lip and I whimpered from the small shot of pain.


  He pushed my shirt up, his hand gliding up to my breast, where he squeezed.


  I had to be dreaming. Holden and I didn’t do this in real life. We avoided each other like the plague.


  His lips left mine as he nibbled on my ear.


  Embarrassing little sounds escaped from my lips.


  He pulled away and yanked my shirt over my head, tossing it out of the bathroom and somewhere in the living room.


  His tongue lapped at my neck as I panted. I jumped and let out a cry of surprise when he bit the spot. He pinned my hands above my head as he suckled my hurt skin.


  “Holden,” I panted. “Are we really going to do this?”


  Heated blue eyes met mine. “I think when I shoved you against the wall and kissed you like my life depended on it, it was decided then. I have to have you, Karlie,” he licked his lips, a breath shuddering through him. “If you’ll have me,” his eyes didn’t waver from mine; there was sadness there… and maybe a little bit of hope, that I’d reject him.


  But I couldn’t.


  I wanted him.


  I had since I was sixteen years old. Maybe longer. I was eighteen now. It was legal. There was nothing holding me back, except fear.


  I nodded my head. “I want you,” I whispered.


  “Thank God for that,” he growled, before crashing his lips against mine again.


  He lifted me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist, our lips never parting as he carried me to his bedroom. He kicked the door closed behind us and dropped me onto the bed.


  “I never thought this would happen,” he rasped as I tugged on his shirt.


  “Me either.” My chest rose and fell rapidly, my breasts pressing against his now naked chest.


  A part of me knew I should stop him.


  This wasn’t right.


  This wasn’t how I planned to lose my virginity… even if I was secretly waiting for Holden, I wanted love, and this… this wouldn’t be love.


  But wehad come too far to stop now.


  My hands desperately roamed over his naked chest. I fumbled with his belt, but finally managed to undo it before attacking the button on his jeans.


  My movements were clumsy and frantic in my haste. I was half afraid he would change his mind and I wanted to ensure that wouldn’t happen.


  I pushed the jeans off his hips and he removed them the rest of the way before covering my body once more with his.


  “Your skin is so creamy,” Holden rumbled, his lips brushing over the curves of my breasts, “like porcelain.” His tongue flicked out, creating a moist trail over my skin.


  I shuddered beneath him.


  His hands moved to my shorts. The button popped and the zipper eased down, the grating sound filled my ears like a roar.


  I raised my hips so he could pull them off.


  I squished my eyes closed as a blush stole across my body under his intense gaze.


  “Open your eyes, angel,” his breath gusted against my lips. “I want to see you.”


  Slowly, my eyes opened.


  “Are you trying to kill me with these?” he tugged on my lacy pink panties. “Do you always wear something like this?”


  I nodded.


  “Fuck,” he groaned.


  I ran my fingers up over his chest and sides, lingering on his tattoos.


  On his hip bone, dipping down into his jeans and up his ribs, were tiny beautiful bird silhouettes. There were more at his hipbone, lessening as they flew up his rib cage. The cluster at the bottom was yellow, a little further up they gradated to orange, and the ones at the very top, just beneath his chest were red. They were simple and artistic, and definitely not something I’d expect to see on Holden. Maybe a dragon, but not these beautiful birds. He’d had them for years though.


  On his other side were words. I’d never been able to read them before, always having been too far away when he was shirtless in one of his fights. But now I could clearly see them.


  I traced my finger over each word permanently inked into his skin.


  Hope and love are the only things that have the power to destroy you.


  “Do you really believe that?” I whispered.


  He bent his forehead to mine, his blonde hair tickling me.


  “If I didn’t believe it, I wouldn’t have tattooed it on my skin.”


  “Good point,” I reached up to tangle my fingers in his hair.


  He moved his hips and his erection pressed against me.


  Air hissed through my teeth as I arched my back.


  I needed him.


  “Please, Holden,” I begged. “Please.”


  His eyes closed and his breathing increased.


  When his eyes opened they had darkened to a steely blue.


  His nose brushed mine as he pinned my hands above my head. “If I was a good person, I’d stop right now, and take you home. But I’ve always been a very bad boy,” he growled, kissing my neck, causing a gasp to escape me.


  “I don’t want you to stop,” I panted.


  “Good,” he crushed his lips forcefully to mine. His erection was hard against me, barely concealed by his boxers. I pushed them down, out of the way, and as I did, I felt Holden grasp my panties. With a yank, he ripped them from my body.


  My heart raced with anticipation, a thin sheen of sweat already coating my body.


  I wrapped my fingers around him, rubbing up and down, my eyes wide.


  “Oh fuck,” Holden growled. “If you keep doing that I won’t last long,” he swatted my hand away. Before I knew what was happening, two of his fingers were inside me and I was arching against him.


  “Holden!” I screamed, clawing at his back.


  He chuckled in my ear, his voice a growl. “If I can get that kind of reaction out of you with my fingers, I can’t wait to see what you do when my dick is pounding away at your sweet pussy.”


  Oh sweet baby Jesus. I had no idea I could be so turned on by dirty talk… but then again, I was usually turned on by anything Holden said. He had the kind of voice that made women swoon, deep and husky.


  “Please Holden,” I begged. “I need you inside me,” I pulled at his hair.


  “In time, angel. I want to make you come first.”


  He scooted down my body, his fingers still inside me and then I felt his tongue touch me, just above where his fingers were. My whole body froze for a moment, before quaking.


  I don’t know how long he was down there, it could have been hours for all I knew, but it felt more like seconds, when I felt myself tightening, my toes curling.


  “That’s it, angel. Come for me,” He whispered.


  My breath came out in small little gasps and then I was screaming every word known to man.


  His fingers and tongue left me, and then he was pulling a condom out of the drawer, rolling it on, and grabbing a bottle of clear liquid.


  “Wh-what’s that?” I asked.


  “Lube,” he explained, squirting it onto his hands and rubbing them together before putting it on me, then rubbing more on his latex covered length.


  “What else do you have in that drawer?” I asked, as he put it away.


  “Nothing too naughty,” he winked, before hovering over me, each of his hands on either side of my head.


  I felt him nudge at my entrance and my nose scrunched at the intrusion.


  “Breathe,” he said softly. “Relax, Karlie.”


  He took my hands, holding them in one of his and with his other, guided himself inside me.


  My fingernails dug into the skin of his hands, trying to crawl away from the intense pressure. I felt something inside me snap.


  “Look at me,” Holden demanded.


  My eyes popped open. I hadn’t even realized I had closed them.


  “You’re safe with me,” he murmured.


  I nodded.


  He inched out a little and I winced. “I’m sorry, angel,” Holden whispered. “I’ve never been with a virgin before. You’re so fucking tight, and I’m trying not to hurt you.” He slid back in a small bit. “Just look into my eyes,” he growled, his free hand going to my waist and squeezing. I knew he was holding back, trying to get me accustomed to the foreign feeling. “Just look at me.” He slid out further and slowly back in again. “Me. Look at me, Karlie,” he panted.


  The pain started to fade away and was replaced by pure pleasure, a pleasure I had never experienced before.


  He began to move slowly in and out of me, but then began to move faster.


  “Fuck, so tight,” he growled.


  I whimpered when he sped up even more.


  “Fuck, sorry,” he clenched his teeth and I could see his muscles straining as he held himself back.


  He gripped my hair in his hand and bent down.


  A second later, his mouth clamped around my nipple and I cried out at the sensation.


  “Holden,” I gasped, clawing at his back.


  He smiled at my words and I wondered why.


  He pulled away and clamped his teeth together. Sweat dampened his skin and I knew he was close. I also knew there was no way I was going to come. Even though it felt better, it still hurt.


  I reached up and cupped his cheek. “It’s okay,” I nodded, “let go.”


  I smiled in satisfaction when he did. Loving that I created the look of bliss on his face.


  He stayed inside me for a moment, peering into my eyes, before kissing me.


  I watched as he slipped from my body and disposed of the condom.


  He came back to the bed and lay down beside me. I wrapped my arms around his chest and draped one of my legs over his.


  Holden tensed and I almost pulled away, but suddenly his arms were around me.


  Sleep overcame me and I drifted off into oblivion.


  ~***~


  Holden


  I was taken aback when she wrapped her body around mine.


  I had never ‘cuddled’ before.


  When I brought girls back here, they knew upfront, that we fucked and then they’d leave.


  I didn’t do all this shit.


  Instead, I found myself wrapping my arms around her and burying my nose into her hair. She smelled sweet, like cherries.


  I was a bastard for wanting her the way I did.


  She didn’t deserve to be consumed by my darkness.


  But I knew I couldn’t walk away from her.


  A plan began to form in my mind and I smiled to myself.


  


  


  


  


  



  4


  Karlie


  Early morning light streamed through the window. I squished my eyes shut tighter and scooted farther under the covers when my leg bumped against someone else’s.


  The previous night’s events came rushing back at me.


  Oh shit.


  I’d had sex with my brother’s best friend.


  It wasn’t a dream!


  I slowly peeled the covers back from my face and opened one eye.


  Holden slept peacefully beside me, his chin dotted with sandy stubble.


  He was so handsome and so peaceful that I almost hated to disturb him.


  Keyword: almost.


  I pushed his shoulder and his eyes popped open.


  He grinned; those blue eyes captivated me and rendered me speechless.


  “Hey beautiful,” he breathed, pulling me against him.


  My body melted against him. Begging for his touch.


  His lips pressed against my neck then lower.


  But this was so wrong. Holden, was Mr. Playboy, and Jared would kill me if he found out about this.


  Correction: He’d kill Holden. And Holden was far too beautiful to be killed.


  I pushed at his shoulders and he pulled away.


  “What’s wrong, Karlie?” he asked, when he noticed my frown.


  “This, this is wrong,” I pointed to him and then to me.


  “What?” he pulled away further, hurt evident on his face.


  “You’re my brother’s best friend,” I hissed, tightening the sheet around my torso.


  “So?”


  “It’s just wrong.”


  “Jesus, Karlie,” he flipped onto his back and dug the heels of his hands into his eyes. “How is this wrong?”


  This from the man who just last night had told me that what he felt for me was disgusting and wrong. Holden was like a roller coaster, always moving up and down, with no in between.


  I looked down at the sheets tracing a fold with my finger.


  “You’re Holden Marks,” I whispered softly.


  “Yes, I’m aware of my name,” he snapped.


  “No, you’re Holden Marks. You’re a playboy. You always have a different girl every night of the week. What makes me different? Huh?”


  “Karlie,” he rolled over once more and cupped my cheek. “You’ve always been different.” He swallowed thickly. “I’ve been thinking….”


  “About what?” I asked. Holden “thinking” was usually a bad thing and ended with someone in jail.


  He rubbed his thumb in circles over my cheek. “One time with you will never be enough,” he whispered. “I think we should have some fun this summer.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, looking at the ceiling.


  “This should be our summer, Karlie,” he stated seriously. “You, me, incredible sex, all summer long,” he kissed my neck.


  “What about when summer’s over?” I wet my lips as I waited for his reply.


  “When summer ends, you’ll go off to Joffrey, and this,” he waggled a finger between the two of us, “will end. No emotion. No hearts broken.”


  I didn’t know what to say.


  One time, with Holden, was pushing my limits. More than that and I’d give my whole heart to him. If I did that, he’d break it, because that’s what he did. He would shatter me completely and I would never be the same. But no, wasn’t the word that came to my lips.


  “Yes,” I blurted. “Just for the summer.”


  I would have Holden any way I could get him.


  “But Jared can’t find out,” I warned. “You’re his best friend and he’ll kill you if he finds out.”


  “It’ll be our little secret,” he grinned mischievously.


  I wondered if I had just made the best or worst decision of my life.


  Before I could go into full on freak out mode, something else occurred to me.


  “Shit! Holden! It’s morning!”


  “Yeah,” he rubbed his eyes. “I can see that. I want to go back to sleep.”


  “Holden. It’s morning. I slept the whole night here,” I repeated, waiting for the words to sink in.


  “Fuck!” He pushed the covers off of his body and stood, not at all shy with his nakedness. He pulled on jeans and turned to look at me. “How do we go about this? I can’t exactly take you home. There will be too many questions.”


  “Give me a minute,” I grumbled, racking my brain for a plausible excuse for being with Holden. “Aha!” I snapped my fingers. “I think you can. We’ll tell Jared you were at the party, which is true. I got upset and you were taking me home, but I threw a fit and you brought me to your place. We both happened to fall asleep… separately,” I added.


  “That might work,” Holden paced, his hands on his lean waist. I used this time to shamelessly ogle his chest. “But how come we didn’t call to tell him? Huh?”


  “I was too upset and you were too freaked out by my behavior to call anyone.”


  “He’ll never believe this,” Holden tore at his hair.


  “It’s all we’ve got,” I shrugged, holding the sheet up to cover my chest. “It’s not the most unbelievable thing in the world.”


  Holden took a deep breath. “Okay, I hope it’ll work. Get dressed.”


  I stared at him, mentally willing him to leave.


  “Shoo!” I ordered, waving him away.


  A grin spread across his face. “Angel, we had sex, I’ve seen everything. Don’t get shy on me now,” he winked.


  I knew he expected me to argue and I smiled in satisfaction as his jaw dropped when I let the sheet fall and stood, pulling on my clothes.


  “Fuck,” he whispered under his breath.


  As I dressed, he pulled on a shirt and put a baseball cap on backwards.


  I picked up my phone and winced when I saw all the missed calls. It started vibrating in my hand.


  Jared. The screen lit up with his name.


  “Hello?” I answered, bracing myself for what I was about to hear. I knew it wouldn’t be pretty.


  “Karlie Grace Reed! Where are you?! You didn’t come home last night! I haven’t gotten any sleep! I called Rodney and he said he left without you! That little prick heard a mouthful on that one!”


  “Jare-”


  He thundered on. “I have worried myself sick! I’m sure I’ve worn a hole through the floor!” In a calmer tone, he said, “I want to be really mad at you, but I’m just so happy to hear your voice that I can’t be. I tried to file a missing persons report but they said I had to wait twenty-four hours! I told them you could be dead in a ditch by then.”


  “Jared, I’m fine,” I replied. “Really. I’m with Holden.”


  “Holden!? Why are you with Holden?”


  “I-uh-got really upset at the party and he was there. He was taking me home, but I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want you and Katy to see me so upset. You know me, Jare, I’m not a crier. So, he took me to his place, and I fell asleep on his couch.”


  “Why didn’t he call me? He knows I worry,” Jared asked.


  I swallowed. “I think he was a little overwhelmed by the barrage of female hormones.”


  I heard Jared release a breath over the phone. “Just get home.”


  “I will,” I hung up the phone and looked across the room at Holden.


  “He bought it,” I breathed a sigh of relief.


  Holden grinned. “I never knew what a little liar you were.”


  “Yeah… well… Desperate times call for desperate measures,” I shrugged.


  He grabbed his keys. “We better get out of here before your brother comes knocking on my door.”


  I laughed. That was a very real possibility.


  I followed Holden out of the apartment and down the steps.


  His old truck started right up. I couldn’t believe the thing still ran.


  We went over a speed bump and I winced.


  “You okay?” Holden glanced at me.


  I nodded. “Just sore.”


  “Oh,” he glanced at me. “Right.” I watched as several emotions flickered over his face, like he was warring with himself. Finally, he said, “I was serious, you know.”


  My brows furrowed. “About what?”


  He swallowed and turned to me. “The summer. One night isn’t enough with you, Karlie.”


  “I-I know I agreed this morning, but I don’t know if I can do that,” I looked down at my hands and away from his eyes.


  He cracked his neck. “It’s just the summer, Karlie. Eight weeks. Then you’ll leave for Joffrey and everything will go back to normal.”


  Could it really be that simple?


  I knew it couldn’t, but here I was, being offered what I’d always wanted.


  I couldn’t just walk away from that.


  “Yeah,” I agreed reluctantly, then echoed his words from earlier, “this will be our summer.”


  ~***~

  Holden


  I pulled up in front of Jared’s house. I’d barely parked the truck when Jared came busting out of the house. He was livid.


  “I’ll deal with your brother,” I ordered. “Just go straight in the house.”


  She rolled her eyes at my demand but didn’t argue.


  She hopped out and Jared immediately started in on how irresponsible she had been and a bunch of other bullshit.


  I closed the truck door behind me.


  “Jared, leave her alone,” I drawled, leaning against the bed of my truck.


  “You,” he pointed a finger at me, “are next!”


  “Don’t be such a fucking drama queen,” I pulled a pack of cigarettes out of my pocket.


  “Don’t even think of lighting one of those,” Jared warned.


  “Fun sucker,” I mumbled, tucking the pack back in my pocket.


  “Go in the house, Karlie,” Jared commanded his sister.


  I looked up and saw Katy standing in the doorway with a calculating gaze. I felt like someone punched me in the gut. She knew. She knew. I could see it in her eyes.


  Katy ushered Karlie inside, and I saw her lips moving.


  Fuck. I really hoped she didn’t tell Jared.


  “What’s up?” I asked casually.


  “What’s up?” Jared mimicked. “You know what’s up. Why was my sister at your house?”


  I snorted, playing it cool. “I’m pretty sure I remember her telling you why, over the phone. She was upset, and didn’t want to come home, so I took her to my place. She fell asleep on the couch and I didn’t want to wake her.”


  Jared looked at me in disbelief and I tried really hard not to squirm under his calculating gaze.


  “Why didn’t you call me then, Holden?”


  I took my baseball cap off and ran my fingers harshly through my hair before replacing it. “I was really tired and didn’t think about it. I don’t do good with tears and shit, so it just slipped my mind.”


  “Can you not carry on a conversation without cussing?” Jared asked, smiling now.


  I let out a breath of relief. He bought it.


  “Fuck no.”


  “Just a heads up,” Jared smacked my arm harder than necessary, “I plan on kicking your ass at the gym to teach you a lesson.”


  “Of course,” I snorted. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”


  ~***~


  Karlie


  I watched out the window as my brother talked to Holden. I was holding my breath, waiting for a scuffle to break out once the truth was revealed. Luckily, Jared seemed to buy the story we had concocted. I knew when I had talked to Jared, on the phone, he’d still give Holden the third degree.


  “What happened last night?” Katy asked from behind me. “And don’t lie to me.”


  Still watching the guys, to make sure Jared wasn’t heading this way, I told her the truth. Katy was one of the few people I trusted, she had known about my crush on Holden, and no doubt, had already put two and two together.


  “I lost my virginity,” I mumbled.


  She gasped. “Karlie.”


  “It just sort of happened,” I looked at her reflection in the window. “You can’t tell Jared. He can’t know. Please,” I begged.


  “You know I would never betray your trust like that,” she assured me.


  “Good,” I breathed and turned around when it looked like the guy’s would be talking a little longer, “because I’m going to need you to cover for me.”


  “What?!” She put her hands up in defense and waved them back and forth. “No, no way,” she shook her head. “I won’t cover your… whatever this is.”


  “I think it’s called an affair… a no strings attached relationship,” I shrugged.


  “This will never work,” her eyes threatened to bug out of her head.


  “It’s just for the summer,” I sighed. “I’ll be leaving in August for Joffrey and it’ll end.”


  “Are you crazy?!” Katy shrieked.


  “Katy,” I closed my eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, and I’m asking you to not judge me, please. This is what I want. What I need. Just help me with Jared. He can’t know. I won’t be responsible for ruining his relationship with Holden.”


  “That’s exactly what’s going to happen if you let this continue!” Katy exclaimed, her blue eyes wide and her light brown hair escaping from the confines of a ponytail holder.


  “It’s already too late,” I bit my lip and looked over my shoulder, out the window at Holden.


  “This is crazy! Absolutely crazy! These things don’t stay secret for long, Karlie, and when Jared finds out, he’s going to lose it!” Katy looked like she wanted to knock me upside the head.


  I mulled over her words and it was like suddenly my relationship with Holden was a ticking a time bomb, waiting to explode, before it had even begun.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  Tick.


  Tock.
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  Karlie


  I danced around the studio, sweat dripping off my body, and my muscles protesting. But I kept going, dancing for no other reason but that I enjoyed it.


  Ballet had always been an escape for me, ever since Patsy signed me up for it when I was a little girl. Unlike with most kids, it wasn’t a phase for me. I danced all through school, often forgetting to do my homework because I was up late working on my newest routine. I was passionate about it in a way I knew I would never be passionate about anything else. I felt like I could express myself through ballet without words, whether that was happiness, pain, sadness, or anger.


  Once I got older, I tried partner dancing.


  Rodney and I were put together and we clicked right away, we’d already known each other from school and the studio, so it wasn’t like we were strangers.


  I learned then that I liked dancing with a partner, even more than dancing solo.


  I liked that we challenged each other, always pushing the other to do better.


  I would miss Rodney when August came and we went our separate ways. Contrary to popular belief, nothing romantic had ever happened between us, even if Rodney did try for a while.


  I really didn’t want to have to get to know a new partner and learn to trust him.


  That’s something a lot of people don’t realize, you have to trust your partner. There are a lot of fancy lifts in ballet, and even stunts. If you don’t trust your partner, you’ll get hurt.


  Out of breath, I turned the music off and sat on the floor. I grabbed a bottle of water and drank half in one gulp.


  Someone clapping caught my attention and I turned towards the open doorway of the studio.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked Holden, removing my pointe shoes, and rubbing the arch of each foot.


  “I wanted to see you,” he shrugged.


  “I figured you changed your mind,” I finished the bottle of water and tossed it in the trash, gathering up my shoes and dropping them in my bag. “It’s been three days, Holden.”


  “I know,” he stated, and I felt his commanding presence right behind me, “it was wrong of me to not call or text you. I’m sorry.”


  “You’re right,” I turned around, facing him, “it was wrong.”


  “How can I make it up to you?” he asked.


  I rolled my eyes. “Why do you even want to make it up to me? We don’t have a relationship. You don’t have to call me. I’m just your fuck buddy right?”


  “Karlie,” he growled, his blue eyes darkening. “Don’t say that.”


  “That’s what it is, Holden. It’s all we are. This isn’t a relationship. I know that. You know that,” I shrugged, nonchalantly.


  I watched as his jaw flexed. He looked away from me and said, “Let’s go do something.”


  “Like what? We can’t exactly do anything public or Jared might find out.” I let my hair down, running my fingers through the ends.


  “We’ll drive out of town, then,” he shoved his hands in his pockets.


  “I can’t. Katy’s supposed to pick me up,” I pulled on a pair of jeans over my tights and a sweater over my leotard.


  “Call and tell her something came up,” he leaned against the wall.


  “Jeez, is everything always that easy in Holden-land,” I pointed at him. “She’s going to ask questions,” I snapped, leaving out the part where I had basically told her the truth of what was going on.


  His eyes flashed black and he circled around me, like a shark, his fingers grazing over my neck.


  “No,” he growled in my ear, “nothing is ever easy in Holden-land, as you put it.”


  He gripped my long hair in his fingers and tugged slightly.


  “Ow!” I cried and he let go, but then bit my shoulder. I pushed him away. “What’s your problem?” I looked up and met lust-filled eyes.


  Oh.


  He grabbed me around the waist and pressed me to him. “I love it when you get all feisty.”


  “I can tell,” I whispered as his erection pressed against my stomach.


  “I want you,” his lips brushed my ear, “right here, right now.”


  I swallowed. “Someone might hear.”


  “The place is empty, Karlie. It’s the weekend, you’re the only one crazy enough to be here,” he backed away and closed the door to the studio. “Better?” he asked, twisting the lock.


  I nodded.


  “Thank God,” he growled and in record time he had my jeans and sweater peeled off. “This is going to be interesting,” he smirked, looking at my leotard and tights.


  “They come off, just like regular clothes,” I panted. Panted? He hadn’t even touched me yet and I was already breathless. And wasn’t I mad at him?


  I couldn’t even remember if we’d been arguing, that was the effect Holden had on me.


  When Holden just stood there, I slipped the leotard down along with the tights, leaving me naked except for my panties.


  “You’re wearing entirely too much,” I pushed a finger into his shoulder.


  “I think you’re right,” he grinned cockily, pulling his shirt over his head. He grabbed a condom from his pocket before letting his jeans fall to the floor.


  We stared at each other for a moment and then we were in each others arms, sinking to the floor, and I wasn’t sure who had made the first move.


  I straddled his hips, kissing him like my life depended on it.


  A part of me cried out to stop, that this was wrong. But I couldn’t. My body was in control now, not my mind.


  I ran my fingers down his chest and then yanked his boxers down, taking his hard cock in my hand. His hips bucked up and air hissed between his teeth at my touch. I ran my thumb over the tip and then licked the small bead of moisture off.


  “Oh fuck, that’s hot,” Holden blinked at me.


  I smiled.


  The first time, Holden had been in control, but this time it was all me.


  I took off my panties and positioned myself over his shaft when I realized he hadn’t put a condom on yet.


  “Condom,” I panted.


  Holden ripped the packet open with his teeth and went to put the condom on.


  “No, let me,” I pushed his hand away.


  I rolled the latex down his length and hovered above him.


  “Baby, are you ready?” He asked, his fingers going to my center, they easily slipped inside. “How are you so wet?” He gasped.


  “Because I want you,” I whispered.


  “Oh fuck,” he closed his eyes, his hands going to my hips. “Slow baby, you’re probably still sore.”


  I was, but I didn’t tell him that.


  I slowly slid down his length until I took him all the way. He was so deep inside me that it took me a moment to adjust.


  His hands went to my breasts, thumbs rolling my nipples.


  I moaned.


  He sat up, taking one taut peak in his mouth.


  “Oh God,” I gripped his hair.


  I started moving up and down and Holden’s hands guided me, helping me find a rhythm.


  “Yeah, that’s it, angel. You have no idea how many times I’ve imagined having you on top of me,” he kissed me. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”


  “Mhmm,” I moaned, rocking up and down. It felt so much better this time. I was sore, but there was no pain, just an aching tenderness.


  I gripped his shoulders, increasing the pace.


  “Fuck,” his hands tightened on my hips as he laid back flat on the wood floor. “Just like that,” he encouraged, his hips meeting mine, thrust for thrust.


  I looked down and watched our bodies join. I felt myself building towards my orgasm, and I craved that high.


  Holden sensed this, and increased the pace, driving me wild.


  I screamed as I came and bit down on his shoulder to quiet myself.


  A moment later he slammed into me and then stilled, growling. I felt him pulse inside me.


  “That was fucking incredible,” he brushed my bangs back.


  I smiled. “I thought so too… not that I have much to base it off of.”


  “Trust me, angel, it was amazing,” he kissed my lips and then dusted small kisses along my chin. “You know, I really didn’t come here for sex. I did want to take you out.”


  “Well,” I sighed as he slid from my body, “we can still do something.” I grabbed my clothes and quickly dressed.


  Holden did the same and went to throw the condom away.


  “No! Not there!” I cried.


  He gave me a puzzled look. “Why not?”


  “They’ll know!” I hissed, color staining my cheeks. The thought of my instructors finding a used condom in the trashcan of the studio they let me use, was mortifying.


  Holden chuckled. “Okay, angel.” I watched as he tied the condom and shoved it in his jeans pocket as he yanked them up and snapped the button closed. My eyes widened. I think I would have rather he put it in the trash.


  He chuckled. “Your eyes are about to bug out of your head, Karls.”


  “You just-you-gross!” I shook my head. “Nasty.”


  Holden chuckled. “I was going to throw it away. You told me not to. Want to keep it?” He smirked, pulling it out of his pocket, trying to hand it to me.


  “Ew! No! Are you crazy!?” I backed away.


  He put it back in his pocket. “You’re so cute when you get mad,” he kissed the end of my nose.


  I startled at the tenderness in his touch, especially when he entwined our fingers together. I never thought anyone, least of all me, would see this side of Holden… almost tender. I was so used to his sarcastic remarks and bad boy ways. This… this was new. And unfortunately, I liked it a bit too much.


  If I was already starting to feel this way, after two times with him, I was a goner.


  He grabbed my bag and tossed it over his shoulder.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he grinned.


  “And what do you have in mind?” I asked, as we walked out of the old brick building.


  “It’s a surprise,” he squeezed my hands. At my worried look he added, “Don’t worry, it’ll be fun.”


  I didn’t tell him, but it was his definition of fun that worried me.
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  Karlie


  Holden drove three towns away from Greenville and parked in front of batting cages.


  “Baseball? You want to play baseball?” I asked, unbuckling the seatbelt.


  He grinned like a little boy, rubbing his hands together. “It’ll be fun.”


  “Alrightie,” I opened the truck door. “Although, I’m not really wearing appropriate clothes.”


  “You’ll be fine,” he smacked my butt.


  “Holden!” I scolded, but he just grinned. I swear, he was never going to grow up.


  He opened the gate and motioned me inside when I stood motionless.


  “Are we supposed to be here? It looks deserted,” I looked over my shoulder, fully expecting an axe murder to come after us. “I mean, aren’t these places usually really busy during the summer.”


  “It’s fine, Karlie,” Holden soothed me, turning on a machine. “You worry too much.”


  “So, we’re not going to get shot?” I asked, still looking for someone to come around the corner with a gun or something.


  “Live a little, babe,” he pulled me towards him and kissed the side of my neck. “Ready?” he asked.


  “For what?” I asked stupidly.


  “To bat,” he grinned, pushing me against the fence, his arms caging me in.


  “Uh-uh-” I stuttered.


  He grinned. “I think I’ve rendered you speechless.”


  I nodded.


  His fingers skimmed down my neck and my body arched in response. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t control my body’s response to him.


  His lips hovered over mine, and I waited with bated breath for him to kiss me, but instead he stepped back.


  “Nah, not yet. I’m going to make you work for ‘em,” he smiled crookedly.


  I pushed his shoulder. “You’re such a jerk.”


  “Jerk is such a harsh word,” he pretended to wince. “I prefer-”


  “Jackass?”


  “Ooh, such bad words coming off your pretty lips, angel,” he tugged on my bottom lip.


  “I know lots of bad words,” I breathed.


  He chuckled. “Oh, I know,” he winked, and leaned closer to me, “you were screaming a lot of them, not too long ago, on the floor, with my dick buried in your pussy.”


  My eyes widened at his words.


  He grinned and backed away, knowing he’d left me flustered.


  My whole body shook and he chuckled at my reaction.


  He tossed me a bat and I surprised him by catching it.


  “Nice catch,” he chuckled as he brushed past me. He opened the gate and stood outside the fenced in area.


  “What are you doing?” I asked him.


  “Standing in the safety zone. I have no desire to get hit by a flying ball, or by your bat,” he winked.


  I rolled my eyes.


  I’d just let him think I sucked.


  Obviously, he’d forgotten who my brother was. It wasn’t like he’d play Barbie’s with me. So he’d often taken me to the park, teaching me various sports.


  I lined up my feet and made sure the bat was held evenly between my fingers.


  I felt Holden’s eyes searing a hole into my jeans.


  “Are you staring at my ass, Sharky?” I asked, waiting for a ball to fly from the pitching machine.


  “Yeah, I am. It’s a nice ass,” he chuckled, and I heard the fence rattle as he leaned against it.


  I wiggled it on purpose.


  “Damn,” he cursed.


  The ball came flying out then and I swung the bat forward. It connected with the ball, a loud smack ringing around us, and landed in the net across the cage.


  “Damn,” Holden muttered again. “Remind me not to mess with you.”


  I didn’t miss a single ball. When the pitching machine was empty, I turned to Holden and bowed. “Never underestimate me ever again, Sharky.”


  He whistled. “Trust me, I won’t,” he shook his head.


  I stepped outside the fence and handed him the bat. “Your turn. Ten bucks says you’ll miss at least one.”


  He shook his head, going into the cage and closing the gate behind him. “I’m not making any bets when it comes to you. It would probably just come back to bite me.”


  “You’re probably right,” I smirked, watching as he loaded the balls back into the machine.


  When he was done, he stood in front of me, with the fence separating us.


  “Do I get a good luck kiss?” He asked, his blonde hair sweeping over his piercing blue eyes.


  “I don’t think you need any luck,” my tongue flicked out to moisten my lips.


  “Angel, everyone needs a little luck now and then,” he leaned up, grabbed the fence, and pressed his lips to mine.


  The cold, hard, fence was a stark contrast to his soft lips, but I didn’t mind.


  He pulled away. “I definitely won’t miss now,” he winked. “That was the best good luck kiss I’ve ever had.”


  My smile turned down in a frown and I was instantly in the worst mood I’d ever had in my life. I was sure Holden had plenty, and by plenty, probably somewhere in the high hundreds, of good luck kisses to compare it to. That didn’t even include all the regular kisses and sex he had.


  I bit my lip, trying to tamp down my anger. He wasn’t with them. He was with me. Not that we were technically together, but… I growled at my own thoughts.


  “You okay, angel?” Holden asked, swinging the bat.


  I nodded, and then when I realized he couldn’t see me I mumbled, “Uhmm, yep, just peachy.”


  “And that sounds like a big fat lie,” he grunted, swinging the bat again, the sharp sound echoing around us.


  “I’m not lying,” I insisted, pulling my cellphone out. I had a bunch of missed calls and texts from Katy. I called her back and as soon as she answered, I explained, “I’m with Holden, I’m fine, I swear. If Jare asks, tell him I went for ice cream with Rodney.” Before she could have time to scold me, I hung up.


  I hated lying to my brother, and asking his wife to lie to him. It was wrong, but I didn’t have any other choice. If it were left up to my brother, I’d be a nun, and I had no desire to wear a wimple.


  I leaned against the fence and watched Holden.


  His body was incredible, and the way it rippled when he moved… Mmm.


  But that wasn’t why I was attracted to him. Ever since I stopped thinking boys had cooties, I’d been attracted to Holden. I knew he was hot, I wasn’t dead after all, and I also knew it was normal to crush on your older brother’s friend… but there had always been something different with my attraction to Holden. It wasn’t his looks, and it certainly wasn’t his personality that called to me because he was an asshole most of the time, it was something under the surface… something only I seemed to see in him. There was a darkness to Holden, and I knew he struggled with his past, but it was like I always saw the good in him, fighting for control underneath all the shadows.


  Everyone wanted to dismiss Holden, as either not good enough, or someone that wouldn’t work hard enough.


  They were wrong. He was good enough, and when he wanted something, he worked his butt off to make it happen. I admired him for that. So many people looked down on him, but instead of letting it eat away at him, it made him work that much harder. We could all learn something from Holden Marks.


  I hadn’t realized that Holden had finished. He stood in front of me and tilted my chin up, so that my eyes met his.


  “What are you thinking about?” He asked, his thumb caressing my bottom lip. “You look so serious.”


  “I was thinking about you,” I answered honestly.


  “What about me?” His fingers skimmed down my neck.


  I looked up into his light blue eyes, placing my hands on his chest, letting his warmth soak into me.


  “You’re so misunderstood,” I whispered.


  His eyes darkened. “Karlie, you don’t know me well enough to make that assumption.”


  “Then let me get to know you,” I demanded. He opened his mouth, but I placed my hand over his lips so that I could finish. “Let me get to know the real you, the you that nobody else knows.”


  His eyes softened and I removed my hand so he could speak. “There’s a reason nobody knows the real me, Karlie. I’ve done things-” his jaw clenched, “-bad things. I’m not proud of my past, Karlie. I’m not proud of who my dad is and what I came from. But it’s my past, it’s gone, I’m not looking over my shoulder to relive it. I want to focus on the future,” he reached for my hand, “the here and now… with you. I hope that’s enough.”


  ~***~


  Holden


  What the fuck was I saying?


  If anything, I should be spewing out every grisly detail of my past, to send her running.


  It was selfish of me to care about her and hide my demons.


  It would be better to get rid of her now, rather than later… it would be less pain… for her, not me, because I didn’t really care, and I knew that it was only a matter of time until I hurt her and sent her running. It’s what I did. I pushed everyone away; Jared was the only one that saw through my bullshit.


  She squeezed my hand in her smaller one.


  “You’ll open up to me one day. I know you will,” she smiled.


  “You might be waiting a long time,” I snapped. Forever, if I had any choice in the matter.


  “I can be patient,” she insisted and I snorted at the absurdity of that statement. She laughed, “Okay, maybe not. But I can be patient if try, really, really, hard.”


  “That sounds more like it,” I led her back to my truck. “Should you call Katy to meet us somewhere? I can’t exactly drop you off at your house.”


  She bit her lip. “Yeah, I guess I have to,” she pulled her cellphone out. “I hate dragging her into the middle of this.”


  “Well, if you had a car…” I trailed off when she glared at me murderously.


  “Don’t even go there, Holden. You know Jared wanted to get me a car, but I wouldn’t let him. It would have been silly. I can’t take a car with me to New York, it would just sit here and rot.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” I rolled the windows down.


  I let Karlie finish her phone call before I pulled away. “Where we heading?” I asked.


  “The Target parking lot, at the side of the building. We shouldn’t be as noticeable there,” she stated, as her long hair whipped around her face.


  “Alright,” I sighed. “You hungry?”


  She looked out the window, away from me. It was like she was shutting down and I desperately wanted to bring her back. “Jared made dinner. It would be strange if I had already eaten.”


  “Right,” I nodded. “Of course.”


  I pulled into the Target parking lot twenty minutes later. Katy’s Cadillac was already there. It was one sweet ride. I had tried to convince her to let me take it out a few times, but she would never budge. She was a stubborn girl. I often wondered how Jared managed to unravel her.


  I hadn’t even parked the truck and Karlie was already out, heading towards Katy’s car, her bag slung across her dainty shoulders. I saw her disappear into the passenger side. She was upset and I wondered what I had done.


  I was about to back out when Katy appeared next to me.


  “Fuck!” I yelled, slamming the truck back into park. “You scared me! Jeez! Give a guy a little warning!”


  She reached up to sweep her light brown hair back from her face.


  “What you’re doing with her and to her, is wrong, Holden. I don’t want to be a part of this, and I hate keeping secrets from Jared. I’m doing this for Karlie, because for some unknown reason she likes you. If you hurt her, I’ll castrate you, and Rollo will help,” she glared at me.


  I laughed at the mention of Rollo, her gay best friend was weird, but funny… he also looked like a Goldendoodle.


  “I’m serious, Holden,” she warned in a deadly quiet voice, instantly wiping the smile from my face. “Karlie doesn’t deserve to be hurt and she certainly doesn’t deserve to have her heart stomped on by you.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, defensively.


  Katy looked away and then back at me. “I didn’t mean that, the way you’re taking it, like you’re not good enough for her or something… She’s naïve, Holden. Don’t drag her through the mud. Treat her with respect. You might not ever give her your heart, or anyone for that matter, but she does deserve to be respected. If I find out that you’ve hurt in any way, even if she stubs her toe at your house and cries, I will hunt you down and hang you by your balls, and don’t think I won’t.”


  My eyes widened. Katy had never, in the two years that I’d known her, talked this way. She was shy, always standing in the background and having to be coaxed out by Jared… This was new. She loved Karlie, it was clear, and I respected her for that. Most twenty-two year olds wouldn’t feel that way about their husband’s kid sister. They would consider it a nuisance, but not Katy. She really was special, and in this moment I saw the fire in her that Jared had seen from the beginning.


  Without another word, she headed back to her car and left.


  I did the same and contemplated all the decisions I had ever made, on my way home.
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  Karlie


  I waited for Katy to lay into me on the way home, instead she was quiet, but I felt the disapproval rolling off of her in waves.


  “I’m sorry,” I finally said, not being able to tolerate the silence for another second. “I shouldn’t have dragged you into this.”


  She gripped the steering wheel tightly and glanced over at me, before her eyes darted back to the road. “No, you shouldn’t have.” With a sigh, she added, “But I always want you to be honest with me, Karlie. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t tell me things. I may disapprove, but I’m here if you need to talk. You know that, right?”


  “I know,” I nodded. “And thank you for that,” I reached for her hand and she flinched.


  “Sorry,” she said, taking my hand and squeezing it before letting go.


  Katy didn’t like to be touched, but over the last two years she had gotten progressively better about casual touches. However there were still moments, like now, where it startled her. I wasn’t sure what had happened to make her that way, I had never asked, not feeling like it was my place, and she’d never offered the information. If she ever wanted to tell me, she would. For some reason, she’d been able to open up to my brother, and even fall in love with him. I thought they were the perfect couple. There was love always shining in both of their eyes and I never heard them arguing. They were sweet, sickeningly so at times, but I guess that’s what love does to you.


  Katy pulled into the driveway, behind Jared’s SUV, and Rollo’s BMW.


  “Oh Lord, is Rollo really going to be here for dinner?” I asked, with a laugh.


  “Yeah,” Katy nodded.


  I giggled. “The last time he was here, he made me laugh so hard that soda came out of my nose! It was gross!”


  Katy smiled. “I guess you better not drink… or eat, when he says something,” she laughed, probably remembering another time he’d been over and he’d made me spit out my food, all over the table and some even got on Jared’s shirt. “Enough chit-chat,” she sighed, getting out of the car.


  I followed her inside. Rollo was in the kitchen, getting a bottle of Diet Pepsi that he insisted Jared keep stocked at all times.


  I looked around for my brother and found him asleep on the couch. An arm was thrown across his face, and Mable, Katy’s cat, was curled up on his chest.


  I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge.


  Rollo looked at Katy, me, and then Jared. “I never thought I’d say this, but I really want to be that pussy right now.”


  I snorted, spewing water on the floor, and coughing.


  Rollo beat my back. “You okay?”


  Catching my breath, I gasped, “Can’t you wait to say that kind of stuff when I’m not drinking or eating?”


  “Hun, where’s the fun in that?” He grinned, his curly blonde hair bouncing around.


  “Rollo just likes to see people suffer,” Katy smiled, wiping up the mess I made.


  “Do not,” Rollo teased, “I just like to be the life of the party, and I say there’s no party if someone hasn’t laughed so hard they spit something up.”


  “Ewww,” Katy and I groaned simultaneously.


  “You’re gross, Rollo,” Katy joked.


  “I prefer to think I’m insanely charming,” Rollo fluttered his lashes and Katy pushed his shoulder.


  “You are so full of it,” Katy grinned at him.


  “What’s going on?” Jared asked, sitting up on the couch and yawning. Mable glared at him for disturbing her sleep.


  “Nothing, nothing at all, Jare-bear,” Rollo answered before Katy or I could beat him to the punch.


  “Yeah right,” Jared rubbed his eyes. “You three are never just doing ‘nothing.’”


  “You’re right about that,” Rollo smirked.


  Jared stood and stretched his back. “I think I’ll call Holden and invite him to dinner. I swear, if someone else doesn’t feed him he lives off of instant mac n’ cheese.”


  “Ugh, does Sharky have to come over?” I stammered. If Holden was coming over here, I had to remain normal, so that meant acting like I hated his guts.


  “Holden can come over if I want him to, besides, he might be busy,” Jared shrugged, grabbing his cellphone from the coffee table.


  I sighed, really hoping Holden turned down Jared’s offer for dinner. It would be exhausting having to act like I was unaffected by him all night.


  While Jared was on the phone, I went upstairs to change.


  As I put on clean clothes, I blushed, thinking about what had happened at the ballet studio. I didn’t know how I would ever set foot in there again. Every time I looked at the studio floor, I’d now think of Holden.


  I buttoned my shorts and pulled on a tank top before bounding down the steps.


  Holden was just walking in, and I bumped into him by accident.


  “Watch it squirt,” he teased, steadying me, and my temper instantly flared. He leaned down to whisper in my ear. “Remember your brother’s watching,” he warned.


  I looked up and my eyes connected with Jared’s. Crap.


  I pushed Holden away, roughly. “Don’t touch me, Sharky!”


  He chuckled, rubbing his chin. “Just thought I was helping you out, squirt. There’s no reason to be so uptight.”


  “Who knows where your hands have been! I don’t want them touching me!” I shrieked, hoping we came off as normal. Holden and I always bickered.


  Holden grinned crookedly and waggled his eyebrows. “Yes, who knows where my hands have been.”


  I gasped.


  “Holden,” Jared warned, “that’s enough.”


  “Okay, dad,” Holden clapped Jared on the back.


  Jared glared at Holden. “Don’t call me that.”


  “Then don’t act like you’re my dad. I’m a big boy,” Holden smiled.


  “If you’d act your age, all would be well,” Jared grumbled.


  Holden smiled widely. “And where’s the fun in that Jare?”


  Jared shook his head.


  Holden looked around and smiled cockily, “Looks like we’re not all going to fit at the table. Angel, you can sit on my lap,” he pointed at me.


  “I’d rather choke on my own vomit,” I deadpanned, pleased with my acting skills.


  “If we’re calling laps,” Rollo raised his hand, “then I call Jare-bear’s.”


  We all laughed.


  “I was serious,” Rollo grinned.


  “We know,” Katy and I replied in unison.


  Jared looked like a deer in headlights. “If anyone is sitting on my lap, it’ll be my wife,” he smiled, wrapping his arms around Katy. She leaned against him, a smile gracing her lips, as he kissed her neck.


  Holden made a face and looked at me. “They’ve been married a year, and they’re still acting like this. Is it ever going to change?”


  Jared chuckled. “Not any time soon.”


  “I think I’ll remain single. Besides, I don’t think I could handle just one bed buddy,” Holden wrinkled his nose.


  Katy glared at him. “You’re disgusting.”


  “I’m a guy, princess,” Holden smirked, his lips lifting condescendingly at one corner.


  Katy stepped away from Jared and eyed Holden. “Remember what I said today? I meant every word, Holden.”


  I looked between the two, I knew Katy had said something to Holden, but didn’t know what. Jared looked just as mystified as I did.


  “What’s going on?” Jared asked. “What do you mean, Katy?”


  “Nothing,” she shook her head. “Just reminding Holden of a conversation we had. It’s not important.”


  “It sounds important,” Jared persisted.


  “It’s really not,” Holden snarled, glaring at Katy like he could sear a hole through her. “You’re wife,” he spat the word, “just needs to mind her own fucking business.”


  Katy took a deep breath. “Forget it. Please. Let’s just rewind and start again. Dinner is getting cold.”


  “That sounds like a brilliant plan,” Holden growled.


  “This is better than a soap opera,” Rollo said, and we all looked over at the couch and saw him sitting there, stuffing food in his mouth, watching the free show playing out in front of him. “Please, don’t stop. Y’all were just getting to the good part!”


  I laughed and then everybody else couldn’t help but join in. Leave it to Rollo to break up the seriousness.


  I shook my head, walking into the kitchen, and began to put food on my plate. Jared had made grilled chicken, with a citrus glaze. He’d also stirred up some mashed potatoes and steamed asparagus. He was quite the chef; looking at his rugged exterior you’d never guess it.


  I sat down on the couch, beside Rollo, while everyone else got their plate.


  Rollo bumped my shoulder. “What’s up with you girlie?”


  “Nothing much,” I shrugged.


  “Come on, you can do better than that. You should say that you’re fantastical,” He grinned.


  “Fantastical?” I questioned.


  “If I was moving to New York City, in just a few months, I’d be fantastical,” He reasoned.


  “Yeah,” I ran my fingers through my bangs, huffing out a breath. “I should be, but this is all I know. I’m scared,” I hated admitting that, but it was true. “I’m going to be in a whole new city, by myself, with no one I know.”


  “But it’ll be an adventure,” he threw his hands in the air, almost knocking his plate off his lap. I reached out to steady it.


  “It sure will be,” I replied glumly.


  All I knew was Greenville, North Carolina. I’d never lived anywhere else and I’d always relied on Jared. Even though my big brother could be a pain in the ass, I would miss him… I’d also miss Katy, and even Rollo. I looked up and met Holden’s eyes, and something inside of me tore apart. I would definitely, with every fiber of my being, miss Holden. Our summer together had hardly begun, and I was already dreading the end, because I knew this was all I had. When I left for Joffrey, Holden and I would be no more.


  “I’m not very hungry,” I muttered, grabbing my plate and going into the kitchen where I wrapped saran wrap around it. I stuck it in the fridge, not looking at anyone. “I’ll eat later,” I mumbled, before heading outside.


  I stood on the deck, for a moment, looking at the sun going down, and the lightning bugs sparkling.


  I listened to the familiar sounds of our neighbors, grilling, and playing with their kids. It was all so normal and soon it would be replaced with the sounds of the city. My life was only just beginning.


  For years I knew ballet was my dream, my destiny, but now I felt like a frightened child, so scared of the unknown.


  I still had two months before I left, now wasn’t the time to be freaking out.


  I gripped the deck railing in my hands; it was the only thing holding me up. I was probably going to get a bunch of splinters, but right then I didn’t care.


  It was finally hitting me that I was going to be leaving, while everyone else was staying. Most kids probably couldn’t wait to leave for college, but I wasn’t like most kids. I was scared to take that leap, to spread my wings and fly. I didn’t want to leave everything I knew behind.


  I took a shaky breath, and stepped off the deck, walking around the side of the house where there was a bench.


  I was surprised to see a figure hunched there, the orange end of a cigarette flaring.


  “Hey,” Holden grunted, looking up at me, flicking his blonde hair out of his eyes. “What happened to you? You just sort of ran outside.”


  “How long have I been out here?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself.


  “Half an hour,” he shrugged. “I wanted to check on you but Jared would’ve thought that was weird. I made an excuse to come out here and smoke, hoping I might see you, but honestly, I didn’t even want it,” he flicked the bud in the grass and stomped on it with his boot.


  I sat down beside him, leaning my head against the side of the house.


  “You didn’t answer my question,” he stated, staring off into the darkness.


  “I was hoping you didn’t notice,” I mumbled.


  “I’m much more observant than anyone gives me credit for,” he took a breath. “You can tell me.”


  “I’m just scared,” I whispered, biting my lip. I hated admitting weakness, especially to Holden. I didn’t need to give him any more reminder of how young I was.


  “Everyone gets scared now and then,” He scratched the back of his head. “It’s human nature.”


  Tears pooled in my eyes and I turned my face away so he wouldn’t see. “I’m scared to go to Joffrey.”


  “Why?” He sounded completely puzzled. “That’s been your dream for as long as I can remember.”


  “I’ll be all by myself, in a new city, with no friends… just dance. I won’t even have Rodney.”


  Holden growled. “Don’t bring up that prick. Every time you say his name, all I see is him trying to get in your pants.”


  I laughed. “Seeing as how you took my virginity, I don’t think Rodney ever got in my pants.”


  “Still,” he squirmed on the bench, “I don’t like the guy. He always looks at you like he wants to lick every inch of you…” A crooked grin spread across his face. “I’d like to lick every inch of you.”


  I blushed, hiding behind my hair. “Holden,” I scolded.


  He chuckled. “It’s true, your body is perfect.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. I was surprised by the sweet gesture. Holden didn’t do sweet.


  I relaxed against him, memorizing this moment so that when I was in New York, I could look back and remember every detail. The way his arm felt around me, heavy and warm, but comforting. The way the air was slightly chilly and the lightning bugs fluttered around us. I wanted to remember more than the sex with Holden, I wanted to believe that deep down, he cared for me.


  “What are you thinking about, angel?” He asked.


  “I’m not really thinking about anything, just enjoying the moment,” I responded.


  “Good,” his lips brushed against the top of my head. “I don’t want you worrying about things. Just live in the moment, angel, these moments are all we’ve got.”


  “I know,” I whispered sadly, wishing I could stop time, and spend the rest of life with Holden.
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  Karlie


  I was in over my head.


  I knew it.


  But I wouldn’t do anything about it.


  I needed this.


  I needed him.


  What was wrong with me? There was no way I could be falling in love with Holden Marks. I had known him forever, he’d always been Jared’s arrogant, and a part of my life for as far back as I could remember. I knew him, and knew more about him than most people did, but I didn’t really know him. And there was a big difference in knowing someone and knowing everything about them. Much of Holden was a mystery to me… to everybody.


  So, how could I be falling for someone when I wasn’t even sure who they really were?


  It defied logic.


  But I couldn’t seem to burn Holden out of my system. He had taken ahold of me, imprinting himself into me, affectively ruining me for anyone else.


  If I was smart, I would have backed out.


  Obviously, I was as dumb as a box of rocks.


  I laid on Holden’s couch, my head in his lap as his fingers rubbed my scalp.


  “Tell me something about you that I don’t know,” I asked, breaking the silence. I felt the muscles of his leg tighten, and quickly added, “It doesn’t need to be about your past.”


  He thought for a moment. “I sing.”


  “You sing?” I sat up, turning to face him.


  He chuckled. “And I play the guitar. Taught myself, actually. It was an escape for me, long before MMA came into the picture.”


  “Do you have a guitar?” I asked, smiling now.


  “Of course,” he looked at me like I was crazy.


  “Play me something, please,” I begged, not caring if I looked like a pleading puppy.


  He sighed, tilting his head back. “I can’t say no to you,” he stood and padded into his bedroom. I waited with bated breath for him to return.


  He sat down on the couch and balanced the guitar on his legs. Clearing his throat, he looked at me through his lashes, clearly embarrassed. “Go easy on me, I’m not that good.”


  I rolled my eyes. “That’s what everyone says before they go and blow your mind with their incredible talent.”


  “Don’t get carried away,” he chuckled, pinching a guitar pick between his fingers. He paused for a moment, thinking, and then began to play.


  His guitar skills were shocking enough, but when he started to sing, my jaw dropped. His voice was husky, almost bluesy. I wasn’t sure what song he was singing, but when he got to a part where he rapped, I was even more surprised. I found myself smiling and swaying to the beat. I was in awe of Holden.


  He finished the song and placed the guitar on the floor, leaning it against the couch.


  “What did you think?” He asked, bashfully.


  It was a shock to even associate the word bashful with Holden.


  “You’re incredible,” I breathed, shaking my head. “I wasn’t expecting that. What song was that?”


  He licked his lips. “Undeniable by Mat Kearney. It’s a cool song,” he shrugged.


  “You have an amazing voice, Holden,” I admitted.


  He chuckled. “It’s average.”


  “How come you’ve never pursued music?”


  His face darkened and he looked down at his boots. “There are just some dreams that will never be reality. There’s no point in wasting my time. Besides,” he shrugged, “for me, it isn’t about making it big. I just like it.”


  “But you’re so good,” I gasped in disbelief. “How can you not want to share your gift with the world?”


  “It’s just a hobby, Karlie.”


  “But-”


  He stood suddenly, grabbing the neck of the guitar. “Drop it, Karlie. Just fucking drop it,” he stormed into the bedroom, and slammed the door closed behind him.


  I jumped, wondering what I had done.


  I sat there for a moment, fighting tears.


  I was tempted to go knock on his bedroom door and demand he talk to me, but I knew there was no point. When Holden shuts down, he’s down, and there’s no talking to him.


  I stomped across the living room, undid the chain lock on the door, and left. I made sure to slam the door, so he’d know I was gone.


  I didn’t have a car.


  I didn’t have any money.


  But I had my legs.


  So, I walked.


  I didn’t care where I ended up, just as long as it was far away from Holden Marks.


  ~***~


  Holden


  Karlie had never been able to tell when enough, was enough. She pushed, and she pushed, until the person finally snapped. I snapped prettily easily. She didn’t know when it was time for her to mind her own fucking business.


  If you gave her an inch, she’d steal a mile.


  I had never told anyone that I played guitar and sang, but she couldn’t be happy with the gift of that knowledge. Not even Jared knew I was a musician. Sure, he’d seen my guitar, but I’d lied and said it was to impress the ladies. Nobody needed to know my business, I’d tried to share a piece of myself with Karlie but she had wanted too much information. Now, I looked like a bad guy.


  Karlie didn’t understand what I’d grown up with, hell, even Jared didn’t really know. It wasn’t something I talked about, ever.


  Jared knew my dad beat me, that’s how I ended up in foster care, when the school finally took notice to my bruises and cuts. But Jared didn’t know everything. My past wasn’t something I liked to talk about or remember. I liked to pretend that I had imagined most of my fucked up childhood.


  I clenched my jaw, not wanting to think about my past, but it was too late.


  I felt my dad’s fists slamming into me over and over, and being defenseless. I remembered being forced to sell drugs because in his words, “No cop is ever gonna suspect a kid.”


  I was forced to do things I didn’t want to do because I feared for my life.


  Music became an escape for me.


  When I was a child, I felt like everything would be okay if I just played a song. It took the pain away.


  I heard the apartment door open and slam closed.


  I punched my fist through the wall in response as anger surged through my body.


  It hurt like a bitch, but the pain made me feel something.


  I threw my bedroom door open, stalked across the small apartment, and out the door. I knew I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to follow Karlie. I knew I should turn around and cool off. But common sense had left me.


  I stormed down the hallway and saw her red hair flame behind her as she turned down the steps. My boots smacked against the wooden steps as I raced to catch her.


  She was fast, but I was faster.


  I wrapped my hand around her arm and shoved her against the wall.


  “Don’t ever run from me, angel,” I growled. “It’s not nice to leave like that.”


  Her brown eyes flared. “It’s not nice to storm into your room like a petulant five year old! Grow up, Holden! You’re twenty-six years old!”


  “I know how old I am,” my hold on her tightened, “I don’t need you to remind me. You know what your problem is? You’re so fucking nosy! You’re always prying into everyone’s business! You push! And you push!” Her teeth rattled as I shook her.


  “H-Holden, you’re scaring me,” she choked and I saw tears coating her cheeks.


  What had I done?


  “Fuck,” I crushed her to me. “Baby, I’m sorry.”


  She shook in my arms.


  I had done this.


  I had hurt her.


  I was no better than my dad.


  This was why I didn’t let myself get close to anyone.


  I always hurt people.


  It was in my blood to fuck everything up.


  “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” I kept repeating over and over again as she cried into my shirt. But I knew the words couldn’t erase what I had done, they were just words, easily said and easily undone. We both knew I’d hurt her again. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to be better for her sake.


  “Please, come back inside,” I pleaded. When I felt her nod, I lifted her legs from under her and carried her back up the steps.


  I kicked the door open and laid her on the couch. She looked up at me with wide, pain-filled eyes.


  I ran a tentative finger down her creamy, baby soft, cheek.


  I didn’t know what to say.


  I certainly wasn’t going to apologize, yet again, like a fucking pussy. Besides, I knew it wasn’t good enough.


  Karlie chocked on a sob, her bottom lip trembling.


  I didn’t want to make promises I might not be able to keep, so I said, “Karlie, I’m going to try so hard to be the person you believe me to be, for these next two months. I’m going to try so fucking hard, to be better, for you.”


  She nodded, still sniffling, and I felt like a bastard.


  My eyes landed on her arms where bruises were quickly forming. Bruises in the shape of my fingers.


  I swallowed thickly and ran my fingers through my hair.


  If there had been one person, over the years, that I never wanted to hurt, physically or verbally, it was Karlie. I had always cared for her and looked out for her when she was kid, but when she got older… I looked at her in a different light. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, she was a woman, and so I stayed away. I was rude to her, and at times, like a coward, I hid from her… from what I felt. When I finally decided to face my feelings, head on, I still acted like a dick, proposing a summer of fun. Karlie deserved more than that, she deserved a commitment, she deserved a nice guy that could promise her a future. Not some screw up like me. I couldn’t be a nice guy and I couldn’t give her forever. But if she would still have me, I’d make sure this was one summer she’d never forget, because I never wanted her to forget me. I had been stupid to believe that I could fuck Karlie and not have it mean an


  I gently tilted her chin up. “Have I completely ruined us?” What I didn’t say was, before we even began.


  She sniffled. “N-no.” She tried to turn her face away from me, but I kept her still, forcing her to look at me as she spoke. “I should run as far away from you as I can, but I’m too far gone, Holden. I’ve been waiting two years for you to notice me. I can’t walk away now. My heart won’t let me, even if my brain is screaming at me to get my feet moving.”


  She reached out and cupped my face in her small hands. I let mine drop to where I crouched on the floor.


  “You’re not a monster, Holden. I know you think you are, I can see it in your eyes, but you’re not.”


  I put my hand over hers. “I am, Karlie. I’m not good for you. Why do you think I tried so hard to stay away from you for so long?”


  “I figured you hated me,” she hiccupped.


  “No, angel, I could never hate you, but I knew I would destroy you if I got too close. It’s what I do, Karlie. I can’t help myself,” I smoothed my hand over hers in a calming manner, more for myself than her.


  “Then why did you change your mind?” She bit her lip to hold back tears as she waited for my answer.


  “I didn’t,” I whispered and I saw pain ripple across her face. “I just decided to stop fighting the inevitable.”


  She looked up at the ceiling, thinking. Finally she sniffled, “What happened to us, Holden? The past two years we’ve acted like strangers, we used to be friends… well, maybe not friends,” she laughed, and it was such a relief to hear that sweet sound. “But you were always there, Holden. You taught me how to ride my bike.”


  I grinned. “Yeah, I taught you how to ride something else too.”


  “You’re so gross,” she pushed my shoulder.


  I moved from crouching in front of her, to sitting beside her.


  “Just trying to lighten the mood,” I smiled.


  “Seriously though, you played games with me… You weren’t just Jared’s friend; you did things with me too. We would talk for hours and you always listened, and then all of that changed,” she whispered sadly, playing with a ring on her finger.


  I sighed, rubbing the scruff on my cheeks. “You changed, Karlie.” She looked at me puzzled so I continued. “Suddenly, when I looked at you, I didn’t see a kid, or even Jared’s sister. I saw you. I saw your light, your goodness, and when you’re as fucked up as I am, you crave that. I wanted you so bad, but it was wrong. You were sixteen then, and I was twenty-four, it was disgusting for me to feel the way I did. I felt like a damn pedophile. So I was rude to you, I tried to push you away, and when that fiery spirit in you fought back, I fell for you a little more. That’s when I started staying away. It was easier.”


  She laid her head on my shoulder and took a breath. I waited for her to say something, anything.


  “You fell for me… a little more?” She asked, lifting her head to look me in the eye.


  “Yeah,” I admitted, knowing I couldn’t take the words back now.


  What I felt for Karlie went above and beyond what I had ever felt for anyone, but it wasn’t love. I knew it couldn’t be, because I was broken, and incapable of love.


  “Please, don’t go building up some girly fantasy in your mind,” I pleaded. “This is still just for the summer.” Even if it would tear me up inside to say goodbye to her.


  “I know,” she whispered sadly.


  It tore me up inside that she knew not to expect more from me and that made me a damn hypocrite.
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  Holden


  This summer was not going as planned.


  I thought we’d fool around and have some fun. I thought it would be as easy as breathing.


  But it wasn’t.


  I punched the heavy punching bag in front of me, harder. I was taking all my anger and frustration out on the object in front of me.


  Before Dan, Jared’s foster dad, came along, I took my anger out on people. Punching anyone that even looked at me funny. Jared and I were angry kids, hell, we both had pretty good reasons to be, but Dan didn’t look at us like screw-ups. Dan treated us like we were normal and helped us to channel our anger. MMA had become a lifeline for me. I dreaded the day where I wouldn’t be able to fight anymore. I was afraid that I’d go back to my teenage ways. I didn’t want to be that kid anymore. I wanted to be the man Dan believed me to be. I hated to be a disappointment to him.


  “Whoa,” Jared shouted, walking into the training room. “What’s got you so worked up?” He asked, nodding towards the swinging bag and my sweat-covered body.


  “It’s nothing,” I huffed. I couldn’t exactly tell him that it was his sister that had me in knots.


  A grin spread across Jared’s face as he dropped his duffel bag on the floor.


  “Holden Marks, are you worked up over a girl?” Jared asked.


  “Fuck no,” I snapped and then punched the bag again.


  “I see I’ve struck a nerve,” Jared smirked, crossing his arms over his chest as I watched him from the corner of my eye. “Who is she?”


  I growled, tempted to punch that smile off his face.


  “No one, Jared. I told you it wasn’t about a girl,” I yelled.


  “You’re so full of shit it’s not even funny. Have you forgotten that I’ve known you since we were kids? You can’t lie to me.”


  “Fine,” I stepped away from the punching bag, hands on my hips, “It’s a girl.”


  “Yeeeeaaah,” Jared clapped his hands, “I knew one of these days a girl would catch your eye and you would settle down.”


  “No!” I pointed at him. “No! No! It’s not like that! Don’t go hearing wedding bells for me. It’s not happening, ever. I swear, since you met Katy you’ve turned into a pussy.”


  Jared snorted. “There’s better things in life than chasing tail, Holden. We’re practically thirty, grow up.”


  “I see your mouth moving, but I’m not hearing a word you say.”


  Jared clenched his jaw. “Fine, be that way.”


  I knew I had made him mad. I didn’t want to fight with Jared. It wasn’t like me to keep things from him. Normally, I’d be giving him all the details and he’d be telling me to shut my mouth. But this time was different. I couldn’t tell him about Karlie. I’d like to keep my balls, and if he found out about us, I knew he’d find a way to forcibly remove them from my body.


  Before I could stop myself, I confessed, “It was just supposed to be for the summer.”


  “What was?” Jared asked, looking up at me from where he sat on the floor doing sit ups.


  “The girl.”


  “Oh,” Jared grinned. “But you want more this time.”


  I hated that it was a statement, not a question.


  “She’s different,” I shrugged. “She’s always been different,” I whispered.


  “Do I know her?” Jared asked, one brow raised, and I knew I had slipped up.


  “No, no, you don’t know her,” I shook my head back and forth.


  “I do know her,” he insisted, doing that annoying grin-nod thing. I wanted to knock him out for it.


  “She’s not from around here,” I grumbled, grasping at the tiniest fucking straws ever.


  “You’re such a liar, Hold,” Jared stated. He was quiet for a moment and I thought he had dropped it when he said, “You care about her.”


  “Of course I care about her! It scares me to death that I care so much!”


  I swallowed thickly.


  That had been something I was reluctant to admit to myself, let alone Jared.


  I was so screwed it wasn’t even funny.


  “Holden-”


  “Shut up, Jared, I mean it,” I growled. “Let it go. I don’t want to talk about it.”


  He finished his sit-ups and sat up raising his hands in surrender. “Whatever, dude. I’m here if you want to talk about it.”


  “I’m not about to talk about my feelings with you. When did you become Dr. Phil?” I growled.


  Jared stood and studied me like I was some scientific specimen he was trying to figure out.


  “Stop looking at me like that,” I snapped, “it’s freaking me out.”


  Jared chuckled. “You’re in a pissy mood today. I’m glad Katy’s on her way. She’s more fun than you.”


  “Of course she’s more fun. You get to shove your tongue down her throat. Hell, who knows what you two have done in here,” I shuddered.


  “You have the most perverted mind on the planet,” Jared sighed, rubbing a hand over his short dark hair.


  “Uh, I kind of already knew that,” I grabbed a towel to wipe the sweat from my face.


  “I-uh-I hope I’m not interrupting something.” I looked up to see Katy standing in the doorway. “If y’all need some guy time, I can leave.”


  “You’re fine, kittycat,” Jared beamed, wrapping his arm around her waist and kissing her far too passionately for any public place. I turned away, feeling like I was invading on something private.


  “Jared,” she scolded when he pulled away.


  “I missed you,” he murmured, rubbing his nose along the top of her head.


  I made a face. I hoped I never turned out whipped like Jared.


  “I was about to do my pushups but I was waiting for you,” he said, kissing her again.


  I watched Katy’s cheeks redden.


  I wondered what was up with the ‘pushups’ but decided I probably didn’t want to know.


  “I’ll see you guys later,” I grumbled, heading out of the room.


  “Later,” Jared called.


  “Bye Holden,” Katy said softly.


  I took a quick shower and changed into a clean pair of shorts and a sleeveless shirt.


  I got in my truck and just drove, with nowhere to go, and no destination in mind.


  I rolled the windows down and let the air whip through the truck. The sting of the cool air against my skin helped to clear my mind.


  I kept replaying what I had said to Jared, over and over, in mind.


  “Of course I care about her! It scares me to death that I care so much!”


  It was early but I pulled into my favorite bar anyway.


  It was close to the college campus and there were plenty of girls around. I needed a distraction, someone to get my mind off of Karlie.


  Despite the time of day, the place was packed. I snagged an empty seat at the bar and motioned for the bartender to bring me my favorite. I frequented this place so much that they knew me by name.


  Jacob set a beer bottle in front of me. “Bad day?” He asked.


  “You have no idea,” I groaned, before swallowing as much of the bitter liquid as I could. I didn’t really like beer but it didn’t stop me from drinking it.


  Jacob shrugged and moved off to get someone else’s order.


  I finished the beer and motioned for another.


  After the second, my head started feeling fuzzy.


  I decided I better leave before I got myself in trouble.


  I almost laughed to myself. Hadn’t that been why I had come here? To find a girl and get into some trouble? And now I was leaving, because for some reason the thought of being unfaithful to Karlie tore me up inside.


  Unfaithful?


  Really Holden? It wasn’t like this was a real relationship. I didn’t do commitment.


  I shook my head and slapped some wadded up bills on the counter, before waving at Jacob.


  I needed to get out of here.


  I bumped into someone and quickly apologized, trying to weave around the crowd.


  Someone reached out and grabbed my arm.


  “Hey,” a feminine voice from behind me called out.


  I turned, silently cursing my luck.


  “Chloe,” I hissed.


  She bit her lip seductively, and ran her hand up my bare arm, but I wasn’t feeling it. All I could think about was the girl with sweet brown eyes and orange-red hair that had my stomach in knots.


  “Join us?” She asked and motioned to her friends behind her.


  Normally I would’ve said, “Hell yeah,” but instead I said, “I’m leaving.”


  “Stay,” she pouted. “We’ll have a good time.”


  I took a deep breath so that I didn’t lose my temper.


  “The first time wasn’t very good. I don’t care to repeat it,” I snapped.


  Her jaw dropped.


  I took that as my cue to get out of there.


  I was just opening my truck door when I heard her behind me.


  “You don’t care to repeat it? You seemed interested the night of my sister’s graduation party!” She yelled. I turned around and saw her standing there with her hands on her slender hips. Her makeup was overly done and I began to wonder why I had ever found her attractive.


  I lifted my lips in a sneer. “It’s ‘cause you’re an easy lay, Chloe, and everyone knows it. You’ll spread your legs for anything that walks by.”


  Her hand connected with my cheek.


  “You’re such a dick, Holden.”


  I leaned against my open truck door. “And you’re annoying, kind of like a Chihuahua.” Why the fuck did I always come up with dog analogies?


  “Ugh!” She cried and stomped her foot like a five year old.


  She stormed away and I let out a sigh of relief.


  Thank God, she was gone.


  I drove home in a haze. I had went into the bar looking for a distraction. Chloe would’ve been easy enough. But I couldn’t make myself do it. I didn’t want to be with anyone but Karlie. What was she doing to me? Why was she so different? Why hadn’t one of the other girls I had been with over the years made me feel this way? Why did it have to be my best friend’s little sister?


  ~***~


  Someone was sitting in front of my apartment door.


  I swallowed thickly, remembering back to the days when I was selling drugs and the fear that would settle in my stomach whenever I saw something or someone that seemed odd or out of place. I had feared for my life every second, of every day, and even though I didn’t do that anymore, it was a feeling that never went away.


  When I got closer I saw clearly that it was Karlie, her hair giving her away.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  She looked up at me with those warm brown eyes that always seemed to make me feel things I didn’t want to be feeling.


  “I-uh-I wanted to see you. Jared and Katy went to the gym and Katy said they’d be back late, they’re going dinner,” she explained, still sitting there.


  I reached a hand down to help her up.


  My heart fluttered when she gently squeezed my hand before letting go and heading into my apartment.


  I stood there for a moment, completely overwhelmed by what I was feeling. Ever since I was a teenager, no girl had ever made me feel this funny stirring in my stomach. All I had ever been interested in was sex. But with Karlie I found myself wanting more, before this summer was over, I’d be ruined, because I knew I would never be able to go back to my womanizing ways like I originally believed.


  I closed the door and turned around to see her smiling at me. She had the prettiest smile, the kind that lit up her face, and made her brown eyes sparkle.


  As I gazed at her, I knew in that moment I was completely fucked. Karlie owned a piece of me, I wasn’t sure what piece it was, because I knew I didn’t have a heart to give away, but it was something important. She had seared herself into me.


  Maybe it was her light I craved, to drive away my darkness, because she was my opposite, in every way. She was so good, while I was anything but.


  “Were you missing me, angel?” I asked. “Is that why you’re here?”


  “I already told you, I wanted to see you,” she shrugged her small delicate shoulders.


  I stood there, staring at her like an idiot.


  Normally, I knew exactly the right things to say to a girl, to get her to like me, and into my bed. But Karlie seemed to erase every coherent thought from my mind, turning me into a hormonal teenage boy again, and causing me to resort to the playground response of picking on the girl you like.


  This time I chose to keep my mouth shut in the hopes that nothing idiotic would come out.


  “Are you just going to stand there?” she asked with a smirk, a challenge in her voice.


  I loved a challenge.


  “I want you to work for it,” I smirked.


  Her grin faltered. “Why do you assume I’m here for sex?”


  “Because, angel,” I stalked a few steps forward, “I know you’re not here for my exceptional conversation skills.” I winked at her and smirked as she shivered. I hadn’t even touched her yet and she was already affected. I liked that.


  Determination lit her eyes.


  “Sit down,” she commanded, pointing to the couch.


  “Whatever you want, angel,” I nodded, doing as I was told. As much as I liked being in control when it came to sex, it was pretty hot when Karlie took charge.


  She ran her finger down my bare arm.


  “Take your shirt off, only your shirt,” she warned.


  I tore my shirt off and threw it across the room.


  My dick was already standing at attention.


  “Your turn,” I licked my lips.


  “I don’t think so,” she shook her head. “I’m calling the shots this time.”


  “Oh really?” I raised a brow. “And what do you plan to do to me?”


  She leaned down, her lips brushing against my ear as she spoke, “Whatever I want.”


  This was going to be fun.


  I gripped her hips so she couldn’t get away. “And what is it you want to do?”


  She smiled, her plump lips begging for me to kiss them. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”


  Angel wanted to be naughty? I could get used to this.


  I released her from my grasp. “I’m yours, babe.”


  She skimmed a fingernail down my chest. “Oh, I know.”


  I smirked, wondering where her confidence had come from. She certainly wasn’t a ‘girl’ anymore; she was a full-fledged woman.


  Her hand skimmed over the top of my shorts and I groaned. When her hand slipped inside and gripped me, my hips bucked off the couch. “Karlie,” I gasped.


  Startled brown eyes met mine. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “No, no,” I panted.


  “Oh,” she gasped, moving her hand slowly up and down, her confidence returning. “Raise your hips,” she commanded and I did as I was told. She pulled my shorts and boxers down, tossing them into a corner of the room, and left me completely naked while she was still dressed. “I want-” she started and then looked up at me nervously.


  “What is it you want, angel?” I asked, gazing up at her.


  “I want to taste you.”


  Oh fuck, was she trying to kill me?


  “Suck me,” I ordered. “Please.” I don’t think I had ever said please when I was about to have sex or get a blowjob.


  “You have to tell me if I do something wrong,” she whispered, suddenly nervous, smoothing her soft hand up and down my shaft.


  “Don’t use your teeth,” I warned.


  She nodded, lowering herself to the floor, between my legs.


  She took a deep breath, and as much as I wanted her mouth wrapped around me, I blurted, “If you don’t want to, you don’t have to.”


  “I want to,” she nodded.


  Her tongue flicked out, licking the head of my dick. I moaned and sunk further into the cushions.


  “Just like that, baby,” I encouraged when she took me in her mouth. I ground my teeth together, trying not to blow like a teenage boy. But damn, if Karlie’s mouth didn’t feel like heaven wrapped around me.


  I gripped her hair in my hand, guiding her.


  She released me from her mouth and pleaded, “Please, don’t hold my head down.”


  “Oh,” I said, releasing her. “Sorry, I’m-uh-used to-”


  “Being in control, I know,” she whispered, and then her mouth was back around me, sucking me like a damn lollipop.


  My head dropped against the couch and my eyes closed.


  Finally, I begged, “Stop, you have to stop.”


  “Why? Did I do something wrong?” She asked, her eyes wide.


  “No, angel, you did everything right, but I don’t want to come in your mouth,” I pulled on her bottom lip for emphasis. “I want to be buried inside you.” I reached across the arm of the couch and opened the small drawer of the end table. I ripped the packet open and rolled the condom on. Karlie looked from me to the drawer. “I like to be prepared,” I smirked. “Now please, take your clothes off.” She went to throw her shirt off but I caught her hands in my grasp. “No, slowly. I want you to strip for me.”


  She shook her head, but did as I told her to, slowly peeling her shirt up and showing off her pale smooth stomach. My breath hissed through my teeth as her breasts came into view, highlighted by a hot pink bra.


  She swayed her hips in a tantalizing rhythm as she eased her shorts down, a matching thong adorning her body. As she moved her hips, I thought; those ballet lessons had really paid off, this girl knew how to move.


  She unsnapped her bra and dropped it to the floor and her thong followed.


  “Straddle me,” I reached for her, pulling her onto my lap, hovering just above my dick.


  “You’re so bossy,” she smiled.


  “I like things a certain way,” I grinned, and then brushed my tongue against her tight pink nipple. After I had paid attention to each breast, I palmed them in my hands.


  I whispered in her ear, “Who knew you were hiding these under those leotards.”


  She smacked my shoulder.


  “Who am I kidding? I knew,” I grinned.


  “Are you admitting to publicly checking out my boobs, Holden?”


  “Yeah, I guess I am.”


  “I really wish you’d stop talking,” she snapped. “Do you normally talk this much when you’re about to have sex?”


  “Never,” I nuzzled her neck. “Only with you.”


  What the fuck? When did I turn into such a pansy?


  “Only with me? I like the sound of that,” she grinned, reaching down to guide my dick inside her.


  “Are you wet enough, angel?” I asked, already fingering her entrance.


  She rolled her eyes at me. “Are you going to ask me that every time we have sex?”


  “Maybe,” I grinned, and then bit her earlobe as I eased her down onto me. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I whispered in a more serious tone.


  She shook her head. “Don’t worry about-” Her sentence ended in a drawn out moan. “Oh God,” she gripped my shoulders. “So good,” she panted as I lifted her up and down. I chuckled and kissed her neck to hide the sound.


  Within moments I found myself fighting back my release.


  Sex with Karlie was so incredibly different. I had never felt this way before. I didn’t even know how to describe what I was feeling. She wasn’t just some chick I thought was hot and wanted to fuck. She wasn’t even the best I had ever had. But she was Karlie. Everything I felt was magnified tenfold. If I let myself, I’d fall for her, but I would never let it get that far. I’d only destroy us both.


  I ran my hands up and down her spine, over her breasts, touching as much of her as I could.


  “You’re so beautiful,” I growled before kissing her, tangling our tongues together. God, even kissing was better when it was with Karlie. I wondered when I’d stop being surprised by how much better even the simplest things were when Karlie was involved.


  Karlie clenched her legs around me, throwing her head back, and rested her hands on my knees. I kissed the bare expanse of her neck and cupped her breasts in my hands.


  She clenched around me, reaching her orgasm. “Holden… Holden… Oh God! Holden!”


  “Scream my name, baby,” I groaned, and then a minute later, I was screaming hers.


  Sweat dotted my skin as I cradled Karlie against me.


  She lifted her head up and hesitantly tilted her head. “Can we do that again?”


  I stood and she wrapped her legs around me as I carried her to my room. “You bet we can,” I kissed her.


  It wasn’t long after that, that she was screaming my name, again.
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  Karlie


  After what happened the day Holden sang for me, I knew if I was smart I’d stay far away from him. But I couldn’t. I could see the torment in his eyes when he restrained me and I knew he was fighting his monsters, trying to stop himself from hurting me. Holden had been through a lot, I may not know what it was, but I knew it was bad. I wanted Holden to open up to me, but even if this was a real relationship we had, I knew it would be a long time before that ever happened. He had buried his past so far down the core of the Earth had probably swallowed it up.


  We were both panting, just laying in his bed, staring at each other.


  A crooked grin lifted Holden’s lips. “I think my neighbors know both of our names now.”


  “What?” I asked, confused.


  He chuckled, the warm, husky sound of it sending a chill down my spine. He ran a finger down the curve of my breast, but surprisingly, his eyes were on mine. “You’ve been screaming my name for the past hour like it was the only word in your vocabulary.”


  “Oh God,” I blushed, burying my face in his pillow.


  He grabbed my chin, forcing me out of my hiding place. “You said that a lot too.”


  “Holden,” I groaned.


  He kissed my nose and I was surprised by the sweet innocent gesture. I almost giggled, sweet and innocent, were two words, I never thought I would use to describe Holden or something he’d done. He was surprising me.


  A wrinkle formed in Holden’s brow, a telltale sign that he was thinking hard about something.


  “What?” I asked, reaching up to smooth out the line with my thumb.


  “How’d you get here? You don’t have a car.”


  “There’s this thing, called a bus. You get on it and it takes you places,” I smiled.


  “Don’t be a smart ass,” Holden grinned but then grew serious, “a bus can be dangerous.”


  “How so?” I questioned.


  “Well, for starters, you never know who’s on a bus. There could be some crazy guy with a gun on there. If you want to go somewhere, or come over, call me, angel. Don’t take the bus.”


  “You’re so bossy,” I huffed, rolling over to lay on my stomach.


  He brushed my hair out of my eyes and kissed my shoulder. “I don’t want you to get hurt, excuse me for wanting to protect you.”


  “You’re actually a pretty sweet guy, Holden,” I peeked at him.


  His eyes darkened. “I’m not a sweet guy, Karlie, and you’d do well to remember that.”


  “If you’re trying to scare me away, it’s not working, you’re gonna have to try harder.”


  He looked at me sadly, running his thumb over my bottom lip. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be inside his head right now. “I don’t have to try,” he confessed, “I’ll scare you away eventually.”


  “Why are you so sure I’ll leave?” I asked


  “Everyone leaves me.”


  His words echoed through my skull. He sounded like a lost little boy in that moment.


  “I won’t leave you,” I glared.


  “You will,” he nodded, refusing to meet my eyes. “Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but one day you will. It’s only a matter of time.”


  “I guess you’ll just have to make sure I don’t,” I muttered softly.


  The tips of his fingers grazed my spine, his eyes far away. “I would never force you to stay with me, Karlie. You can’t force someone to love you, especially when you’re incapable of loving them in return.”


  “Why do you think you can’t love someone, Holden?”


  “Love is a sticky, meaningless, emotion. It complicates things and people abuse the word. When you love someone, it’s not a word, it’s a feeling,” he put his hand to his chest, on top of his heart, “and how will we ever understand if that feeling is real? How do we differentiate it from lust? Or something as simple as caring?”


  “I guess we have to trust our heart,” I put my hand over his. “If our heart is telling us something, it has to be true, right?”


  He rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. I knew he wasn’t going to answer me and I also knew there was nothing I could say to change his opinion. Holden was stubborn to a fault.


  Minutes passed with neither of us saying a thing, the whirl of the fan the only sound in his bedroom.


  Finally, he rose from the bed and tugged on a pair of jeans. “I better get you home,” he grumbled, his back to me.


  I looked out his bedroom window at the darkening sky. “Yeah,” I agreed, slipping from his sheets and out to the living room to retrieve my clothes.


  I was snapping my bra clasps when Holden came out of his room. He stuck his wallet in his back pocket, avoiding eye contact, a perceptible coolness wafting from him.


  “Ready?” He asked, grabbing his keys.


  I tugged my shirt on. “I am now.”


  I followed him outside and to his truck.


  “I’m serious,” he growled, pulling onto the street and into traffic.


  “About what?” I asked when he didn’t continue.


  “No more taking the bus,” he said gruffly.


  I rolled my eyes, looking out the window, watching as the streetlights slowly flickered to life. “Okay,” I conceded, “no more bus.”


  “Thank you,” he smiled, turning into Jared’s neighborhood. He parked in front of the house and looked at me. I kept expecting him to say something, but he didn’t.


  “Bye Holden,” I whispered softly, getting out of his truck, and not looking at him as I closed the door.


  I opened the front door and stepped inside, resting my back against it once it was shut.


  Men were confusing in general, but Holden had to be the most complicated guy on the planet. I didn’t think I would ever be able to unravel his secrets, or figure out what made him tick, and something told me I didn’t want to know.


  I headed into the kitchen to get something to eat. Since I wasn’t a good cook, like Jared, I emptied some salad into a bowl, and added some light dressing. I decided it looked boring and added some carrots. Now that was a masterpiece, I smiled to myself.


  I sat down at the built-in breakfast nook and ate my salad while sipping on an ice-cold glass of water. I wasn’t used to eating dinner alone and the silence bothered me. I didn’t like being by myself, maybe it was some leftover fear from childhood, trickling into adulthood. I didn’t quite understand it, and I’d never said anything to Jared because I knew he’d never leave my side if he found out.


  I hadn’t been lying to Holden when I said I had missed him… and yeah, I wanted to have sex with him again, but the biggest reason I had shown up at his place, was that I couldn’t stand to be alone for one more second.


  When I was alone, the quiet felt like a pressure on my chest, and it made me feel like I was being suffocated. I knew it was a weird fear to have, but it was the way I felt.


  I cleaned my plate and stuck it in the dishwasher, bringing my glass of water up to my room. I closed the blinds and turned on the radio, automatically the noise made me feel better, but it never could quite fill the void.


  I changed into my pajamas and climbed into bed, hoping I would drift off to sleep, despite the early hour. If I was sleeping, I wouldn’t know that I was alone.


  ~***~


  I woke some time later, the silence in my room ready to suffocate me. I looked at the clock next to my bed and saw that it was after one in the morning. Jared must have turned my radio off when he and Katy got back.


  I put a hand to my racing heart and found my body covered in sweat. I must have been dreaming about something unpleasant but couldn’t remember what it was.


  I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep and I desperately needed to get out.


  I put on some clothes and grabbed my dance bag.


  Downstairs, I found the keys to Jared’s car and grabbed them.


  On nights I couldn’t sleep, I often snuck out of the house, and danced at the studio until the wee hours of the morning, returning before everyone else was awake. If Jared ever found out, he’d probably kill me, or lock me away like Rapunzel. And since my hair wasn’t long enough to reach the ground and I doubted Prince Charming, or whoever he was, would show up at my house, I didn’t want that to happen.


  I eased the front door closed behind me and locked it.


  Like always, I prayed Jared or Katy wouldn’t hear the car starting up. I glanced up to make sure no lights flicked on and Jared wasn’t busting out the front door before I backed out.


  It didn’t take me long to get to the studio. At this time of night-er-morning there wasn’t any traffic.


  I pulled out my key to the building, still marveling at the fact that I actually had a key to the studio.


  Izzy, my dance teacher, and her husband Maxim, owned the studio. I’d been given a key as a reward for my dedication to the art of ballet. I think they were both happy to finally have a student that was actually pursuing dance as a career. Most of the students were children, and the few that were older, like me, were going off to become lawyers, or doctors, or something as equally boring.


  I opened the door to “my” studio and flicked on the lights. I didn’t bother changing into a leotard and tights. I took off my shirt and decided to dance in my running shorts and jog bra. I wasn’t here to practice; I was here to enjoy myself.


  I kicked off my tennis shoes and pulled my pointe shoes out of my bag, tying them up my calves.


  I turned on the CD player in the corner, scanning through the songs, until I settled on one with a beat I liked.


  I paused for a few seconds, absorbing the music, and then I started to move.


  When I danced like this, I wasn’t thinking. My mind was completely blank. All that existed was the music and me.


  This was what freedom felt like to me.


  I let my body take over as my mind relaxed. This was my favorite way to dance.


  Several hours later, exhaustion washed over me, and I laid down on the cool hardwood floor trying to even out my breath. My eyes began to close and I promised myself, just five minutes of relaxation, and then I’d go home.


  ~***~


  Holden


  Why the fuck was my phone ringing?


  I rubbed my eyes and yawned just as the stupid thing started ringing, yet again.


  I picked it up and was tempted to throw it across the room, but saw that I had three missed calls from Jared, plus it was still ringing.


  I sat up in bed, the sheets pooling around my waist, and grunted, “Hello?”


  “Karlie’s missing,” Jared stammered, panic evident in his voice.


  I was up and out of the bed getting dressed before my brain processed what was happening.


  Pain squeezed around my heart at all the possibilities.


  I lost my voice but Jared was oblivious, still rambling, “I called the police but they say they can’t do anything until she’s missing twenty-four hours. My car’s gone, Holden. They think she just snuck out to be rebellious or something, but that’s not like Karlie. Please, you have to help me find her,” he sobbed.


  “Dude, are you crying?”


  “Of course I’m crying!” Jared yelled into the phone. I had to hold it away from my ear until he was done. “My sister is missing, dammit!” I heard something crash to the ground.


  “Jared, don’t break your house apart. Calm down,” I insisted, even though I wished he was saying those same words to me. I was freaking out, but he couldn’t know. I had to remain level headed.


  “She’s gone, Hold, just gone. Where would she go? This isn’t like her,” Jared responded.


  I buckled my belt and asked, “How long ago did you find out she was gone?”


  “Uh- twenty minutes… thirty, maybe. I don’t know. I got up to go to the bathroom and her door was open, so I poked my head in, and she wasn’t there. I went downstairs to see if she was having trouble sleeping, but I couldn’t find her. Then I saw that my keys were gone.” He took a shaky breath. “Is this my fault Holden? Have I been too hard on her and now she’s finally rebelling?”


  “I don’t think so,” I pulled a shirt over my head. “Karlie’s not like that Jared. I’m sure she had a good reason for leaving. I’m going to drive around and look for her. Just stay put there, in case she comes home-”


  “No-no-I can’t stay here, Holden. I need to be looking for her,” Jared stammered.


  “Jare, you’re hysterical, you shouldn’t be driving,” I warned.


  He sighed. “You’re right…” He paused before asking, “When did you become so sensible?”


  I looked at my phone. “Approximately five minutes ago when you called,” I told him. And I found out the girl I was falling for was missing.


  “I’ll stay here,” Jared conceded. “I’ll call Rodney, maybe he knows something.”


  I growled. I hated it when anyone mentioned that pipsqueak’s name. “I’m sure that rodent is completely clueless.”


  “Why do you hate him so much?” Jared asked.


  “Now’s not the time,” I hung up. I couldn’t tell Jared that my hatred for Rodney stemmed from the fact that he was allowed to be around Karlie, hold her, make her laugh, and be her friend. While I had to stand back and pretend what I felt was nothing. I also hated Rodney, because I knew he was a better choice for Karlie.


  I grabbed my keys and bound down the apartment steps, not caring if I woke someone up.


  I started my truck and sat thinking.


  Karlie wouldn’t just sneak out of the house. That just wasn’t her.


  Obviously, she’d left for a reason. I just had to figure out what that reason was.


  I started thinking… when I got upset, or mad, or just couldn’t sleep, I would always go to Fight For It and workout. It made me feel better. I knew Karlie wouldn’t be at the gym, that wasn’t her safe haven, but the dance studio was.


  I knew there was a slim chance that she would be there, but it was a start.


  ~***~


  When I saw Jared’s blue Toyota FJ Cruiser in the parking lot of the ballet studio, my heart leapt.


  She was here and she was safe.


  I parked the truck in front of the building and ran inside, up the staircase, and into the room she practiced in.


  I stopped in the doorway when I saw her passed out on the floor, her hair damp with sweat, and snoring lightly.


  She looked so small and peaceful. A fierce protectiveness overtook me. I never wanted someone to hurt her and I definitely didn’t want to. I wanted to give her everything, because she deserved it, but I wasn’t sure I was ready.


  I walked across the room and knelt down next to her, brushing my finger across her rosy cheek. She looked so sweet, so innocent, even more like an angel than usual.


  “Angel,” I whispered against her ear, “wake up.”


  She stirred but her eyes didn’t open.


  “Come on, Karlie, wake up. Everybody is looking for you. Jared’s worried sick.”


  Her eyes fluttered and then opened.


  She sat up and I moved out of the way so that our heads didn’t collide.


  Karlie looked around the room and horror clouded her features. “Oh no! I didn’t mean to fall asleep!” She jumped up and began pulling her shirt on and changing her shoes.


  I grabbed her bag and slung it across my shoulder, reaching for her hand.


  “I’ll take you home,” I said.


  She shook her head. “I can drive.”


  I assessed the gray circles under her eyes. “Nice try. We’ll worry about Jared’s car later. You’re not driving.”


  She rubbed her face. “You’re right, I probably shouldn’t,” she took my still waiting hand.


  I led her outside and stopped so she could lock the door.


  I helped her into my truck and placed her bag at her feet.


  Before I got in, I called Jared.


  “I found her,” I stated.


  There was a pause and then, “Don’t mess with me, Holden.”


  “I’m not messing with you, Jared. I’ve got her in my truck and as soon as I hang up from you, I’ll drive her home.”


  “She’s really okay? She’s not hurt? Where was she? Did she say why she left?” Jared rambled, not even giving me time to answer his questions.


  “Slow down, Jared. I haven’t really had a chance to talk to her, and even if I could answer your questions, you’d just ask them over again later. Let me get her home. She’s fine and safe, that’s what matters.”


  “Okay, okay, you’re right.”


  “We’ll be there soon,” I replied and hung up before he tossed ten more questions my way.


  I slid into the truck and looked at a sleepy eyed Karlie.


  “What happened?” I asked, taking her small hand in mine.


  “Sometimes, I have trouble sleeping… when I do, I sneak out and come here. I dance until my legs are numb and I’m so tired I don’t think I can move. Then I come home, go to bed, and no one knows I left.”


  “But this time you fell asleep,” I stated. “Why were you having trouble sleeping? Is it-” I swallowed. “Is it because of me?”


  “No,” she shook her head, the red-orange strands swishing around her. “This has been happening for years. Plenty of people have trouble sleeping, Holden.”


  “You’re right,” I ran my fingers through my hair. “But no more sneaking out. If you’re having trouble sleeping, call me, angel. I’ll talk to you until you fall asleep. Okay?”


  “Kay,” she nodded, yawning. “What time is it?”


  I looked at my watch. “Almost six.”


  “I’m exhausted,” her eyes started to close.


  “Then go to sleep, Karls,” I leaned over to kiss her forehead.


  “Mhmm, I think I will,” she murmured.


  I started the truck and a moment later I felt her head rest against my shoulder. I smiled at the sight.


  When I parked my truck in front of Jared’s house, he came running outside. He opened the door and I reached a hand out to stop him.


  “Dude, chill,” I whispered quietly. “She’s sleeping… I think I have some drool on my shoulder to prove it.”


  “I’ll carry her in,” Jared reached for her.


  “No, no, I’ve got her,” I insisted, climbing out of my truck and pulling her into my arms. Even though Jared was her brother, the thought of his arms wrapped around her made me mad. I wanted to be the only one to hold her.


  Katy held the door open and I breezed up the steps into Karlie’s room and placed her on her bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. I stood back, looking at all the purple blankets surrounding her and then the fiery color of her hair.


  “Who are you and what happened to my douchebag best friend?” Jared asked, crossing his arms and blocking the doorway, my only way of escape.


  I shrugged. “People grow up.”


  “I was starting to think you never would. Must be this girl of yours changing you,” he smirked.


  “Yeah, maybe,” I agreed reluctantly, wanting to get out of there.


  “Well, thanks,” Jared smiled, backing away from the door and starting down the steps. “I really appreciate you looking for her. You were right, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to leave the house.”


  He stopped at the front door, blocking my means of exit once again.


  He looked up the steps and then back at me. “I worry about her so much, like she’s my daughter.”


  “You’ve practically raised her,” I told him. “Even once Dan and Patsy took you guys in, you were so used to being responsible for her that you took over a lot of the things they would’ve done for her.”


  “Are you saying I’m controlling?” He smiled.


  “No,” I shook my head, “okay, maybe, but only when it comes to your sister. She’s going to leave soon though. What are you going to do when she’s in New York and you can’t watch her every waking moment?”


  “Move?” He suggested with a chuckle. He took a deep breath and rubbed a hand over his face. “I need to back off some-” When he saw my face he added, “okay, a lot. I know she’s not a child anymore but when I look at her it’s like she’s still five years old.”


  I wished I saw her that way; it would make things a whole lot easier.


  “She’s eighteen, almost nineteen, Jared,” I shrugged. “You’ve got to start treating her like it.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, she’s a woman now, not a kid anymore… and that breaks my heart.” Jared looked over at Katy, sitting on the couch petting the cat. “Hey, Kitten, let’s work on making a baby.”


  I rolled my eyes. “That’s my cue to get out of here.”


  Jared chuckled and moved out of my way before tackling his wife. They fell to the floor in a tangle of limbs.


  I left before things moved on to more… calorie burning activities.


  I got back to my apartment, ate breakfast, and decided to head over to the gym and start training. The way Karlie’s scent lingered in my apartment was driving me mad with want.


  Dan, Jared’s foster dad and the owner of the gym, was already there.


  “Watcha’ doin’, Dan?” I asked, stepping into his office, his back was to me.


  “Thought I’d get an early start,” he shrugged, swiveling in his chair to face me. “Why are you here? Isn’t this normally the time you go to bed?” He chuckled, looking at the clock on the wall.


  “Ha, ha, very funny, Dan,” I clapped the older man on the shoulder.


  “What?” he shrugged. “Normally, you show up here at one o’ clock, hung over, and looking like a zombie.”


  “I do not,” I snorted.


  “You do,” Dan smiled. “You’re looking better though,” he peered up at me. “You practically look human.”


  “Were you a sucky ass comedian in another life?” I asked.


  “Language, Holden,” he narrowed his eyes.


  I gaped. “But Patsy isn’t here!”


  “Holden, you need to speak like a man your age, not like some teenage hoodlum,” he steepled his fingers in front of his face and leaned forward in the chair.


  “Cussing doesn’t make me a hoodlum,” I leaned against the wall.


  “Maybe not,” he agreed, “but it does make it look like ya’ had no raisin’,” he eyed me.


  “That’s probably because I didn’t, Dan. I raised myself.”


  “Sit down,” Dan motioned to a chair in the corner. I did as I was told; knowing his tone of voice brooked no argument. “I know you didn’t have the best parents, Holden, and I know a part of you thinks you’re messed up just like them. But you’re not. You’ve turned into an amazing man, Holden. I know I’ve never told you this, but I’m proud of you. I really am. You’ve turned your life around. I’ve been so lucky to watch you change from an angry teenager into an exceptional person. Don’t get me wrong, you still have your moments where you’re rude,” we both chuckled, “but you really are a good person. You might not be able to see it, but everyone else can.”


  “Thanks, Dan. That means a lot coming from you. You’ve been there for me when I didn’t have a real father figure and I thank you for that. I’m sure you didn’t want to put up with me, but you did because I was Jared’s friend. You’re someone everybody should admire.”


  “I’m sure you’re not going to tell me… but this summer… you’re different. You don’t seem to be drinking or smoking, you’re laughing and smiling. Your eyes aren’t clouded. You seem alive for the first time in all the years I’ve known you. You wanna tell me what’s going on?”


  I swallowed.


  “It’s okay,” Dan sat back. “You don’t have to tell me.”


  “Thanks,” I sighed, standing. “Thank you for understanding me… a lot of people don’t.”


  I was about to walk out of the room when he remarked, “People don’t understand you, because you won’t let them, Holden. You have to learn to let them in.”


  I turned back around. “If I let them in, they’ll only find out what a horrible bastard I am.”


  Dan studied me and I stood my ground under his scrutiny. “You know that isn’t true, Holden.”


  I shrugged. “It is.”


  “There’s more to you, than even you begin to comprehend.” He tilted his head as he spoke.


  “There’s more to all of us,” I took a deep breath. “I’ll be working out, if you need me.”


  I stretched before getting on the treadmill to run two miles. When that was done, I did a set of pushups and sit-ups, before moving to boxing. I had a match this weekend and I really wanted to win. I had been training harder than usual. This guy was an annoying fucker that liked to talk down to everybody. I wanted to be the person to knock him down a few pegs. He needed his ass handed to him and I knew I was the guy to do it.


  Jared strolled into the room while I was punching the bag. He nodded towards the ring and I took that as invitation.


  Jared and I always trained together. We were evenly matched and always pushed each other harder. Even though we were friends, it didn’t stop us from punching and kicking the shit out of each other.


  “How’s Karlie?” I asked, ducking under the ropes. I had already bound my ankles and hands, so I just pulled on a pair of boxing gloves.


  Jared was wrapping his hands when he looked up at me. He shrugged. “She’s not in trouble… I just told her that when she needs to get out, to wake me up to let me know she’s leaving, or at least leave a note. I know, you probably thinking I’m still being overprotective, but I don’t like her leaving and not telling anyone.”


  “I totally agree,” I nodded, crossing my arms over my chest. “She’s young. She shouldn’t be roaming the streets at night. You never know who’s out there.”


  “Exactly,” Jared agreed, climbing into the ring. “Karlie’s so innocent, she just doesn’t see things the way most people do.”


  I chuckled under my breath. She wasn’t so innocent anymore. “Are you saying she’s naïve?”


  “No,” Jared shook his head, rolling his shoulders. “She’s definitely not naïve. Karlie just sees the good in everything. She trusts too easily.”


  I didn’t want to talk about Karlie anymore so I asked, “Ready?”


  “You bet,” Jared grinned.


  I swung the first punch and Jared ducked, his fist slamming into my side.


  “Motherfucker-”


  “Come on, Princess,” Jared goaded.


  “Oh, you’re asking for it now,” I narrowed my eyes.


  “Bring it,” Jared backed away.


  “Oh, I will,” I stalked forward. I faked a punch and kneed him in the stomach.


  From then on there was no talking, just grunts and groans.


  Exhausted, we both collapsed on the floor of the ring.


  “That was fun,” Jared breathed heavily.


  “Who won?” I asked.


  “No one,” Jared chuckled. “Neither of us ever wins when we fight. We’re too well matched.”


  “I think I always win and you just tell yourself that to feel better,” I sat up, pulling off the gloves. I hated how hot they made my hands.


  Jared pushed me and I fell back down. “What was that for?” I asked.


  “For being an ass,” Jared grunted, standing and ducking under the ropes.


  “I’m always an ass, that doesn’t mean you need to hit me,” I joked, climbing out of the ring and gathering my things.


  “True, I don’t need to, but it does give me a legitimate excuse to anyway,” he grinned.


  “Do you think you’re ready for the match on Saturday?” I asked him.


  “Of course,” Jared grinned. “This guy doesn’t stand a chance against me. If… When I win this one, I’ll have to travel for the next one. Katy wants to come with me, treat it as a short vacation or whatever. We haven’t gone away, just the two of us, since our honeymoon. Do you think Karlie will be okay by herself for a whole weekend?”


  “Of course,” I nodded, “she’s eighteen. Give her some credit. The house isn’t going to burn down around her.”


  “I know,” Jared sighed.


  “So,” I waggled my eyebrows, “you and the wifey workin’ on a baby?”


  Jared ducked his head. His cheeks became so red that even his dark facial hair couldn’t hide it.


  He looked up at me. “We’re not actively trying, but if it happens, it happens,” he shrugged. “I’m ready for a baby, but I’m not sure Katy is,” he took a drink of water. “She’s done a lot of growing since I met her, but she’s still hurt from the way her mom treated her. She thinks she won’t be a good mom.”


  I laughed. “She treats the damn cat like a baby. That should tell her something.”


  “That’s what I say,” Jared sat down on one the blue mats, drawing his legs up, and resting his arms on his knees.


  I shook my head. “You… a dad. It just seems weird.”


  “Why?” Jared asked. “You don’t think I’ll be a good dad?”


  “No, you’ll be great. Maybe a bit overprotective,” I kicked his side, “but I know there won’t ever be a more loved kid. What I mean is… look at what we came from Jared. We were both fucked up foster kids… I still am. It doesn’t seem like we should get a happy ending.”


  “Don’t we deserve one just as much as the next person?” Jared asked. “Is that why you’ve never settled down?”


  “I’m twenty-six,” I groaned, “I’ll ‘settle down’ when I’m dead.”


  Jared shook his head. “I’ll never understand you.”


  “And that’s just the way I like it,” I grinned, grabbing my bag. “I’m heading out.”


  “You’re welcome to come over for dinner,” He stood and walked over to the weight lifting area.


  “I think I might,” I muttered. I knew it was the only way I’d see Karlie today, and I wanted to make sure she was okay.


  “Good,” Jared smiled. “Let’s go out to Tate’s next weekend. I need some guy time. Between Katy, Karlie, and the cat, the estrogen overload is starting to get to me. I need a beer and a game of pool.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” I backed out of the room.
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  Karlie


  “Hey,” Katy greeted when I finally managed to drag my lazy self out of bed. “You okay?”


  “Just peachy,” I yawned, padding across the living room and into the kitchen. I poured a glass of orange juice and sat down at the table.


  Katy got up from the couch and sat down across from me. Mable jumped up on the table and Katy immediately scolded her. “Bad, Mable. You’re not allowed on the table,” she picked the cat up and put her on the floor.


  I laughed. “You know she jumps up on the table because Jared always gives her food.”


  Katy rolled her eyes. “I should’ve known. He spoils her more than I do.” Katy fingered the necklace at her throat, a gift from my brother that she never took off. “So, how are you really doing? I know it isn’t peachy. Why’d you leave last night?”


  “I leave lots of nights, especially since I can drive. Before I had my license I used to walk around the neighborhood.”


  “But why?”


  “Can’t sleep,” I shrugged.


  “It doesn’t have anything to do with Holden?” She leaned forward, waiting for my answer.


  “No, of course not. This has been happening for years… If I tell you something, will you promise not to tell Jared?”


  “I won’t tell him,” she agreed immediately.


  “I can’t really remember our real parents. I don’t remember what they looked like, or what their voices sounded like. I just remember darkness; a feeling like something bad was always going to happen. Jared and I bounced around several different foster homes the first two years after we went into the system, because Jared kept rebelling. He finally started to straighten up, somewhat, when they threatened to separate us…” I paused, getting lost in my thoughts. “Not all of those homes were pleasant. There were times where I feared to fall asleep because I was afraid someone would come into my room. Jared slept on my floor for years, so that I could sleep. It was a blessing when we were finally placed with Patsy and Dan and they decided to adopt us. But that fear, from the other places, still lingers even today. I can’t shake it even though I know I’m safe. That’s why I can’t sleep. I usually only get three hours, four at the most.”


  “And Jared doesn’t know?” she asked.


  “No,” I shook my head. “He thinks it stopped when we were placed with Dan and Patsy and I want him to keep on thinking that. He worries enough about me as it is. If he finds out I’m not sleeping, he’ll go nuts, and try to keep me from going to Joffrey.”


  “He wouldn’t do that,” Katy laughed.


  “He would try to sleep in my room,” I made a face of annoyance. “For so long, he’s been so much more than just my brother, he’s filled the role of mom and dad for me, he can’t see that he needs to back off some.”


  Katy sat back and ran her fingers through her long hair. “I’ve been talking to him about that. I keep telling him that he needs to give you room to spread your wings, that soon you’ll be gone. But you know Jared,” she shrugged. “Are you excited to go to Joffrey?”


  “Yeah, of course,” I replied immediately. “It’s what I’ve always wanted. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared,” I drew invisible pictures on the surface of the table. “New York is way different from here. I’d just prefer not to think about it until I actually have to leave.”


  “Well,” Katy stood, “you’ll have to think about it soon. Summer will be over before you know it.”


  “I know,” I looked down into the swirling orange depths of my orange juice.


  In a matter of weeks, summer would be over, my relationship with Holden would be over, and I’d be thrust into the hectic world of New York City.


  The invisible clock began to chime in my head again.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  ~***~


  Katy and I climbed the bleachers to get a good view of the ring below.


  Rollo waved at us from above so we made our way towards him.


  Jared and Holden had a fight today, which meant the gym was packed. We had gotten here early, like we always did, but apparently we had underestimated their fans this time.


  “Excuse me,” Katy winced as her leg brushed against someone else’s as we made our way to our seats. “Hey Rollo,” She smiled, sitting down beside her best friend and kissing his cheek.


  “Baby cakes,” he grinned, and then waved at me.


  “What? Still no nickname for me?” I giggled.


  He leaned forward, tilting his head to study me. “I shall call you… Twinkle Toes, because you’re always dancing, and even when you’re not, you’re pointing your toes,” he nodded towards my feet.


  “Very original, Rollo,” I shook my head.


  “If I think of something better, I’ll let ya know,” he winked and sat back.


  I had become well acquainted with Rollo the last two years and Piper, another friend of Katy’s. Piper had moved to New York City to pursue her dream of being a fashion designer and we hadn’t seen her in person in over a year.


  “Oh! Oh! They’re starting!” Rollo squealed, in his typical, hyper, jump-out-of-his-seat, way.


  “Oh no,” Katy shook her head, covering her eyes.


  “You’d think by now, you’d be used to this,” I laughed.


  “It’s so hard watching him get hurt. I don’t like it,” she cried.


  I decided to leave her alone, knowing I wouldn’t get anywhere, and watched the fight. I had been watching for so many years, that the blood, broken bones, and missing teeth, didn’t bother me. It was part of the sport and to be expected.


  Jared and the other guy stood in the middle of the ring.


  Like always, Jared looked up and found Katy in the stands. She managed to pry her hands away from her eyes to wave at him.


  The bell dinged and they were at it.


  Adrenaline coursed through my veins, even though I wasn’t the one fighting.


  Rollo stood on the bleachers, causing several people to make rude comments, but he was oblivious.


  “Get him Jare-Bear!” He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, baby cakes, hand me my poster,” he pointed to a rolled up piece of board on the ground. When Katy didn’t move, I grabbed it and handed it to him. “Thanks,” he grinned, unrolling it and letting the rubberband fall to the ground.


  Rollo waved the poster in the air and I snorted.


  He had drawn a teddy bear wearing boxing gloves on it, and written, Go Jare-Bear! Rollo looked so out of place in the gym anyway, with his expensive jeans and gay-pride t-shirts, add in the sign and he was a funny sight.


  Jared struggled more in this fight than he usually did, but he still managed to win.


  “Katy,” I poked her shoulder, “Jared’s fight is over. You can look now.”


  Her hands dropped to her lap and she gasped. “Why is he bleeding?!”


  “It’s just a split lip, it’s not a big deal-” I assured her and stopped when she immediately started down the bleachers towards him. I shook my head. If Katy saw a little bit of blood, she automatically assumed the worst.


  “Typical,” Rollo shook his head, his curly blonde hair bobbing around, “She didn’t even see my sign.” He glanced at me. “Wanna see the one I made for Holden?”


  “Sure,” I shrugged, sliding down to take Katy’s seat. Since Jared’s fight was over, I knew she wouldn’t be back.


  Rollo grabbed another poster from under the bleachers. He unrolled it and handed it to me.


  On this poster, he had drawn a great white shark with, Go Sharky!


  “You are one of a kind, Rollo,” I laughed.


  “And I know it,” he winked.


  A shiver ran over my body and I intuitively knew that Holden had entered the gym. My body always reacted to him.


  I spotted his blonde hair first and then my eyes feasted on the tan, smooth, skin of his back. My eyes widened when I noticed scratch marks running down his back. Holy hell, had I done that?


  He turned then, catching my eye, and a smile lit his face.


  I couldn’t help smiling back.


  A girl behind me shrieked, “Oh my God! I think that guy just smiled at me!”


  I clenched my teeth.


  Another girl, who I assumed was her friend, sniggered, “He’s really good in bed, he definitely knows what he’s doing, unlike all the other losers I’ve been with.”


  Oh, hell no.


  I gripped the seat of the bleachers so that I didn’t turn around and go all Godzilla on her ass.


  “Hmm,” the first girl giggled, “I think I’ll find him later.”


  It took every ounce of self-respect I had, not to march down those bleachers, and stake my claim on Holden.


  “You okay, Twinkle Toes?” Rollo asked me.


  I took a deep breath and nodded. Trying to tune out the two girls behind me.


  When the second girl started describing her and Holden’s escapade, I left.


  “Karlie!” Rollo called behind me as I stomped away.


  I briefly glanced at Holden and the guy he was fighting, in the ring, and left the room.


  I ducked inside the bathroom, splashing water on my face, and trying to talk myself down.


  I knew Holden was a womanizer.


  But it was one thing knowing the man you were in love with had slept around; it was another thing having to hear all the sordid details.


  I gasped, and looked up at myself in the mirror.


  My eyes were wide, stunned.


  I had just admitted to myself that I was in love with Holden.


  Oh, crap.


  I sunk to the floor.


  I couldn’t love Holden.


  It was wrong.


  I knew he would never be able to love me back.


  This was so bad.


  I stood up and grabbed one of the scratchy brown paper towels to wipe my face. I wasn’t crying, but my eyes had that bloodshot look that alluded to tears. I pinched my cheeks to bring color to them. I gave myself a few more seconds to look presentable and headed for the door. I would wait by Katy’s car until she came inside.


  As I opened the door to the bathroom, I was immediately pushed back inside.


  “Where the fuck did you go?” Holden demanded, flicking the lock on the door.


  My sarcasm decided to rear it’s ugly head. “Look around, Holden, obviously the bathroom.”


  “You never leave when Jared and I have a match. You were hurt about something, I could see it in your eyes,” He pinned me against the wall, holding my hands hostage. “Don’t even think about lying to me, angel.”


  “I had to get out of there because I couldn’t listen to the whore behind me talk about fucking you for one more second!”


  “Karlie,” he murmured softly, letting go of one of my hands to stroke my cheek.


  “Don’t touch me,” I snapped, turning my head away from him.


  “Don’t be like that, Karls,” he growled. “You know what I’ve done. It’s not like I’ve hidden it.”


  “Holden,” I groaned, my chest heaving with every breath. “I know you’re a man whore, I’m not blind, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear some other girl talk about you like that. Okay? It makes me feel dirty and used.”


  “Angel,” sadness filled his eyes, “I would never use you.”


  “Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel any better.”


  “It should,” he whispered, pressing against me. “I threw my fight.”


  “You lost?”


  “Yeah,” he nodded, his eyes flicking down to my lips, “but on purpose.”


  “Why!?” I shrieked.


  He grinned. “I really wanted to win and put that jackass in his place, but I decided something else was more important.”


  “And what would that be?” I asked, my heart racing, anger leaving my body, and unadulterated lust and want, taking its place.


  “You,” he answered, his voice barely a whisper. His hand skimmed down my side. “You’re more important, Karlie.”


  “I still don’t understand.” Since he had released my hands, they snaked up and wrapped around his neck.


  “Jared and Katy are going out of town together, for the fight. If I had won, I’d be going too, but now,” he tugged on my bottom lip, “I’ll be here with you and we’ll have the whole weekend together to do whatever we want.”


  “That sounds wonderful,” I murmured as my head tilted back against the wall and his lips pressed against my neck, right at the spot where my heart beat.


  “Karlie,” he crooned my name huskily, warmth shooting throughout my body, “I want you.”


  “Here?” I moaned, as his hand skimmed down my body and to the band of my shorts. How did he affect me this much without doing anything at all?


  “Right here, right now, angel. I want to fuck you against this wall. I want you to scream my name as I drive into you. I want to make you forget all of those other girls. I want to make you understand that you’re the only one that matters to me.”


  “Yes,” I whimpered arching against him.


  His mouth crashed down on mine and I was lost in him.


  He slid my shorts down and pulled my panties to the side.


  Suddenly, he paused and forced my eyes to his. “I don’t have a condom. I promise I’ve never had sex without one, I’ll pull out.”


  “Okay,” I whispered.


  “Thank you,” he grinned then thrust inside me.


  I melted against him.


  “Oh fuck,” he panted. “You feel so good.”


  My only response was to moan and hold onto his shoulders.


  He thrust in and out of me and I tried to quiet my noises so that the whole gym didn’t come to investigate.


  We were both frantic, in no time I came, pulsing and shaking around him, and then he left my body.


  I leaned against the wall, needing something to hold me up.


  My eyes closed and I didn’t move as I came down off of my high.


  I heard Holden wash his hands and then he was putting my panties back into place and pulling my shorts up my thighs and fastening them into place.


  “Enjoy your first quickie?” He asked, a smug tone to his voice.


  I slowly opened my eyes and nodded.


  He chuckled. “Good.” He looked around and added, “I guess I better get out of here.”


  I had lost my voice so I just nodded, yet again.


  “I can’t wait for this weekend,” he beamed, pulling me to him and kissing me thoroughly.


  He opened the bathroom door and that’s when I heard the words that sent me hurtling back to reality, “Holden? Are you coming out of the women’s bathroom?” Jared asked.


  Holden looked back at me with fear filled eyes and motioned me to stay back.


  He slipped outside, making sure the door closed before Jared could see me.


  I ran to the door and locked it again, then pressed my ear against it.


  “Uh, yeah,” Holden answered.


  “Why?” Jared asked.


  “Why do you think?”


  “Jesus Christ Holden, can’t you keep it in your pants for five minutes?” Jared snapped. “What happened to the girl you’re all gaga for?”


  “Shut up,” Holden growled.


  “Oh, is she in there?” Jared inquired, shocked.


  “Let it go,” Holden snapped.


  “I want to meet her,” Jared insisted and I double-checked to make sure the door was, indeed, locked. I didn’t need my brother busting in here and figuring out what was going on between Holden and I.


  “Hell no,” Holden growled, and this time his voice was muffled, trying to lead Jared away from the bathroom.


  When Jared spoke, I couldn’t make out any of the words and breathed a sigh of relief.


  I took a deep breath and a smile lifted my lips. Jared had said Holden was gaga over me, which meant Holden had talked about me.


  I hated that hearing that made me feel all gooey inside, but I couldn’t help it.


  I stood in the bathroom, afraid to come out.


  My phone beeped from the counter, and I jumped, having forgotten I had put it there.


  It was a text from Holden.


  Coast is clear.


  I breathed a sigh of relief and escaped from the bathroom, running outside, and meeting Katy beside her car.


  She took one look at me and sighed. “I don’t even want to know what you’ve been up to.”


  I laughed. “No, you don’t.”


  As we pulled away from the gym, she muttered, “I really hope Jared doesn’t find out about you and Holden.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  If Jared found out, there was no telling what he’d do, but it would probably involve murder. Holden’s or mine, I wasn’t sure.
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  Karlie


  “Are you sure you’re going to be okay here all weekend by yourself?” Jared asked.


  “Yes,” I rolled my eyes. “I’ll be fine.”


  I wished Jared and Katy would just leave already. They were already running a half hour late, because Jared insisted on going over the What to do in an Emergency handbook. Honestly, he hadn’t been this protective of me in years. It was like since he knew I would be gone soon, he felt the need to shelter me while he still had the chance.


  “Don’t hesitate to call me-”


  “Jare,” I stared my brother down, “go. Stop worrying about me. I’m a big girl.”


  “I know,” his shoulders sagged, “and that’s what worries me.”


  “Y’all are already late. Go. I’m fine. I promise you. Enjoy your weekend together and win your fight,” I guided him to the door. Katy stood outside on the porch and I could tell she was getting impatient.


  “Jared,” she scolded, “Karlie is perfectly capable of spending two days by herself.”


  “Fine,” he grumbled, grabbing his suitcase. He turned back to me, “I’ll call you later to check in.”


  “Oh, no you won’t,” Katy scoffed. “Give the poor girl some space.” She pushed him towards his car.


  “Bye!” I yelled to their retreating figures, closing the door.


  I watched out the window to make sure they had left and then dashed upstairs to pack my bag.


  When I was finished packing, I texted Holden to pick me up.


  I made sure Mable had food and then waited by the door.


  When his truck pulled up, I dashed outside.


  “Excited to see me?” He grinned when I slipped inside.


  “I haven’t seen you all week. It’s been torture,” I confessed as he drove away.


  “I feel the same way, angel,” he reached for my hand. “Let’s make sure this is a weekend neither of us will ever forget.”


  ~***~


  Holden


  I pulled in front of the small ice cream shop.


  “I haven’t been here in forever,” Karlie’s brown eyes were wide. “I had completely forgotten about this place. We use to come here all the time when we were kids.”


  “They still have the best ice cream in all of Greenville,” I unbuckled my seatbelt.


  Karlie followed me inside, the bell above the door chiming behind us.


  The linoleum floors were peeling in places, the shop needed a good cleaning and some new paint, but there was just something about it that was comforting.


  The whirl of the freezer buzzed around us, an old guy with hardly any teeth left, stood behind the counter.


  “Do you know what you want?” I asked her as she perused the different choices.


  “Yeah,” she nodded.


  The old guy asked, “What can I get ya darlin’?”


  “I want a scoop of strawberry in a waffle cone.”


  “You got it,” he said, grabbing a scoop and cone. When he was done, he handed it to her and Karlie’s eyes lit up. Her small pink tongue flicked out to lick it and she moaned. If she kept making noises like that, we were going to have a problem.


  “You want anything?” The man asked me.


  “I’ll have a raspberry cone,” I replied.


  He handed me my cone and I paid him.


  There were table’s set up outside with umbrellas and that’s where I led Karlie.


  I pulled my sunglasses from where I had hung them on my shirt and put them on.


  “This is so good,” Karlie moaned. “It’s the best ice cream I’ve ever had.”


  “I know,” I replied, “it’s all homemade.”


  “I can’t believe you remembered this place. I haven’t been here since Jared and I were placed with Dan and Patsy,” she looked around in wonder.


  “Yeah,” I said sadly, thinking about how lucky they were to get placed with such good people. “The foster care center is just down the road there,” I pointed.


  She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I remember that. I remember them letting us ride our bikes around the basketball court. They were nice there.”


  “But it’s not the same as having a family,” I picked a piece of lint off of my shorts.


  “No, it’s definitely not the same.”


  I didn’t want to talk about our time in the foster care system anymore; it was a part of my life I didn’t like to think about.


  I grinned and held my ice cream cone towards her. “Wanna lick?”


  She made a face. “You’re so perverted.”


  “What?” I pretended to be surprised. “I’m just asking if you want to lick my ice cream cone, baby. It’s an innocent question.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Nothing innocent ever comes out of your mouth.”


  I grinned impishly. “Come on, take a lick.”


  Her eyes narrowed. She reached out with her free hand and wrapped it around mine, bringing my cone to her mouth. She swirled her tongue suggestively around the top of the ice cream. She pulled away and then proceeded to lick the excess off her lips.


  “Fuck,” I groaned. “That was hot.”


  She batted her eyes innocently. “I was just licking your ice cream cone, Holden. What’s so hot about that?”


  I closed my eyes, trying to think about something to get my hard on to go down.


  When I opened them, she was licking her ice cream cone, and waiting for my response.


  “If you keep sucking on that ice cream like that, I’m going to put you in my truck and fuck you until you can’t remember where you end and I begin.”


  She tilted her head. “Is that a promise, Holden? I really hope it is.”


  Shit. Getting ice cream had been a bad idea.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. This girl was really trying to kill me.


  I tossed my half-eaten cone in the trash and grabbed Karlie’s, tossing it in as well.


  “Hey!” She pouted.


  I grabbed her hand and pulled her across the street to my truck. “You don’t get to say stuff like that and not expect me to react. Get in,” I ordered, shoving her inside, my hand on her ass.


  She didn’t say a thing as I drove.


  I knew there was a park nearby and exactly where to park my truck so that we wouldn’t be seen.


  I pulled under the cover of the trees and killed the engine.


  Karlie’s eyes were wide. “Not here.”


  “No one will see,” I coaxed.


  “Holden, we’re in the middle of a park. Someone will see!”


  “Angel,” I growled, leaning over to kiss her neck, skimming my fingers over her collarbone, “if I thought someone would see, I would’ve driven straight back to my place.”


  She looked around at the trees hiding my truck. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she whispered.


  “That’s my, angel,” I smiled, pulling her onto my lap.


  I kissed her like my life depended on it, like her lips were the only thing holding me to the Earth.


  The temperature in the truck quickly rose.


  I had never been with a girl more than once… maybe I had fucked a couple of them twice, but I was usually too drunk to remember.


  Karlie and I had been together multiple times now, and I wasn’t bored like I normally was. Each time with her was better than the last. I craved her.


  Her small fingers tangled in my hair as she kissed down my neck.


  “First a bathroom and now your truck, what’s next?” She asked.


  “Hmm, I’ll have to think of something interesting,” I grinned, pulling her hips against mine, where she could feel the bulge of my erection.


  She moaned and undid my belt and zipper. She pulled my erection free and ran her hand up and down.


  I fumbled for a condom and ripped the packet open, sliding the latex down my length.


  “This is going to be fast and hard, are you ready?” I asked, silently thankful that she had worn a skirt. If someone did happen to wander by, they would think we were two teenagers in the middle of a heavy make-out session.


  She nodded.


  I ripped her panties off and tossed them to the floor of my truck.


  “I liked those!” She gasped.


  I grinned as I lowered her over me. “Well, they’re gone now, baby.”


  Pretty soon, her ripped panties were the last thing on her mind.


  I hadn’t had her since the day at the gym, a week ago, and I had never gone this long without sex since I started when I was thirteen.


  I devoured her mouth as I fucked her. I loved watching her come apart, hearing the sounds she made, and knowing that it was me that drove her this crazy.


  “You’re mine,” I growled in her ear as I pounded into her.


  “Yours,” she tugged at my hair, glassy eyes meeting mine, “always yours.”


  With her words, I growled and erupted inside her, thankfully she came too, or I would’ve felt like an even bigger douchebag if she hadn’t reached her release.


  She collapsed against me and I held her. Both of our chests rose and fell like we’d just run a marathon.


  “That was… intense,” she panted, her voice and body shaking.


  “It was,” I agreed.


  I lifted her off of me and placed her back on the passenger seat because if she stayed where she was, I’d be ready for round two in no time.


  I tucked myself back inside my shorts and stuffed the condom in my pocket.


  “You okay?” I asked, looking over at Karlie’s dazed expression.


  “Never better,” she smiled languidly.


  I started the truck. “Good, ‘cause you’re mine until Sunday afternoon and I plan on having you many times.”


  ~***~


  I led her into my apartment, grinning like an idiot, because she was mine for two days.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t really know what to do with her for that length of time… unless she let me chain her to my bed.


  My mind wandered at the thoughts I had conjured up. I shook my head to snap myself back to reality.


  Honestly though, I had never had a girlfriend, and Karlie wasn’t that, but I had never spent more than a few hours with a woman. After I got what I wanted, I was done. It may have made me a jerk, but I didn’t know any other way to be.


  I hadn’t made any plans for us this weekend. The only thing I had, had the forethought to do was stock my refrigerator and pantry with something other than eggs and Pop Tarts.


  “What do you want to do?” Karlie asked, twirling through my living room.


  I smiled at the sight. She was completely unaware of the different little dancing quirks she had; the way she would spin into a room or point her toes as she walked.


  I had always admired her dancing skills and dedication. When she danced, I could see her love for it, radiating from every pore in her body. She always glowed when she danced. I envied the way she made dancing look effortless, not many people could make something look that way, although I had often been told I made MMA look that way.


  Karlie jumped over the side of the couch and laid on its surface, her red hair fanning around her. My eyes traced every surface of her body. From her round brown eyes, to her pointed chin and nose, down her slender neck, to her breasts, over her stomach. Every inch of her was perfect in my eyes.


  “Are you just going to stare at me, Holden?” She raised a brow.


  “Just enjoying the view,” I smirked, looking her over again. “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered the last part and then enjoyed the sight of a blush stealing up her neck to her cheeks.


  “Play me a song,” she suggested.


  I snorted. “Because that went so well the first time.”


  “I promise not to say anything,” she sat up, crossing her legs, and her hair swishing around her shoulders. “You have such an incredible voice, Holden.”


  I paused for a moment and then grabbed my guitar from my bedroom before sitting next to Karlie on the couch.


  “Any requests?” I asked, positioning the guitar on my lap.


  She shook her head. “Play whatever you want.”


  I thought for a moment and then began to play.


  Karlie closed her eyes but they popped wide when I sang, “”Cause I can’t keep sleeping in your bed, if you keep messing with my head, before I slip under your sheets, can you give me something, please? I can’t keep touching you like this if it’s just temporary bliss.’”


  I wanted her to understand that I cared for her, as more than just my fuck buddy as she liked to call it. I would never be able to tell her that I loved her, because if I did, she’d just leave me like my mother had. I had learned a long time ago that to love someone was to give them the power to hurt you. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. I hoped that the lyrics of the song would convey that I wanted more than just sex with her. She needed to know that what I felt for her was real.


  I wasn’t about to explain my choice of song to her so before she could bombard me with five thousand questions, I moved onto the next song.


  It was a song that felt like the soundtrack to my life.


  “’When you feel my heat, look into my eyes, it’s where my demons hide, it’s where my demons hide. Don’t get too close, it’s dark inside, it’s where my demons hide, it’s where my demons hide.’”


  She needed to see that I cared about her, but that I was broken. There were things I had done in my past that I had pushed so far into the depths of my subconscious that when I thought about it, it was like someone else had done them. I hated remembering who I had once been. I hated who I was now. I hated how I had used girls, how I drank myself into oblivion, and I hated how I felt like I was pulling Karlie into my messed up world when she should stay far, far, far away.


  I played a couple more songs, just random ones, before sitting my guitar aside.


  I pulled her feet into my lap and began to massage the soles.


  “That feels amazing,” her eyes fluttered closed. She yawned and asked, “Any plans for the night?”


  “I was thinking we could go out,” I replied.


  “Where?” Her eyes opened and she raised a questioning brow.


  “I thought we could go to Crash,” I said.


  “The club?” She wrinkled her nose.


  “Yeah,” I shrugged. “I haven’t been in a long time, but ever since I saw the way you were dancing with Rodney, I’ve been dying to get you on a dance floor.”


  “You know that isn’t my typical style of dancing.”


  “I know, but you happen to be very good at it,” I tickled her foot lightly and she jerked it out of my grasp.


  “I take it the dancing did the trick then.” She grinned and the two dimples in her cheeks popped out.


  “You know it did. You don’t play fair,” I grabbed her foot again and went back to massaging it.


  “I just wanted you to notice me,” she confessed softly, “that’s what I’ve always wanted.”


  I stared into her eyes, pleading with her to see the depths of my emotions behind them.


  “I’ve always noticed you, Karlie. That’s the problem.”


  The air rushed in and out of her lungs.


  “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, until you get it through your thick skull,” I smiled so she’d know I wasn’t mad, “that I’m attracted to you, and have been for years. I’ve wanted you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone else. And it’s not just because you’re hot, which you are,” I tickled her behind her knee, “it’s because you’re you, Karlie. You’re so unbelievably incredible. Any sane guy would be crazy not to be attracted to you.”


  I had often asked myself if the reason I felt the way I did towards Karlie was because we had grown up together. Karlie and Jared were the only constants in my fucked up childhood after I was taken from my dad by child services. Karlie knew me, definitely not all of me, but most of who I was and what I had been, and she didn’t look down on me for it. She treated me like I was any other guy… even if in recent years we had butted heads. I knew that was because we tried to avoid our attraction to each other. Karlie thought she was so good at hiding her feelings for me but they were written plainly on her face for the world to see and I secretly loved that.


  But I knew none of those were the reasons I was falling for her, it was just her. It was her smile, her laugh, even her smell, and the dedication she possessed. I loved how Karlie didn’t give up, even on me. After the day I grabbed her and shoved her against the wall when she fled my apartment, I suspected I would never hear from her again. But she stayed. She fought for… whatever this was we had. I was beginning to realize that I wanted her for longer than just the summer but I wouldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let her throw her future away for me. She deserved someone so much better than me, and even though it would hurt, when she went off to New York City, I knew she would find him. And I hoped to God, he would love her more than I ever could.


  “So,” I continued, “Are you okay with that?”


  “Yeah, I guess,” she said reluctantly.


  “Don’t worry, I won’t leave your side. No one will bother you,” I promised. “And if anyone offers you a drink, don’t take it,” I warned.


  She sat up and straddled my lap. She ran a finger down my neck to the exposed skin above my shirt.


  “I’ve never been to a club before,” she whispered.


  “Good,” I kissed her chin, “another first you’ll experience with me.”
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  Holden


  The bouncer let us through the door and I held on tight to Karlie so that I didn’t lose her in the crowd. It had been a long time since I had been here, one of the last times was two years ago, the night Jared met Katy. I had to listen to him go on and on about her, all night, well at least until I found a hot blonde-or was she a red head-to get lost in.


  The music was loud and the place smelled like sweat, the lights pulsing in different colors.


  I was starting to wonder why I had brought Karlie here, of all places, and why I had even liked it once.


  I also had a feeling that if I convinced Karlie to dance with me, I wouldn’t like the way the other guys looked at her.


  I saw some of them watching her, as we strolled through the crowd, while she was firmly plastered to my side.


  I would probably want to murder someone before we got out of here. With the outfit Karlie was wearing, she was bound to draw attention. A slinky black skirt barely covered her ass and the black top she wore showed off her stomach and cleavage.


  “Want a drink?” I asked her.


  “Huh?”


  I leaned down closer to her ear and repeated the question.


  “Oh-uh-I don’t think so,” she shook her head.


  I shrugged and led her to the bar anyway. I motioned the bartender towards me and ordered a beer.


  “Are you sure you don’t want anything?” I asked.


  “I’m sure,” she replied, swaying to the beat of the song.


  I took the beer and left the money on the counter.


  I led Karlie to the edge of the dance floor and held her against my chest. When every last drop was gone a light buzz was left behind, not enough to make me feel clouded, but enough to make me feel loosened up. I tossed the glass bottle in a trashcan and shouted to be heard, “Let’s dance.”


  Karlie’s hand was slightly clammy in mine but I didn’t mind it.


  I led her through the crowd and then pulled her back against my chest. I ran my hands down her bare thighs and then up to the edge of her skirt.


  “Just move to the beat, baby,” I growled in her ear. “Just feel the music.”


  I knew it wouldn’t be long until the dancer in her kicked in, so I stood stock-still and waited for her to start to move.


  Her hips started to move slowly at first until they sped up to match the music.


  Her arms snaked up to wrap around my neck, pressing her ass into my crotch even more, and said, “You know, I’m not very good at this kind of dancing.”


  My boner begged to differ.


  “Trust me,” I yelled to be heard above the music, “you’re very good at this.” I pushed my hips against her backside and grinned when she gasped. “You also seemed to know what you were doing the night of that party.”


  A small smile graced her pouty pink lips and her eyes fluttered closed, revealing a sparkly silver eye shadow. “That was because I was trying to get this one guy’s attention.”


  “Oh, really?” I caught her earlobe between my teeth and nibbled.


  “Yeah,” she panted and her eyes opened. “If the dancing didn’t work, I would have taken my shirt off.”


  My hands dug into the bare skin of her stomach.


  “I’m sure this guy you’re talking about noticed you long before you started the provocative dancing,” I muttered.


  “No, he was too busy shoving his tongue down some girl’s throat,” she thrust her backside against me.


  “The guy must be an idiot,” I laughed.


  She smiled wider, liking the game we were playing.


  “No, not an idiot. Just stubborn.”


  “Well, I’m glad he finally saw the light,” I kissed the delicate skin of her neck.


  “Me too,” she leaned her head against my chest. “We have a lot of fun together.”


  After that, our conversation ceased. It was just us, the music, and the way our bodies were moving.


  My hands ran up and down her body, luxuriating in the feel of her. Her skin was so silky soft and she always smelled so good. I loved feeling her pressed against me like this and knowing that she was mine.


  I felt Karlie stiffen in my arms and opened my eyes to see some dude trying to pull her away from me.


  What the fuck?


  “Hey!” I shouted. “What are you doing?”


  The guy was clearly wasted but that didn’t matter to me. He was groping on my girl and that was unacceptable.


  “Just dancin’,” He slurred and tugged on Karlie’s arm again.


  She looked back at me with startled eyes.


  “Can you let my girl go,” I glared at him.


  “You’re girl? This beauty is mine,” his glassy eyes raked over Karlie before they settled on her breasts. He tugged her against his side and I let go of her so that I didn’t hurt her, but shit was about to hit the fan. I readied myself to punch the idiot, but I was too scared that I might hurt Karlie in the process.


  Karlie looked like she was about to cry, especially when the fucker tried to kiss her. A fire bubbled up in Karlie and she clawed at his face. He let her go and I saw that scratch marks covered his face.


  I was proud of Karlie for fighting him, but I still couldn’t stop myself from punching him in the face.


  He fell to the floor and the people around us began to scatter.


  My temper was flaring and I sunk to ground, punching him over and over and over again.


  Nobody touched my angel and expected to get away with it.


  His blood covered my knuckles but I kept hitting him.


  I heard Karlie calling my name, but nothing was snapping me out of my rage.


  I felt arms close around me and pull me away. I fought them but since they were two huge bouncers, even a professional fighter like me, didn’t stand a chance against their mammoth size.


  They deposited me outside on the sidewalk like a piece of trash. I heard sirens in the distance and knew I needed to get out of here. I stood up and dusted my jeans off, looking around for Karlie. I spotted her a few feet from me. The look on her face froze me.


  She was disgusted by me.


  She shook her head and wiped her tear-streaked face before heading down the street to where my truck was parked.


  Pain shot through my body, not the physical kind, but a pain at knowing she was afraid of me. I didn’t want that. I was protecting her. Didn’t she know that?


  I ran my fingers through my hair and followed after her.


  This was not what I wanted to happen this weekend.


  I unlocked my truck and Karlie climbed inside, refusing to glance at me.


  Not being able to stand the silence for another second, I inquired, “What did I do?”


  Her head snapped towards me and her hair stood on end. “Really? Really, Holden? The fact that you even have to ask is answer enough.” She went back to glaring out the window.


  “I was protecting you!” I yelled and slammed my hand against the steering wheel.


  “I had it taken care of! You didn’t need to beat the poor guy into oblivion!” She screamed back at me.


  “He touched you! What was I supposed to do!?”


  “I don’t know! Maybe not act like a complete lunatic! I thought you were going to kill him!”


  “I wouldn’t have-”


  “You probably would have if the bouncers hadn’t pulled you off of him! The guy was drunk, Holden! That doesn’t excuse his behavior, but did you really have to turn into-”


  “Turn into what?!” I shouted.


  “A monster!”


  I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment and turned my truck off. We both just sat there, not saying a word, our breaths filling the silence.


  With tears lacing her words, Karlie whimpered, “I’ve never seen you like that before. You scared me… I thought I had lost you. There was this look in your eyes and it was like you were void of emotion.”


  “Karlie-”


  She shook her head. “I just want to pretend it didn’t happen.”


  “I don’t-”


  She shook her head again and got out of the truck, leaving me with no choice but to follow her.


  She stood a few feet behind me as I opened the door.


  When it was open, she scurried past me, careful not to make contact.


  I sighed and angrily ran my fingers through my hair.


  “Do you want me to take you home?” I asked softly, desperately praying that her answer would be no.


  She turned around and her wide brown eyes met mine. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about asking you to take me home, but no, that’s not what I want.”


  I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.


  In just a few short weeks, this girl had changed the way I thought. I never would have thought I would be this worked up over a girl leaving me… or even wanting one to spend the night with me.


  “Good,” I sighed, rocking on my heels. “How about I run a bath?” I pointed towards the bathroom. “The tub might be small, but it’s functional,” I grinned, hoping to lighten the mood.


  “That would be nice,” she smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. I was angry with myself for scaring her.


  I smiled sadly and ducked inside the bathroom, closing the door behind me.


  I stood there for a moment, fuming. I threw my fist into the wall, denting the drywall. It was a small apartment with thin walls, so I wasn’t surprised when I heard Karlie’s startled gasp.


  I pulled at the ends of my hair and breathed in and out. I was only scaring her further and I wasn’t even in the same room as her.


  I started counting backwards from one hundred. When I was sure I was calm, I started the bath water. I didn’t have bubbles so I added a squirt of my shampoo and hoped that did the trick.


  It didn’t take long for the small bathtub to fill up. I turned the water off and called for Karlie. There was still a sadness lingering around her and I wanted to erase it. I didn’t ever want to be the reason for her tears. I only wanted to make her happy in the short time we had left. I didn’t want to fuck everything up.


  We just stared at each other for a moment. My eyes traced over her, memorizing every curve and freckle that my eye could see. When I had taken her in, clothed, I reached out and removed her barely-there shirt. I unsnapped her bra and bent to my knees to kiss her stomach. Her fingers tangled in my hair and she let out a small moan. I stayed there; my lips pressed against her silky skin, absorbing her warmth.


  I slowly removed her skirt and underwear, letting the fabric pool on the floor with the rest of her clothes.


  I helped her into the bathtub before removing my own clothes.


  “Holden,” she grumbled when I climbed in behind her, the water sloshing over the sides. “We’re making a mess.”


  “I’ll clean it up,” I whispered, pressing my lips against her ear. “Just relax.”


  She let out a soft sigh and did as I said, her body melting against mine.


  I grabbed my soap and lathered it in my hands before massaging her shoulders.


  “This feels like heaven,” she breathed.


  “I’m glad,” I whispered.


  “Even if you are just trying to make up for earlier,” she turned her head to smile at me, even more water sloshed over the sides.


  “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” I skimmed my fingers down her neck and she shivered despite the warm water.


  “Everyone loses their temper now and then,” she shrugged. I hated that she was making excuses for my behavior.


  “Not like I do,” I leaned back against the tile and pulled her with me, my arms resting against her stomach.


  “I know you think… actually it’s impossible to know what you think, but Holden, you’re a good person.”


  “I’m glad someone thinks so,” I buried my face against the side of her neck and inhaled her delicious cherry scent.


  “Lots of people think you’re a good person. You’re the only one that can’t see it.”


  “You can’t see something if it’s not there,” I sighed, closing my eyes.


  “If you’re blinded by your own stupidity, there’s a lot you can’t see, even when it’s right in front of you,” she whispered softly.


  I chuckled. “Thanks for the words of wisdom.”


  “Anytime,” she chimed and I instinctively knew that she was smiling.


  I tucked her hair behind her ear and then kissed it. “The water’s getting cold,” I said.


  “I don’t want to move,” she protested.


  “We’re turning into prunes,” I held my wrinkled hands in front of her face.


  She turned her head to pout at me and I couldn’t help myself from taking that lip between my own and nibbling on it.


  She moaned, her eyes fluttering closed, and breathed, “Okay, I think I’m done with the bath.”


  I chuckled. “I should kiss you more often. It helps me get my way.”


  “What can I say? Your lips are magical.”


  I laughed, throwing my head back.


  “And now, you’re just trying to get some action,” I stood, lifting her in my arms, the water dripping off of us.


  I stepped out and dried my feet so I didn’t fall with her in my arms, and carried out of the bathroom and into my room. I laid her on the bed and covered her body with mine. I stared into her wide brown eyes, wondering how I had possibly convinced her to spend the summer with me. I wondered what she saw in me that made her trust me. I wondered what made her decide I was the guy to take her virginity. Honestly, when it came to Karlie there were a lot of things that I wondered.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” She asked, her chest rising and falling, and her sweet pink tongue flicking out to lick her plump pink lips.


  “Because I can,” I murmured, watching fascinated as Goosebumps broke out across her skin. “Cold?”


  “Yeah,” she nodded, “do you want to warm me up?”


  I grinned at her words. I wanted that more than anything, but after what had happened earlier I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. I may be a douchebag-sex-crazed-fiend, like I had once been told, but that didn’t stop me from having a conscience… okay, maybe I only had a conscience, sometimes, but now was one of those times.


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I confessed, looking down at her, nose to nose.


  “Why?” She asked, her nose crinkling at the corners.


  “Well,” I chuckled humorlessly, “you were mad at me.”


  “Annnd,” she drew the word out, wrapping her arms around my neck and tugging lightly on my hair, “I’m not now.”


  “No,” I shook my head, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” But my cock had a mind of its own, growing hard at the promising tone in her voice.


  Her eyes flicked down to where my dick was swelling against her. Fucking traitor.


  “Really? It looks like your other head disagrees.”


  I cursed. “I won’t, Karlie.” I shook my head. “It’s not going to happen.”


  “Holden,” she glared up at me, and dammit if my dick didn’t twitch with that defiant little twinkle in her eyes. “Now’s not the time to be noble.”


  “No,” I shook my head, and grabbed her wandering hands, clasping them tightly in my own. “I don’t want everything between us to just be about sex.”


  I startled at my own words, eyes going wide. Isn’t that what this had been about? Just sex, nothing more. So, what had changed?


  Then I realized; nothing had changed. It was Karlie. I could never just have sex with Karlie. We had history. We had grown up together and I had lusted from afar for two years, maybe even longer. She was so much more than a fling. She was everything to me.


  Did I love her?


  No. I was incapable of loving.


  But I knew what I felt came as close to it as anything I would ever feel.


  I pulled the covers back and over us, pulling Karlie against me. I had never been more content in my life than I was in this moment, holding the girl that meant the world to me.
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  Karlie


  To say I was shocked by what Holden had said was an understatement. I was completely flabbergasted and at a loss for words. Hadn’t that been what his proposition had been about? Just sex, nothing more?


  I was so confused now, because I had been trying so hard to keep my emotions in check, and not fall for him. But if Holden wanted more than sex between us, did that mean he wanted more? Like, an actual relationship?


  Ugh, men were so confusing.


  I had no idea how I was ever going to go to sleep.


  Not to mention, I was still a little upset over what happened at the club. I knew Holden was only trying to protect me, but he had taken it too far by beating that poor guy until he was unconscious. One punch would’ve been enough, but he just wouldn’t stop. I had seen Holden lose his temper a lot over the years, and each time it was like he became someone else, he was so consumed by his rage. I knew that when he snapped like that, his anger from over the years bubbled to the surface and he took things farther than they needed to go. But even though I understood him, it didn’t mean I was okay with it.


  Holden threw his arm across my bare stomach so that my body was plastered against his. I was pretty sure that I couldn’t move if my life depended on it. He was completely out of it, his breath stirring the hair against my neck.


  I closed my eyes and started counting sheep.


  When that didn’t work, I started coming up with boy and girl names for each letter of the Alphabet.


  I finished going through names and sleep was still far away.


  It was going to be a long night, because despite my best efforts, I kept repeating what Holden had said in my head and remembering the different man that had taken over in the club.


  Who was the real Holden Marks?


  ~***~


  “Happy Saturday, angel,” Holden grinned, leaning over me.


  I rubbed my eyes and peered up at him. “Well, aren’t you chipper?”


  “What can I say? I woke up with this really hot girl in my bed. It put me in a good mood,” he winked.


  “Oh really?” I asked, stretching, the sheet falling down my chest. I grabbed at the white fabric, pulling it up to cover my breasts, and my cheeks coloring an unhealthy shade of red. I had forgotten that we’d gotten in bed straight from the bath with no clothes.


  “Don’t be embarrassed,” Holden leaned down and kissed my cheek. He pulled away and smiled. “Get dressed. We’re going out.”


  “Where?” I raised a skeptical brow.


  “Ah,” he tapped my nose with his finger. I didn’t like that. It made me feel like I was a child and he was scolding me. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  “Don’t question me, angel,” he grinned, and left the room.


  I ran my fingers through my ratty hair. He was driving me nuts.


  ~***~


  After I was showered and dressed, Holden dragged me from his apartment and forced me into his truck. I think he was afraid I might make a run for it.


  I decided not to ask where we were going, again, because Holden got way too much enjoyment out of torturing me.


  I was still haunted by the words he had spoken last night, but this morning he acted as if he hadn’t said anything… Well, he still wouldn’t have sex with me, not that I tried to initiate anything, but I would’ve thought with this being ‘our weekend’ he would want to. I kept expecting him to grab me and fuck my brains out against the wall. But no. Nothing. Holden was being extremely well behaved. So, maybe he did mean what he had said the night before.


  It was time that I just enjoyed the ride and stopped questioning everything when it came to him.


  I sat back against the truck seat and looked over at Holden.


  “I really hope this grand scheme you have up your sleeve involves breakfast, because I’m starving.”


  “Don’t worry, Karls, breakfast is the first thing on my agenda before the real fun begins.”


  And now I was scared.


  Holden pulled into the parking lot of a small diner that had definitely seen better days.


  “Are you sure this place has passed the health code?” I asked, looking at the moldy exterior.


  “I’m sure,” Holden rolled his eyes. “Can you not be a girl and freak out over these things?”


  I smirked. “I thought you liked the fact that I was a girl.”


  “Oh, baby, I do,” his fingers barely grazed my leg. “Maybe I should reword that to, can you not act like a girl?”


  “You betcha,” I drawled and then spit out the window. “Is that… un-girly enough for you?”


  Holden grinned, tilting his head. “You’ll do.”


  He hopped out of the truck and I was left to follow him, which I did of course, because for some reason I would follow that man to the ends of the Earth.


  Holden held the door open for me and then swung around me and quirked his finger for me to follow him to a booth.


  The floors had definitely seen better days. They were tile, but had absolutely no shine to them and were missing altogether in some places.


  The booths weren’t in much better shape. The black leather was faded and ripped in places, the stuffing falling onto the floor.


  Don’t be a girl, Karlie. You can do this.


  I sat down delicately on the booth, tempted to cover the seat with a napkin, like one would cover a public toilet with toilet paper.


  “I know the place isn’t a looker,” Holden explained, not even bothering to pick up a menu. “But their food is fantastic.”


  “You’ve been here a lot?”


  “Many times,” he said and then a genuine smile spread across his face. “Hey Frank, is Janie here?”


  “She’s in the kitchen. You can bet she’ll be out here in a heartbeat when she finds out her favorite person is here.”


  A burly man with gray hair and a beard, appeared in front of us.


  “Hello, little lady,” he grinned at me. “Is this your girl?” He asked Holden.


  His smile faltered but Holden answered, “This is Karlie.”


  “Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” I said, shaking Frank’s outstretched hand.


  Frank leaned down so we were on eye level. “This one is trouble,” he pointed to Holden, “I hope you can keep him in line.”


  “I’ll try,” I smiled.


  Frank stood up straight and said, “I know Goldilocks here wants the same thing he always gets, but what about you?”


  “Oh-uh-can you give me a minute?” I asked.


  “Sure, sweetie. Let me bring y’all some fresh squeezed orange juice,” he tapped the table with his hand before walking away.


  “What’s good here?” I asked Holden.


  He leaned forward, clasping his hands together and resting his elbows on the table. “Everything.”


  “Really?” I questioned. “It sounded like you always get the same thing.”


  “I do and it’s delicious so I know everything else must be too.”


  I shook my head and read over the menu.


  When Frank returned with the orange juice, I ordered a fruit plate with scrambled eggs.


  “That’s it?” Holden looked at me like I was crazy. “That’s bird food.”


  I shrugged. “With ballet I have to watch what I eat. I can’t indulge all the time, and I’ve been really bad lately.”


  Holden made a face like he’d just sucked on a sour grape.


  “Don’t worry,” I rolled my eyes at him. “I like fruit and eggs… and occasionally a cheeseburger.”


  He chuckled. “You really do know how to put away a burger. I don’t know where it goes,” he pointedly looked at my flat stomach.


  I opened my mouth to reply when a loud shriek filled the small diner. I turned to see a gray haired lady running our way. She was short with a small pouch for a belly. Her wild, curly, hair was falling out of its bun as she jogged towards our table.


  “Janie!” Holden cried, climbing out of the booth to hug the woman.


  “It’s been too long,” she exclaimed, patting his back and then stepping up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.


  “I’m sorry,” Holden grumbled like he was being scolded by his mother.


  “You should be,” she stepped back. “You need to visit me more often. It makes me feel loved.” Her eyes flicked in my direction and a wide smile lit her face. “Well, well, well, I think I know why you’ve been absent from my diner. Finally found you a lady, huh?”


  Holden shook his head. “This is Karlie. My-uh-well-”


  “Friend,” I supplied.


  “Oh please,” she rolled her eyes. “If you’re just friends, then I’m twenty years old, and I can assure you I ain’t been twenty for a long time.”


  Holden chuckled and I said, “It’s complicated.”


  Janie smiled at me before turning to Holden. “She’s a good one, don’t let her get away.”


  “Janie,” he groaned.


  “Listen to me boy,” she pointed a finger at him, before patting his cheek, actually, it was more like a smack. “I’m going to check on y’all’s food,” she waddled away.


  Holden sat back down and shook his head.


  “How long have you known them?” I asked.


  “Ten or eleven years now.” Holden ran his fingers through his hair. “They act like surrogate parents or something. I bet you wouldn’t believe me if I said I’ve never seen them outside this place.”


  “They’re both really nice,” I took a sip of orange juice.


  “They’re great,” he sighed. “They’ve never looked at me like the fuck up that I am.”


  “You’re not a fuck up, Holden,” I shook my head.


  “Then what am I?” He tilted his head, waiting for my reply.


  “Lost,” I said. “You’re just very lost.”


  He smirked and fiddled with the paper wrapper from his straw. “If I’m lost, how do you propose I find my way back?”


  I shrugged. “That’s for you to decide. I can’t help you with that.”


  “Fair enough,” he sat back so that Janie could put the plates down. “Thanks Janie,” he smiled.


  “Yes, thank you,” I smiled up at her.


  “Y’all just holler if you need anything,” she called over her shoulder as she strolled away.


  “Will do,” Holden nodded, already tearing into his waffle and chewing on a piece of bacon.


  “And I thought I was hungry,” I mumbled, watching him devour his food as I popped a grape in my mouth.


  “I’m always hungry,” he looked at me like I was crazy for not knowing that.


  Even though Holden had more food than I did, he finished eating first.


  “You ready to go?” He asked, standing up and pulling out his wallet.


  I swallowed my last bite of egg. “Yeah,” I nodded, wiping my mouth.


  He went up the register to pay the bill and hugged Frank and Janie.


  I was waiting awkwardly by the door while they said goodbye. I was surprised when they both followed Holden to the door and wanted to hug me too.


  “You come back now,” Janie beamed, patting my cheek as she pulled away.


  I nodded, because it would have been rude to tell her that I didn’t think I’d be back. Holden and I would be over soon.


  I got in the truck, curious as to where we would be heading.


  A satisfied smirk had settled on his lips as he drove.


  I was shocked when he pulled into my dance studio’s parking lot.


  “What are we doing here?” I asked.


  He grinned mischievously, just like a little boy. “I wanted to do something special for you, and I kept thinking and thinking. I know ballet is your favorite thing to do and that you just love dancing in general, so for today, you’re my teacher.”


  “What?” I gasped, completely flabbergasted.


  “I want you to teach me how to dance,” he beamed.


  I tried to stifle my laugh at the thought of Holden dancing.


  “What? Are you not up for the challenge?” He tilted his head and narrowed his blue eyes.


  “Oh, I’m up for it,” I climbed out of the truck. “This is gonna be fun.”


  The studio was open today so I didn’t have to dig out my key.


  When I opened the door I saw Izzy and waved before jogging up the steps, Holden at my heels.


  I led him into the studio room and closed the door.


  “I hope you’re ready,” I challenged, kicking off my shoes and motioning for him to do the same.


  “Oh, baby, I was born ready,” he chuckled.


  “We’ll see,” I turned to the bar. “We have to stretch first.”


  I lifted my leg onto the bar and stretched my arms over my head to reach my toes. The fact that I wasn’t wearing proper clothes made it more difficult.


  “What are you waiting for?” I looked over my shoulder at Holden.


  He was just standing there with his jaw hanging open and his eyes bugged out. He pointed at me and stuttered, “You want me to do that?”


  “Uh, yeah,” I laughed. “Dancing requires you to use your muscles, if you don’t stretch, you’ll cramp.”


  “There’s no way I can contort my body like that,” he shook his head.


  I narrowed my eyes. “Rodney does it.”


  “Fuck,” he threw his head back and then stomped forward. He lifted his leg onto the bar and it vibrated with the sudden impact.


  “Gentle, Holden. I don’t need you breaking anything.”


  “Sorry,” he mumbled, trying to reach his toes. “Fuck, this isn’t working,” he inched his fingers down his calf, desperately trying to reach his toes.


  I let my leg drop to the floor and then began to stretch the other. “And here I thought your boxing might help you.”


  “Obviously not,” his face turned red as he strained.


  I laughed. “You’re doing good enough, switch and do the other now.”


  “I have to do both!”


  “Of course,” I laughed, stepping away from the bar while he finished.


  He stretched his left leg and then let it fall. “Please, tell me that’s all the stretching.”


  “Not even close,” I laughed, sitting on the floor and stretching my torso out over my body and gripping my feet.


  “There’s no way my body is going to do that,” he snorted.


  “Just try,” I laughed.


  I looked up to see him struggling, yet again.


  “I’m really beginning to think that this was a bad idea,” he grumbled. I went into a butterfly stretch and Holden sighed in relief, “That doesn’t look too hard.” He mimicked my position and then exclaimed, “Fuck! This one’s the hardest!” He lost his balance and rolled to his side.


  I busted out laughing, the ugly kind of laughter that has you snorting and tears running down your cheeks.


  Holden lay flat on his back and stared up at the ceiling. “This is the worst idea I’ve ever had. You’re going to kill me before this is over.”


  “Come on, get up,” I reached down for his hand. “It won’t be that bad. I’ll take it easy on you. I just wish you had some tights.”


  “Don’t even think about it,” he narrowed his eyes warningly.


  “You have nothing to worry about,” I reassured him, moving into position. “Are you ready?”


  “For what?”


  “To learn how to dance,” I laughed.


  “Aren’t we supposed to be, I don’t know, touching or something?” He asked.


  “In time,” I smiled. “If you’re a good boy, we’ll get to that part.”


  “You know, when I thought of asking you to teach me how to dance, it was a lot sexier in my head,” he smirked.


  “I’m sure it was that’s why we’re taking baby steps. Let’s start with a plié,” I said, lining my arms and legs into position.


  Holden mimicked my position and asked, “Now what?”


  “Draw your arm out like this,” I showed him, “heels together, and bend your legs.”


  He bent down and muttered, “I can just feel the masculinity draining out of my body.”


  I smacked his arm. “You’re ridiculous.”


  “It’s the truth!”


  “There are plenty of male dancers,” I argued, “and think about it, they’re with girls, all the time, whereas you spend your time in a gym with a bunch of other guys.”


  Holden grinned goofily. “I think I’m switching from MMA to dancing. All those girls in those tight leotards,” he chuckled.


  I smacked him again.


  “Okay, there’s only one girl I would be looking at,” he wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed me as I melted against him.


  I pulled away from his embrace and muttered, “We really should be dancing.”


  “And maybe I would rather admire your mouth,” his lips quirked at the corners.


  “How can you admire my mouth when yours is plastered against it?”


  “Because, angel, sometimes to truly appreciate things you have to get up close and personal.”


  “And sometimes,” I pushed him away, “a little distance can do some good.”


  He put his hand over his chest and groaned. “Oh, you wound me. And here I thought you said my lips were magical.”


  I shook my head and huffed, “Let’s get down to business.”


  He rubbed his hands together. “Is this the part where I get to touch you?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Holden. You act like you’ve never touched me before.”


  I took his right hand and placed it on my waist and took his left hand in mine.


  “I’ll keep this simple,” I told him, before rattling off the steps.


  He looked at me dumbfounded. “What was that?”


  I laughed and then repeated the steps.


  “I think I’ve got it,” he mumbled, taking a step back and then to the side. He was supposed to take another step to the side but instead went forward. We fell down onto the floor, a tangle of limbs.


  “Ow,” I whined, rubbing the back of my head.


  “I’m so sorry,” Holden said, straddling me and reaching around to probe the back of my head. “You’re going to get a nasty bump there.”


  “I’ve had worse,” I grumbled. “I need-”


  The door to the studio came open and Izzy popped her head in. “Are you okay? I heard a bang.”


  “Just fell,” I explained. “This is Holden,” I pointed to the massive man still sitting on me. “And Holden, this is Izzy.”


  “Nice to meet you,” he waved.


  Izzy narrowed her eyes and said, “Uhmm.”


  The door closed behind her and I looked up at Holden before bursting into laughter.


  “I don’t think she likes me,” his brows furrowed together. “That shouldn’t be possible. Women love me.”


  “Apparently not Izzy. I think she’s still hoping that Rodney and I will get married and pop out a bunch of kids with dance skills.”


  Holden growled.


  I reached up and cupped his cheek in my hand. “Why do you hate him so much?”


  He leaned into my touch, kissing the side of my hand. “Because, for years he’s been your friend. He could touch you when I couldn’t. He was there for you, when I couldn’t be. I hate that he’s made you laugh, taken you places, and made you happy, when I’m always screwing up. I hate that he’s better than me.”


  “He’s not better than you,” I whispered.


  “He is. It’s not that difficult for someone to be better than me.”


  I wanted to say more but my head was pounding and Holden was still on top of me, cutting off my circulation.


  “I need an icepack,” I voiced and he immediately moved off of me.


  “I can get one for you if you tell me where I need to go.” Holden glanced around the room like one was going to magically appear.


  I shook my head. “And have Izzy castrate you? I don’t think so,” I grinned.


  “Oh, right,” he sighed.


  “I’ll be right back,” I told him as I left the room and headed into the lounge. I opened the freezer and grabbed one of the many icepacks stocked there and wrapped it in a cloth.


  I pressed it lightly against the back of my head and sighed in relief. That was much better.


  “You know,” I began as I walked back into the room, and Holden turned from the window to face me, “I thought boxers were supposed to have rhythm, and you sir, are majorly lacking in the rhythm department.”


  He chuckled. “Maybe I lost my footing because I was too busy looking into my partner’s incredible brown eyes.”


  “Nice try,” I smiled, “but you were looking at the floor, not my in my eyes.”


  “I think it’s just that you make me nervous,” he grabbed my waist and pressed his face against my neck, his lips skimming the sensitive skin there. “Because you do, make me nervous, that is, and that’s something no other woman has ever made me feel. I’m always afraid of messing things up around you.”


  I wrapped my arms around his neck and forced him to look into my eyes. “You should spend less time worrying about messing everything up and spend it living in the moment instead, because every minute we spend together is something to treasure.”


  “You’re right,” he pressed his forehead against mine. A sigh escaped his lips and he murmured, “I want so much more with you.” His hand skimmed up neck and came to rest on my jaw. “I want everything with you but it can’t happen. I’ll just end up fucking up and Jared-”


  I put my hand over his, and with tears clogging my throat I whispered, “I know, Holden. Believe me, I know.”


  Holden promised me no emotions and no hearts broken, but that was impossible. You can’t just turn off the way you feel and with the summer almost over, it wouldn’t be long until he broke my heart, because I was irrevocably in love with him. The words were on the tip of my tongue, it would be so easy to tell him that I loved him, but I knew Holden, and I knew that he would go running from me. Selfishly, I wanted these last few weeks with him, even if they broke me completely.


  I also knew, that no matter what I wanted, we could never be. There were too many obstacles standing between us, and Jared wasn’t even the biggest problem. Holden was the biggest problem in our way, because when things got too difficult for him, he gave up. He would give up on us, because it was what he did. He couldn’t help who he was.


  He held me to him; his fingers tangled in my hair, and said, “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  I believed him.
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  Holden


  I had plans for us after the dancing, but as I held her, I knew there was only one thing I wanted to do and that was to get her home and into my bed so I could worship every centimeter of her body. I wouldn’t leave a single piece of skin bare of my kisses. I wanted to make love to her and that was something I had never done.


  I opened the door to my apartment and ushered her inside. I swept her legs out from under her and kicked the door closed.


  It felt like it took forever to make it to my bed, when really it was only seconds. I gently laid her down and covered her body with mine; kissing her with everything I had, trying to get her to feel what I couldn’t say and couldn’t even admit to myself.


  She tugged at my shirt and I pushed her hands away. I wanted to take this as slow as humanly possible. I wanted to memorize every curve of her body, every freckle, every sound she made. I didn’t want this to be like the other times. I wanted this to be special, because that’s what Karlie deserved.


  I skimmed my fingers down the bare skin of her arms and delighted at the shiver that rocked her body.


  “Holden-”


  “Shh,” I pressed a finger against her plump pouty lips. “Just feel.”


  She nodded and I let my finger fall off her lip, to her chin, before it skimmed down her neck to settle into the curve of her breasts.


  I bent my head so that I could whisper in her ear. “Do you have any idea just how beautiful you are? How much you affect me?”


  She shook her head.


  “Well, you are. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And, angel, the affect you have on me scares the shit out of me but I wouldn’t change it for anything. When you walk into a room I know you’re there, even if I don’t see you, I can feel you. I always have.” I cupped her cheek in my hand, my thumb on her delectable bottom lip that I was itching to kiss.


  “Why are you telling me this?” She asked, a slight shudder to her body.


  “Because, you need to understand that this isn’t one sided.” I closed my eyes. “What I feel for you goes deeper than anything I’ve ever experienced and it scares me. I’ve never been scared before.”


  “You’re not allowed to say things like that,” her expression was pained like I had stabbed her through the heart.


  “Why?”


  “Because,” she squished her eyes closed, “we both know our relationship is a ticking time bomb. When you say things like that, it’s going to make it even harder on me when this ends. Please, don’t make it harder on me, Holden,” her eyes popped open and they were full of sadness.


  “Karlie,” I kissed her forehead. “It’s going to be hard on both of us, no matter what. But when this is over, I never want you to question my intentions or to think I was just using you. You hold a piece of me I never thought I could give anyone. You’re special to me. Never doubt that. You’re so much more than just another girl,” I whispered. “You’re my angel.”


  She nodded. “Please, just stop talking,” she grasped my cheeks in her small hands and sought my lips with her own.


  ~***~


  We were both slow and cautious after that. Slowly skimming hands, soft kiss, and sweet caresses. I never knew sex could be like this. I truly was making love to Karlie. Despite the pleasure, there was a sadness that clung to us.


  I palmed her breasts and kissed her deeply as I slowly rocked my body in and out of hers.


  I kissed down the curve of her neck and then up to the spot behind her ear. She made a small noise and I smiled in satisfaction.


  I reached down and rubbed her sensitive nub with a thumb. She gasped arching her back and holding onto my shoulders. Her muscles clenched around me and I ground my teeth together so I didn’t lose it.


  My name escaped her lips in breathy little gasps and I smiled in response.


  I pressed my forehead against hers and stared into her eyes.


  We were breath to breath.


  Heart to heart.


  Nothing had ever been this perfect in my entire life.


  A part of me wanted to scold myself for being a pussy, but a bigger part of me was too content in this moment to let my old ways come to the surface.


  I pushed my demons down, letting the need to fuck her diminish.


  I didn’t have to be rough, but it was a side of me that always seemed to come out when I was having sex. It was like someone else took over and I lost all control. But I would make sure that didn’t happen this time.


  “I’m so close,” Karlie gasped, gripping my neck in her small hands.


  My breath came out in rapid but small gasps.


  Her words made the beast inside me want to roar.


  They made me want to pound into her until we both passed out.


  But I wouldn’t let that happen.


  “Don’t hold back,” Karlie begged, wrapping her legs around my waist.


  “I have to,” I whispered.


  “Please, Holden,” her nails dug into my arms.


  “No, no,” I gritted my teeth. “This won’t be like the other times,” I growled and then clamped my mouth around one of her nipples, causing her to gasp and writhe beneath me.


  A scream tore through her and I surrendered to my own release.


  I cradled her against me and tucked her head under my chin. Her hand skimmed over my side and she kissed my chest. Pulling away slightly, she looked at me and asked, “What do the birds mean?” She traced her small finger over my tattoo.


  “To me, they mean freedom. So often, I’ve wished I could be free like a bird. Free of my past. Free of the memories. Free of the pain of all the things I’ve done. Free to be someone else. Free to become a better person,” I kissed the top of her head. “They hold the promise of a better me.”


  “You don’t need to become a better person,” she breathed, “you already are. You’ve changed a lot over the years, Holden. I know you still get… angry. But you’re nothing like the person you used to be. Despite what you think, you’re not that lost little boy trying to find his way. You found it.”


  I shuddered at her words. “How can you find something when you don’t even know what you’re looking for?”


  Silence was the only answer she gave me.


  ~***~


  I woke up early and eased from the bed. Today was my last day with Karlie.


  Sometimes when we traveled for fights, we had matches on Saturday and Sunday. But since I had shitty ass luck, there had only been a fight on Saturday. Jared and Katy would be home later today.


  I padded into the kitchen and tried to quietly remove a skillet and carton of eggs. I wasn’t a very good cook, but I could make the best scrambled eggs you ever had.


  I began whisking the mixture roughly, taking my anger out on those poor defenseless eggs. A little bit sloshed out over the side and onto my fingers. I set the bowl down and washed the goo off my fingers, my shoulders tense as I gripped the edge of the sink.


  Was it wrong for me to wish that I could freeze time and live in this moment forever with Karlie?


  I shook my head and forced myself away from the counter.


  I poured the eggs into the already heated skillet and watched them sizzle, lightly prodding them with a spatula.


  I added cheese to the eggs, and a small amount of diced onions.


  When the eggs were finished, I stuck frozen waffles in the toaster and then went to wake up Sleeping Beauty.


  I stopped inside the doorway to my bedroom and gazed at the glorious sight in my bed.


  Karlie was lying on her stomach, head turned to the side with her mouth hanging slightly open. She had pushed the covers down, leaving her back bare and most of her ass. She was perfect and she was mine, because even when this ended, she would always be mine. I had never been one to believe in fate and all that star shit, but when it came to Karlie, I knew that our paths had to cross. We were inevitable. But it was also certain that we would go up in a ball of flames. I kept waiting for the fire to reach me.


  I stepped into the room and sat on the edge of the bed.


  Karlie made a noise of protest when my hand touched her shoulder.


  I brushed her hair back and kissed her cheek.


  “Wake up, angel, I made breakfast.”


  “Mmm,” she stirred.


  I chuckled and skimmed a finger down her spine, causing her to squirm.


  “Breakfast is ready,” I kissed the back of her neck.


  She swatted me away and snapped, “Leave me alone, I want to sleep.”


  I chuckled and stuck out my tongue, licking a spot on her back before blowing on it.


  She shrieked and rolled over, pulling up the sheet to cover her breasts. “I hate you,” she narrowed her eyes at me.


  I leaned down and kissed her deeply before nibbling on her bottom lip. “We both know you don’t hate me.”


  “You’re very confident in yourself this morning,” she smiled.


  “Baby, I’m always confident,” I put a hand to my chest, “I just try to tone it down so other people aren’t blown away by me.”


  She rolled her eyes and yawned. “Give me five minutes.”


  I heard the toaster ding and eyed Karlie. “If you’re not out there, in five minutes, prepare to deal with the wrath of Sharky.”


  “I thought you hated that name,” she grinned, propping her head up on her hand.


  “I do,” I eased off the bed, “but it sounded more menacing than Holden.”


  She tossed a pillow at my back and I turned around, wagging a finger. “Watch it, angel, I might have to punish you later for that one.”


  She shook her head as I closed the door.


  Back in the kitchen, I buttered the waffles before drenching them in syrup and adding the eggs to the plate. I grabbed forks, setting the table as best I could.


  I grabbed the bottle of orange juice from the fridge and checked to make sure it hadn’t expired before pouring two glasses.


  I looked up from setting the glasses down to find Karlie standing there with a mystified look on her face. She put her fingers to her lips, eyes shimmering with a thousand different emotions, and murmured, “You really did make breakfast.”


  “Did you think I was lying?” I gripped the back of one of the chairs.


  “Not lying, per say, I just figured you picked up something and brought it back here.”


  “No, baby,” I shook my head.


  “This is-” At a loss of words she shook her head. “Thank you, Holden.” She wrapped her arms around me, hugging me like she never wanted to let go.


  “It’s just breakfast,” I shrugged when she stepped away.


  “Trust me,” she explained, looking at the plates of food like they were made of gold, “this is much more than breakfast.”


  I pulled out a chair for her and she sat. I pushed it in before sitting down next to her.


  A smile graced her lips as she speared her eggs. “Never in a million years, did I ever imagine that Holden Marks would be making me breakfast.” Her eyes flicked up to meet mine.


  “I would’ve agreed with you a short time ago,” I leaned towards her. “But these past few weeks with you… it’s like you’ve peeled back all the layers I’ve built up around me, to expose who I really am underneath,” I put my hand over hers, “and that’s something nobody has ever been able to do in the last twenty-six years of my life.”


  We both looked at each other sadly before I pulled away from her intoxicating warmth.


  I cleared my throat. “I-uh-better get you back home after we eat,” I scooted the chair forward a bit more. “I don’t want Jared and Katy to get back and you’re MIA.”


  “Yeah,” Karlie pulled her hair back into a messy ponytail and secured it. “That’s probably for the best.”


  She ate everything on her plate, but suddenly, I wasn’t very hungry.


  I felt the need to memorize everything about her. The way she moved. The color of her hair when the light caught the flaming tendrils and illuminated her in a glow. The smile that turned her lips only when she thought no one was looking. There was so much I never wanted to forget.


  All I had was this summer with her, and it was passing me by, faster than I had imagined. I wanted to remember every detail so that I would be able to look back on this time and hold it close to my heart. These memories would be all I had. They were all I would let myself have.
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  Karlie


  Tick.


  Tock.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  The ticking clock of my relationship with Holden was getting louder and more insistent.


  It had been a week since I had seen Holden.


  Or even talked to him.


  Not that he hadn’t tried to contact me. There were currently ten missed calls on my phone and that was only since this morning. I knew it was only a matter of time before Holden showed up, demanding to know why I was ignoring him. After all, that was usually his method of operation, not mine.


  My phone vibrated again and I turned it off before stepping into the house, the plastic drugstore bag firmly clasped against my chest.


  Jared and Katy were at the gym and wouldn’t be back for a while.


  And yet, I tiptoed around the house, like I might set of a bomb.


  I headed down the hallway and opened the door to the powder room.


  I closed the door and locked it, before pulling the box out of the bag. My hands shook, blurring the directions on the rectangular box.


  I wanted this to be some kind of nightmare, but no nightmare I ever knew about, lasted a week.


  No, this was the real world.


  With clumsy fingers, I opened the box and grabbed the stick I had to pee on.


  I couldn’t be pregnant. I just couldn’t. We used a condom! This wasn’t supposed to happen.


  I closed my eyes and took care of business, then waited impatiently for the five minutes to pass.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  Tick.


  Tock.


  When I was certain that enough time had passed, I picked up the stick and my whole world shattered.


  Two little red lines glared up at me, and with them, everything I had worked for crumbled around me, and the final tick of my relationship with Holden sounded.


  I collapsed to the floor, wrapping my arms around my legs, and sobbed.


  I don’t think I had ever cried like this in my entire life.


  I didn’t want to be one of those girls. The ones that got pregnant and their boyfriend left them and then they had to raise a child on their own. I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t strong enough. I couldn’t even keep a gold fish alive so a baby was out of the question.


  I cried until my eyes were red and my throat was raw.


  My dreams of dancing were gone. Replaced by formula and a screaming infant.


  Shaking all over I stuffed the box back into the bag, tying it closed and dropped it into the trashcan. I wrapped the pregnancy test in toilet paper and dropped it in as well.


  I knew Jared and Katy would be back soon, so I turned on the TV, grabbed a blanket, and wrapped it around me like I was a mummy.


  Sometime later, the door opened and I sat up to see Jared and Katy.


  “Hey, squirt, still sick?” Jared asked, locking the door behind him.


  I nodded. Sick was the best explanation for how I felt.


  “You’ve been sick all week,” Katy sighed, sitting down beside my feet, “maybe you should go to the doctor.”


  “No!” I screamed. Jared and Katy looked at me like I had grown two heads. “No,” I said in a softer tone. “I’m not sick enough for a doctor.”


  “Karlie-” Jared warned.


  “Jare, I’m fine. It’s just the summertime blues,” I threw an arm over my eyes. I always hated lying to Jared, because I knew he was just looking out for me. Sadly, that hadn’t stopped me from sleeping with Holden and lying to him all summer.


  “If you’re still sick tomorrow, you’re going. I’ll drag you in there if I have to,” he pointed a finger at me, daring me to talk back.


  “Deal,” I mumbled, already plotting ways to hide the morning sickness.


  Jared shook his head and walked into the kitchen, leaving Katy and I relatively alone.


  “Are you okay?” Katy asked. “You know you can tell me anything.”


  “I’m fine, really,” I swallowed.


  She looked at me doubtfully, for a moment, before patting my blanket covered foot and asked, “I’m going to make dinner. Any requests?”


  My stomach rolled at the thought of food. I thought morning sickness was only supposed to occur in the morning, hence the name. But I was sick all the time. “Nothing with meat,” I begged, when really I wanted to say, Air would be great, but I didn’t think that would go over well.


  Somehow, I managed to drift off to sleep, but my brother banging something in the kitchen, loud enough to wake the dead, startled me. “Katy?” He called, his voice louder than usual, but not yelling.


  I stood up, letting the blanket fall to the floor, and ran into the kitchen. The motion caused a sudden bought of dizziness, and I stopped, gripping my head.


  “What is this?” He asked, looking at Katy across the kitchen, a look of wonder on his face. “Is this what I think it is?”


  Katy looked at Jared and then around the room like it held the answer to his question. “What?” She asked, her eyes wide. “What are you talking about?”


  My heart dropped when he held the pregnancy test out. “I was emptying out the trashcan and this fell out.”


  Shit. Shit. Shit.


  “Are we having a baby?” He asked, and I could see the excitement building inside him.


  “No,” Katy shook her head rapidly back and forth.


  “Then who’s is it?” Jared asked, looking down at the pregnancy test.


  Katy’s eyes flickered my way and she knew. I sent her a pleading look to not rat me out.


  “Oh-um-Eva stopped by today-”


  I wanted to scream at Katy. Eva? Of all the people in the world she could mention, she brought up Eva.


  Eva and her husband Jason, a friend of Jared’s, didn’t even live around here.


  “You’re a horrible liar, Katy,” Jared looked crestfallen at the news that the test wasn’t Katy’s. “I know it’s not Eva’s, and if it’s not yours, who’s is it?”


  Katy glanced my way again and this time Jared did too.


  Shock was the first emotion to cover his face, then anger, then something that could only be described as pain.


  “Karlie?” His voice squeaked. “It’s yours?”


  My lower lip quivered and that was all the answer he needed.


  “Who’s?” He roared. “Who’s the father? Who did this to you, Karlie?”


  “Nobody did this to me, Jared,” tears ran down my cheeks. “I did it to myself,” my voice cracked on the last word.


  “It takes two to tango, Karls! Who. Is. The. Father?” A vein in Jared’s forehead threatened to burst.


  “Jared,” Katy pleaded softly, placing a hand on his tightly coiled arm.


  He shook her off, and Katy backed away, clearly hurt by his actions.


  Jared pointed a finger at me. “This was always my biggest fear that you end up stuck here. I wanted something better for you, Karlie. Is that wrong of me? You could have made a name for yourself with your dancing.” Jared shook his head and swallowed, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “You’re too young to be a parent.”


  “I don’t want to be a parent,” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to keep myself from falling completely apart.


  “Well,” Jared hissed, angrily. “I guess you should have thought about that before you had sex.”


  “Jared!” Katy yelled.


  I took a step back and glared at my brother. “Do not,” I pointed a finger at him, just like he always did to me, “act like you’re some saint.”


  “I’ve never pretended to be perfect, Karlie. No one is. But I never thought you would be this stupid and reckless with your future.” He rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “You’re really pregnant?”


  I nodded my head yes.


  Jared shook his head and I was shocked when I saw that he was actually crying. I had never, in eighteen years of life, seen my brother cry. “I thought I raised you better than this. I guess I was wrong.” He collapsed onto one of the kitchen chairs. He looked so defeated, and that was one word I would never use to describe Jared, but in this moment, it was the only one that would suffice.


  He looked up at me, wiping his face dry. “Is it Rodney?”


  I bristled. Why did everyone always assume I was with Rodney? “Hell no,” I snapped. “Rodney is just a friend. Always has been, always will be.”


  “Then who?” He asked. “You never hang out with anyone else.”


  “You don’t know him,” I looked away, staring a hole in one of the pale orange walls. I was waiting for Jared to call me out, but he didn’t.


  “I just don’t understand how this happened,” he shook his head.


  As always, when it came to my brother, I resorted to sarcasm. “Well, a sperm and an egg-”


  He waved a hand at me. “I know that.” He rubbed his hands on his jeans. “Are you keeping the baby?” He asked.


  I may have not wanted this baby, but abortion was not an option for me. It seemed wrong. That would be killing my baby… Holden’s baby. And I as much as I didn’t want to be a mom, I couldn’t do it. But I would’ve been lying if I said I hadn’t thought about it. “Yes,” I answered.


  “What I mean is, are you keeping the baby and raising it yourself, or have you thought about adoption?” He tilted his head to study me.


  Adoption?


  That hadn’t crossed my mind at all.


  “Jared,” Katy interrupted. “You’re upset, Karlie’s upset, let’s talk about this tomorrow, after Karlie sees a doctor.” Her tone of voice brooked no argument. When had Katy become so… bossy?


  Jared sighed. “You’re right,” he put his hand over hers where it rested on his shoulder. “But,” he stared me down, “don’t think we’re done talking about this.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I grumbled.


  The rest of the night was the most awkward thing I had ever experienced. None of us said a word because no one knew what to say.


  ~***~


  I woke up, the scent of bacon cooking hitting my nostrils.


  My feet hit the floor, running for the bathroom, collapsing in front of the toilet and emptying the little bit of food in my stomach.


  I didn’t know how much longer I could put up with this.


  I stood up slowly and brushed my teeth. I went back to my room, careful to only breathe through my mouth.


  I picked up my phone and turned it on.


  I was immediately bombarded by more missed calls than any one person should ever receive. Enough text messages were in the inbox that I was sure I would be dead by the time I managed to read them all. I would have to talk to Holden soon. I couldn’t avoid him forever.


  I turned the phone back off and sat on the edge of my bed.


  I had no idea how to tell Holden I was pregnant without him going apeshit.


  My hands began to shake as I played out different scenarios in my head.


  Knowing Holden, he’d most likely punch a wall, and break his hand. That wouldn’t bode too well for his MMA matches.


  I wondered how everything had managed to go to hell so quickly?


  Oh, right, I was pregnant with my brother’s best friend’s baby.


  I couldn’t undo the past and even if I could, I wouldn’t give up the time I had with Holden.


  I pressed my hand over my flat stomach. I didn’t know what to do.


  I didn’t want to tell Holden.


  I didn’t want this baby.


  But I wasn’t sure I could give it up for adoption.


  “Karlie!” Katy called up the steps. “Get dressed and eat breakfast! We have to leave for your doctor’s appointment!”


  I don’t know how, but Katy had managed to call and get me an appointment for today. My guess was her mother’s money was at work here. Katy rarely spent it, but I knew she would for something like this.


  I pulled on a pair of shorts and an old loose t-shirt. I brushed my hair and pulled it back into a ponytail, before going downstairs.


  I was once again assaulted by the scent of bacon. I put my hand over my nose and announced, “I’ll be in the car. I’m not hungry.”


  I grabbed Katy’s car keys and went out.


  Jared’s Toyota was gone and that surprised me. I hadn’t expected him to come to the appointment but I figured he’d stick around to glare at me.


  I hated that I had disappointed him, but I hated even more that I had disappointed myself.


  The driver’s door opened and Katy slid inside. “Are you sure you’re not hungry?”


  “Unless you want me to throw up again, yes, I’m sure.”


  I looked out the side window, waiting for Katy to back out of the driveway, but she didn’t.


  She placed her hand on top of mine and said, “I’m sorry.”


  I sighed. “I’m surprised you’re not saying, I told you so.”


  “You know I would never say that to you,” she squeezed my hand. “Does Holden know? Did he get mad?”


  “I haven’t told him,” my whole body began to shake. “I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet, you know?” I shook my head and bit my lip to dam back the flood of tears threatening to spill. “We were so careful,” I pulled at my hair. “And now, I’m pregnant and everything I worked my whole life for, is gone.”


  “Everybody makes mistakes, Karlie,” Katy said softly. She reached up and smoothed my hair back, like a mother would with her small child. “You know Jared and I will help you with the baby. Despite what you believe, you’re not in this alone.”


  “But I am,” my voice cracked. “Jared can never find out that Holden is the father. Besides, Holden is going to be so angry. He’ll hate me.”


  I knew there was no way Holden would be happy, or even understanding about this. He was a hothead and he would blow up, no doubt about it. But I also knew I couldn’t keep it from him forever. That would be wrong, and I couldn’t keep our child a secret from the man that I loved. Plus, it was only a matter of time before Jared told Holden, and he would know the baby was his. I had to tell him first. It would be wrong for him to find out from anyone else.


  “I don’t think Holden could ever hate you,” Katy said, snapping me out of my thoughts. “He loves you.”


  I glared at Katy. “He does not love me. As much as I may love him, he doesn’t love me. Holden Marks doesn’t do love. This thing,” I spat the word, “between us, was supposed to end in two weeks, not last forever… We weren’t supposed to be trapped forever.” I put my hand on my stomach. “He’ll never forgive me for this and frankly, I’ll never forgive myself.”


  “You didn’t do this on purpose,” Katy said, backing out of the driveway.


  “No, I didn’t,” I answered softly, even though it hadn’t been a question. “But I knew what I was doing. I know sex leads to a baby. I thought we were careful, but obviously, not careful enough,” I huffed. “And now my future is gone. Goodbye pointe shoes and hello midnight feedings,” I grumbled.


  Katy sighed and glanced at me. “Karlie, I understand that you’re upset. I get it, I do. But you’re having a baby. As much as you may want to, you can’t undo the past, this baby is coming into the world, and we have to believe there’s a reason for this.” She smiled and said, “Your brother once told me that everything that happens to us, the good and the bad, is for a reason. We shouldn’t question it, just accept it.”


  “That sounds like something he would say,” I snorted.


  “He’s right though,” she added.


  “Why does there have to be bad though?”


  “Because,” she shrugged, “without the bad, we would never appreciate the good in life.”


  She pulled into the hospital parking lot and I silently sent up thanks to whoever may be listening. I was sick and tired of talking about this.


  We rode up the elevator in silence.


  I signed in and was handed a piece of paper to fill out. Lovely. I hated paperwork. They always asked the dumbest questions.


  I took the seat beside Katy and started filling out the information.


  She kept fidgeting, so finally, I looked up at her. She was clenching the arms of the chairs and looking at all the pregnant ladies like they were about to tackle her and ask her to join the club.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  She shook her head rapidly back and forth.


  “Do you have a phobia of pregnant people?” I questioned.


  She shook her head again. “It’s just-uh-Jared keeps talking about having a baby. I don’t know if I’m ready. I’m only twenty-two.”


  “And, I’m only eighteen,” I said.


  “Right, sorry. I know you don’t want to listen to my problems.”


  I instantly softened. Katy had always been nice to me, and honestly she’d become my best friend. Being upset with my own life was no excuse to act like a bitch.


  “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I shouldn’t have said that. If you want to talk about it I’m here.”


  She smiled at me gratefully. “It’s not that I don’t think I’m ready to be a mom, which is the reason Jared thinks I’m so hesitant, it’s just that… I feel like everything has happened between us so fast. We wasted no time in getting married and I guess I just want it to be Jared and Katy a little bit longer, before we decide to add a child. A baby is forever,” she looked at me sadly. “I want to do everything in the world with him before we take on that adventure.”


  “Have you told him that?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” she mumbled and then began to laugh. “I think the real reason he’s been wanting a baby is he’s, or was, experiencing empty nest syndrome since you were supposed to move to New York. I guess that won’t be happening now.”


  “No, it won’t,” I whispered sadly, playing out all the different things I had imagined doing in New York City. “But I can’t keep living with you guys and raising a baby. I need to get a job and find my own place.”


  “Karlie-”


  “No,” I cut her off. “I’m not staying with you. Now, let me finish this paperwork before they call me back.”


  I knew Jared and Katy would want me to stay, that’s the kind of people they were. Neither would ever send me away. Even Jared, who was probably mad enough to want to strangle me. But I didn’t want them to bail me out. I had put myself in this situation, if I was keeping this baby, and I was pretty sure I was, because I didn’t think I was strong enough to hand it over to strangers, then I was going to have to learn to take care of myself.


  I finished the paperwork and handed it to the receptionist.


  Twenty minutes later, I was heading back to what I referred to as the “cell” but after getting a look at the stirrups and metal instruments lying around “torture chamber” described it better.


  The nurse smiled pleasantly at me. “Take your clothes off and put this on,” she handed me a gown.


  “I’ll be right outside,” Katy said, moving towards the door.


  I grabbed her arm before she could leave. “Stay, please,” I begged. I was scared to death and didn’t want to go through this alone.


  “I’ll wait outside the door and after you’re changed let me in,” she squeezed my hand in reassurance.


  “Thank you,” I told her as the door closed.


  I changed in record speed, afraid that some creepy old doctor would come in with the longest fingers known to man, and try to feel me up.


  Shuddering, I opened the door and let Katy inside, and then hopped up on the examination table.


  “Everything will be okay,” she assured me, but as she looked around the room at the graphic pictures, she looked just as scared as I did.


  The door opened and a balding man stepped inside. He fulfilled all the horrifying visions I had of an OB/GYN.


  “Don’t they have a doctor that has a vagina?” I hissed at Katy.


  The man chuckled, sitting down on the swivel chair.


  “Sorry sweetie, you’re stuck with me. I’m Dr. O’Malley,” he stuck out a hand for me to shake and I glared at it like it was the scariest thing I had ever seen.


  My eyes threatened to bug out of my head when I turned to Katy. “Katy, we’re leaving,” I started to get up from the table but she pushed me back down.


  “No, you’re staying right there.” When she met my panicked eyes, she grabbed my hand and assured me, “I’m not going anywhere, I’ll be right here.”


  I took a deep breath and glanced at the doctor. “Let’s get this over with.”


  He began rambling off a string of questions that left me gaping like an idiot. He barely paused for breath between them.


  “How long have you been sexually active?”


  “Uh-since the beginning of summer,” I stammered.


  “Were you trying to get pregnant?”


  “No,” I snapped. Who tried to get pregnant at eighteen?


  “Were you and your partner using protection?”


  “Yes,” I hissed through gritted teeth.


  “When was your last period?” He asked, writing


  “I can’t remember.”


  “Will the father of the baby be an active part of its life?”


  “I don’t know,” I snapped. “Didn’t I answer all of these questions on the paperwork?”


  “Yes, but-”


  “Then, please, stop the inquisition,” I growled.


  The doctor looked at me for a moment and then took a deep breath. “Very well. Let’s start the sonogram so you can see your baby.”


  When I didn’t move he instructed, “Lay back and put your feet in these,” he tapped the stirrups.


  “What? Why? I thought you put that goo on my stomach!” I cried.


  “If you’ve only been having sex for a nine weeks or so, we won’t be able to see the baby that way. We need to do a transvaginal ultrasound.”


  He grabbed a wand-looking thing and put a condom on it, before covering it in gel.


  “Hell no,” I snarled.


  “It’s painless,” He assured. I wondered how painless it would be if I shoved it up his ass.


  “Karlie,” Katy said, standing beside my head. “It’ll be okay.”


  I nodded at the doctor to continue and hid my face in my shoulder. “I want Holden,” I sobbed.


  Katy wiped a tear from my cheek that I hadn’t known I shed. “I know, Karlie. You need to tell him.”


  Then the doctor pressed a button and a bump, bump, bump, sound filled the room.


  I looked at the doctor and asked, “Is that my baby?”


  “Yes,” he smiled. “That’s your baby. A strong heartbeat. That’s a good sign,” he smiled reassuringly. “And here,” he turned the monitor so I could see it and pointed to a gray blob, “is your baby. Judging from the size, I would say you’re at eight or nine weeks.”


  I laughed and glanced up at Katy. “Leave it to Holden to have super sperm and get me pregnant without even trying.”


  She laughed too and smiled, “I can’t believe that’s a baby.”


  Dr. O’Malley chuckled and said, “Doesn’t look like much yet, but in about two more weeks it’ll start to look more like a baby and less like a bean.”


  “Can you tell if it’s a boy or girl?” I asked.


  “No, it’s still too early. When you’re around twenty weeks, we should be able to determine the sex as long as the baby’s cooperating.”


  “Wow,” I breathed, looking at the tiny baby bean on the screen and listening to the bump, bump, bumping of its heart. I still wasn’t ready for this baby, but seeing it and hearing it, did change things for me. It made it more real, which was scary, but it now wasn’t just this thing living inside me.


  It was my baby.


  Holden’s baby.


  “Say goodbye to your baby,” the doctor said.


  “Bye baby,” I whispered, reaching out towards the screen before it went black.


  “Here’s your sonogram pictures,” Dr. O’Malley handed me a few pictures. “You can get dressed and get out of here. Schedule your next appointment out front.”


  “Thank you,” I smiled, taking the ultrasound pictures from him and feeling bad for the way I had acted at the start of the appointment. I knew I had acted like a petulant child, but the fact of the matter was, I was scared.


  I got dressed, scheduled my next appointment, and then Katy and I headed home.


  “You’ve got to tell Holden,” she stated calmly, “before someone else tells him first.”


  I had already had this fear but I replied with, “I know. Just… give me a few more days to sort this out in my head and then I’ll tell him.”
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  Holden


  It had been ten days since I had seen or even spoken to Karlie.


  Ten fucking days of purgatory.


  Karlie had seemed fine when I dropped her off at home. Kissing me and saying she would see me soon.


  She had even sent me a text that night, saying she missed me, and that she wished the weekend wasn’t over. After that?


  Nothing.


  Zilch.


  Nada.


  It was like she had dropped off the face of the Earth.


  I had been avoiding going to the gym at times I knew I might run into Jared. I was half-afraid he had found out about Karlie and I being together… but I knew if he had, I’d be dead right now. The other half of me was afraid that Karlie had finally figured out that she could do so much better than me, and instead of breaking my heart in person, she just cut off all contact.


  I couldn’t think of any other reason for her to stop talking to me.


  My phone buzzed on the coffee table, and I jumped over the couch, falling onto the floor and reached for the phone like a madman.


  Jared. The caller ID read.


  I took a deep breath, tempted to ignore it. But seeing as I had ignored his last five attempts to call me, I knew it was only a matter of time before Jared showed up at my apartment. Or started looking for my sorry ass passed out behind a bar somewhere, which was the norm before Karlie became my world.


  “Hey,” I answered, not even trying to sound happy to be talking to my best friend.


  “I’ve been trying to get you,” he said. “You okay?”


  “I’m full of fucking sunshine,” I pinched the bridge of my nose.


  “Uh-huh, you sound like your just all kinds of bright and cheery,” Jared snapped sarcastically. “Come to the gym with me. I should be there in two minutes.”


  “I don’t think so,” I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me.


  “Holden,” Jared grumbled. “What’s really going on with you?”


  “Jare, the honest answer is, I don’t know.” And I wouldn’t, not until I talked to Karlie, if I ever did get to talk to her.


  “Is this about that girl?”


  I groaned. “If I agree to come to the gym, will you stop asking me all these fucking questions?”


  “Deal,” Jared ceded.


  “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” I hung up and then sat with my head in my hands.


  Sparring with Jared was the last thing I wanted to be doing right now.


  Knowing I couldn’t stall for long, I grabbed the keys to my truck and opened the apartment door.


  “Karlie?” I asked, taking a stunned step back. “You’re here.”


  She blushed. “Yeah, I-uh-I’ve been walking back and forth trying to decide whether or not to knock. But here you are,” she motioned to me standing in the doorway.


  “Here I am,” I repeated. “Why have you been avoiding me?” I asked.


  She bit her lip and looked anywhere but at me.


  “Come inside, so we can talk,” I opened the door wider.


  “No!” She exclaimed, backing away. I was afraid she was going to make a run for it, and was tempted to grab her small arm so she couldn’t escape me.


  “Fine,” I said calmly, even though I was anything but, “we’ll talk here,” I crossed my ankles and leaned against the door jamb.


  She looked me up and down and then eyed me like she wanted to tackle me to the ground. Normally, I would’ve been down for that, but I wanted to know what I had done to send her running.


  When Karlie didn’t start to explain, I prompted, “So, what have you been up to the past ten days.”


  Karlie sighed and scuffed her sneaker against the floor. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” she smiled, but there was no joy in it.


  “And what have you been thinking about?”


  She ran her small fingers through her bangs. “Everything. My future.”


  That sounded ominous.


  “Here,” she stuck something in my hand but I refused to look at it. “That’ll make you understand.” She started to walk away but then turned around and stopped. She took a deep breath, looking conflicted, before she finally spoke. “I hope you understand that I didn’t plan for this and I don’t want you to think you owe me anything.” I glanced down at the white envelope in my hand and then back up at her. “I’ll be fine on my own.”


  “So, what? We’re over?” I asked.


  “Holden,” she looked up at the ceiling. “We were over before we even started. We both knew that.”


  I thought she was going to leave then, but she surprised me by jogging the couple of steps between us, reaching up, and placing the softest, most tender kiss I had ever experienced, on my lips.


  “You will always be important to me,” she whispered. “And I want to thank you for giving me the best two months of my life. Goodbye, Holden,” she kissed me again and then ran down the hallway, bounding down the steps like the Hounds of Hell were at her heels.


  I stood there, dumbfounded.


  I was beginning to think that I had imagined the whole thing, it had happened so quickly, but the envelope in my hand was the proof I needed to know it was real.


  I stepped back into my apartment and closed the door, making my way to the couch.


  I sat down and ripped the envelope open, pulling the contents out.


  A ripped piece of notebook paper fell into my hands and scrawled on it in Karlie’s familiar writing, was:


  I’m sorry.


  Curiously, I turned the other item over, and sat there, staring at it.


  I may have been a guy, but I knew what that was. It was a picture of a baby, of my little peanut.


  If this had been anyone other than Karlie, I would have destroyed my apartment and punched through a wall.


  But Karlie was having my baby.


  It wasn’t planned but for some reason I felt… happy.


  Fuck, I knew I would probably be a shitty father like my old man, but that wouldn’t stop me from being in my baby’s life. I wouldn’t abandon Karlie like she so obviously thought I would. A month ago? Yeah, I probably would’ve deserted even her. But I had done a lot of growing these last few weeks and I wasn’t going to be that guy anymore. I was going to be the man that Karlie and our peanut deserved.


  I swallowed and looked down at the sonogram again.


  I was going to be a dad.


  My phone rang and I ignored it. When it rang again, I turned it off.


  I continued to sit, staring at my baby, and when morning came I woke up on the couch with the sonogram clutched to my heart.


  ~***~


  Karlie still wouldn’t answer my calls or texts.


  I left her a hundred messages, telling her everything would be okay, and we’d get through this together.


  I was figuring things out. Looking for a new apartment in a safer part of town, thinking of ways for us to tell Jared, and move forward with our lives.


  I wanted us to raise our baby together.


  I didn’t know if we’d get married, but living together seemed like a good idea, and we could take things from there.


  Everything would work out.


  It had to.


  Because I wasn’t about to lose Karlie now.


  ~***~


  Karlie


  I had done it.


  I had told Holden.


  So, how come this weight on my chest only seemed to get heavier?


  Maybe, it was because he had let me walk away. Or maybe it was the fact that the messages he kept leaving on my phone, talked about living and raising the baby together.


  He seemed… okay, with the baby, but I knew Holden, and I knew eventually he would feel trapped. Then he’d resent me and he’d run.


  And yet, I was sitting around, waiting for some grand gesture that was never going to happen.


  Holden wouldn’t fight for me.


  The only thing he’d ever fight for was money.


  I knew that, and yet, selfishly, I expected more. I expected him to care more.


  But the truth was, Holden only cared about himself.


  None of the things he promised me, an apartment in a safe area, a nursery for the baby, would ever come to fruition, and even if they did, it would be meaningless without his love.


  I looked at laptop screen on my lap, at the email I had written to Joffrey, explaining that I would be unable to attend. The cursor hovered over the send button, but I couldn’t make myself do it. I saved the email, so I wouldn’t have to rewrite it, and resolved to send it in the morning.


  I closed the lid of the laptop and left it on the kitchen table.


  “I’m going to bed,” I told Katy who was sitting on the couch, Mable curled up and sleeping on her lap. Jared was gone again this weekend for a fight.


  “Are you okay?” Katy asked.


  “I’m fine,” I nodded, even though I was anything but fine. “Just tired. I hear pregnancy does that to you.”


  I started up the steps but didn’t make it far when Katy said, “Karlie, everything will be okay.”


  “No, it won’t,” I sighed. “There’s no point in pretending it will be.”


  “I thought you were okay with this now. I thought at the doctor’s-”


  “I was fine then. It changed the way I felt when I saw the baby and heard the heartbeat. But seeing Holden the other day, shattered me, and… trying to send that email to Joffrey, broke the last piece of me that was still standing.”


  I didn’t bother waiting for her reply, running up the steps, into my room, and closing the door behind me.


  All I wanted to do was sleep until this baby went off to college.


  I couldn’t do this.


  I couldn’t be a mom.


  I didn’t want this baby.


  That was my last thought before I fell asleep and it would become my biggest regret.


  ~***~


  I woke up clutching my stomach, pain roaring through my abdomen. I flicked the light on, blinked away the brightness before throwing back the covers, and screaming at the shock of crimson that met my eyes.


  Katy came flying into my bedroom, the door slamming into the wall. From her wide-eyed and frazzled look, I’d guess she’d never gone to sleep, scared she’d wake me up with her screams. Even with all the years that had passed, she still had nightmares, thankfully only on nights when Jared was gone.


  “Oh my God,” she gasped, her hand going to her mouth as she stared at the sheets.


  “Katy,” my lip trembled. “What have I done?”


  I remembered back to last night and the thought I had before I went to bed.


  I had wished my baby away.


  “I’m going to call an ambulance,” she stuttered.


  Before she could scramble from the room, I cried, “That’ll take too long. You’re going to have to drive me.”


  ‘There’s so much blood,” Katy cried. “Okay, okay, I’ll drive you. Let me get towels and start the car and then I’ll help you get outside,” she began to calm down.


  In record time, she was back, helping me out of bed, downstairs, and into the car.


  As she drove me to the hospital, she kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. I think she thought I might pass out from blood loss or something.


  “We’re almost there,” Katy announced. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Like someone kicked me in the stomach and now I’m having the worst cramps of my life.”


  She pulled into the parking lot and wanted to get me a wheelchair but I refused.


  “I’m going to call Holden,” Katy said, pulling her phone out of her purse.


  “No! Please! Don’t call him!” I cried.


  “But-”


  “Please,” I begged.


  She shut her mouth and put her phone away.


  By the time we made it into the lobby, I was beginning to feel weak. I grabbed ahold of Katy’s arm as my vision went spotty.


  I seemed to be in some in-between state, but I knew someone was laying me on a bed and transporting me to a room.


  I tried to call for Katy, but I couldn’t get my voice to work.


  I was so scared and I didn’t want to be alone, because I knew I had killed my baby.


  This was my fault.


  I felt an IV being thrust into my vein and a cold as ice feeling shot up my arm.


  I tried to call out, but after that, everything was numb.


  What had I done?
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  Holden


  It was the middle of the night and my phone was ringing.


  I had learned that was never a good thing.


  I turned the light on beside my bed and checked the caller ID.


  Katy.


  What the hell? Katy never called me. Had something happened to Jared? Karlie? Oh hell, if Karlie was hurt, I didn’t know what I would do.


  “Hello?” I answered, rolling out of bed and reaching for my jeans.


  “Hol-hol-den,” Katy sobbed.


  “Is everything okay?” I stopped what I was doing; waiting for the reply I was dreading. The one telling me something bad had happened to Jared or Karlie.


  “No-o-o, it’s Karlie, she-”


  “Where are you?” I asked, putting the phone on speaker so I could put my shoes and shirt on.


  “The hospital. But Holden-”


  “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I hung up, not even bothering to ask if Jared was back from his fight. I didn’t care if I saw him. Karlie was hurt and I had to get to her. I had to make it okay.


  I drove like a maniac, no doubt breaking every traffic law known to man.


  I spotted Katy’s car easily and parked a few spots down, then dashed into the hospital like my feet were on fire.


  “Sir! Sir!” I heard called behind me as I ran through the double doors.


  I ignored them, calling for Katy. “Katy! Katy!” I stopped, looking around, trying to determine which hallway to go down.


  Just before I made my decision, Katy called my name. “Holden! Down here!”


  I turned around and saw her standing outside a door.


  Jogging past doctors and nurses, I stopped in front of the door and looked at Katy. I wanted to bust right in, but I was scared of what I might find behind that door.


  “What happened?” I asked, hands on my hips, and trying to catch my breath. I think I had stopped breathing the moment I got the call.


  Katy rubbed at her tired eyes and then looked up at me with sympathy. I hated that look, always had.


  “What is it?” I ground out. “Tell me now.”


  “She had a miscarriage.”


  I backed away, leaning my back against the wall, and pinching the bridge of my nose.


  “No,” I shook my head forcefully. “No. No. No.”


  “I’m sorry, Holden,” Katy whispered as I sunk to the floor.


  “Is she okay?” I asked, looking up at Katy with tear filled eyes. I don’t think I had cried since I was a toddler. But this moment, my dead child that would never have the chance to hope and dream, he or she, deserved my tears.


  “She’s sedated right now. She lost a lot of blood and was cramping really bad so they gave her medicine and she’s been sleeping ever since. They said a miscarriage is different for everyone, some people have light bleeding and cramps, so it looks like Karlie was on the worst end of the spectrum.”


  “This is my fault,” I leaned my head against the wall and stretched my legs out. “If I would’ve never touched her this would’ve never happened!” I roared, scaring a nurse nearby. “I’m liking a fucking disease!” I looked at Katy. “I destroy everything I touch,” I whispered. “I just can’t help it.”


  “Holden,” Katy whispered, sitting down beside me, “this isn’t your fault.”


  “It is,” I looked up at the white ceiling, just as sterile as the rest of the hospital. “I know it is.”


  I don’t know how, but I somehow managed to pick myself up off the ground, and make my way into Karlie’s room.


  I gasped at the girl lying in the bed.


  She was so small and fragile.


  I was afraid that if I touched her, she would shatter into pieces too small for me to pick up.


  I could see her veins, the pale blue ribbons spreading underneath her porcelain skin.


  Her chest rose and fell with effort and her hair flamed around her, the only thing about her that seemed to be alive.


  I grabbed one of the two chairs in the room and dragged it over beside her.


  I took her hand in mine, and watched as it completely swallowed hers.


  I slowly opened my hand again and lifted hers to my mouth, kissing it.


  Her hand was cool, but not cold like I had expected.


  “I’m so sorry, Karlie,” I gasped, setting her hand down on the bed. “This is all my fault.” I closed my eyes, rubbing my face.


  “Holden,” her voice croaked. “What are you doing here?” Her voice went high and she tried to push herself up in the bed but she was too weak. I tried to help her and the wide-eyed, scared look she gave, stopped me.


  She didn’t want me to touch her and I couldn’t blame her.


  “Katy called me,” I confessed.


  “I told her not to call you!” She screamed.


  “Karlie-” I said calmly, but she cut me off.


  “No! You’re not supposed to be here,” she sobbed. “You’re not supposed to know that I killed our baby.”


  “What are you saying? You didn’t-”


  “I didn’t do anything on purpose!” She yelled, spittle flying. “I wished our baby away and that’s enough! I killed it! I said I didn’t want it and now I’m not pregnant anymore! This is my fault, not yours! Can’t you see that?” She sobbed, her small body shaking all over.


  “Angel,” I reached for her and she flinched. I pulled my hand back like I had been burned.


  “Get out! Get out! I don’t want you here!” Karlie kept screaming at me.


  Words had never cut me as devastatingly as those did.


  “Karlie,” I begged, reaching for her, reaching for something that I had lost a long time ago.


  “Get out, Holden. Please. I can’t look at you right now, knowing what I’ve done. Just leave.” She seemed eerily calm now.


  “Karlie,” I kept saying her name, hoping it would somehow break through the wall she had built around herself.


  “Go!” She yelled, turning onto her side, away from me, before whimpering in pain.


  I tried to reach for her, but Katy stepped inside the room.


  “Just leave,” Katy pleaded softly, looking at me sadly.


  I had been dismissed, not just by the girl I cared about, but now, by my best friend’s wife.


  Nobody wanted me around.


  It wasn’t like that was anything new, but it still stung.


  I nodded, shoving my hands in my pockets, and started out of the room.


  Katy’s hand clamped around my arm. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “She’s really emotional. I thought she needed you.”


  “Don’t you understand?” I tilted my head as I spoke. “Nobody needs me. I only bring trouble.”


  “Holden-” She began but I cut her off.


  “You can tell Karlie,” I said to Katy, loud enough that I knew Karlie would hear, “that I’ll never bother her again. Or talk to her. Or see her. She’ll never have to deal with my shit again.”


  I shrugged off Katy’s hand and stepped out of the room, taking a much-needed breath of air, before I began pulling at my hair.


  In the space of a few short hours, I had lost my child and my angel.


  This just reinforced what I had believed my whole life; I didn’t deserve happiness or love, it only poisoned you, and made you a prisoner.


  I was Karlie’s prisoner and I wasn’t sure if my shackles would ever come off.


  I looked back at the closed hospital door before walking away, for good.


  When I stepped outside, the sun was beginning to rise. I had been inside the hospital longer than I thought.


  I pulled my truck keys out of my pocket and started across the parking lot to my truck.


  “Holden?” I heard.


  What the fuck was it now?


  “Jared,” I grumbled as I turned.


  “What are you doing here?” He asked.


  I sighed. “Katy called me.” I wasn’t lying.


  “Oh,” he breathed. “I just got here. I drove like a maniac all night to get here.”


  I stood there awkwardly which was unusual for me. I was never awkward.


  “Well, you better get in there,” I pointed towards the hospital.


  “Yeah,” Jared shook his head. “I’ll talk to you later,” he pointed at me before jogging away.


  I let out a breath of relief.


  If Jared had figured out what was going on with Karlie and me… Well, it’s a good thing we were already at the hospital.


  I got in my truck and drove home.


  For the first time, in two months, I needed a drink… and a cigarette.


  ~***~


  Karlie


  My heart was breaking and it was my own fault.


  “Are you okay?” Katy asked, looking just as terrified by the amount of tears leaking out of my eyes, as she had been about the blood.


  “No,” I choked, wiping my eyes, but it did no good. The tears kept coming. “I don’t think I’ll ever be okay again.”


  I wasn’t being dramatic, just speaking the truth.


  I had wished my baby away and then pushed Holden away, when he just wanted to be here for me.


  I was the worst kind of person there was.


  Holden thought he was bad, but he had nothing on me.


  I had changed so much this summer and now I hated the person I had become.


  The door to my hospital room opened slowly and Jared stuck his head inside.


  “You’re awake,” he smiled. “I thought you might be sleeping so I didn’t want to wake you.”


  He stepped inside and then came over to hug me.


  “How’re you feeling?” He asked.


  “Sore and really tired,” I admitted. Thankfully the cramping had let up some and now it was like normal period cramps.


  “Have you been crying?” He asked, looking around for a tissue, no doubt.


  “Yeah,” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s been an emotional night.”


  Jared finally located a box of tissues and pulled out a few, handing them to me.


  “Thanks,” I smiled sadly, wiping my face dry. I was sure I looked like a truck had just run over me, and I felt like it too.


  “I saw Holden in the parking lot,” Jared said, and then stopped, his brow furrowing. “Wait,” he looked at me and I could see the puzzle piece clicking into place.


  The tears started up again and I was sure they weren’t going to stop again anytime soon.


  “You and Holden?” Jared gasped. When I didn’t object he repeated it, rubbing his jaw. “You and Holden. This is-was-his baby?”


  I nodded.


  “Oh my God,” Jared sunk into the chair next to my bed. “I can’t believe it. I knew Holden was, well, Holden, but I never thought he’d fuck my little sister,” he gripped the arms of the chair tightly in his hands, his knuckles turning white. “I’m going to kill him.”


  “Jared, It wasn’t like that-” I tried to defend Holden but Jared was beyond pissed off, he had reached the level of murderous.


  “I have to go,” Jared stood.


  “Jared,” Katy and I said simultaneously.


  He ignored us, striding right out the door.


  “I’ll be right back,” Katy told me, running after him. “Jared!” I heard her call after him.


  I buried my face in the scratchy hospital pillow and wept.


  Surly I would run out of tears soon. You couldn’t cry forever, could you?


  Katy came back into the room and looked at me sadly. “I couldn’t stop him. He wouldn’t listen to me. I’m sorry.”


  I nodded. I had figured that even Katy wouldn’t be able to stop him from going after Holden. I had just ruined my brother’s friendship and that was another stab to my already pierced heart.


  I really hoped that when Holden left, he’d been smart enough not to go home, and was now safely across the state line.


  ~***~


  Holden


  I crashed through my apartment door, a lit cigarette hanging from my mouth. I’d stopped by the store and stocked up on my alcohol supply, since I had cleaned everything out weeks ago.


  I closed the door and set the bags down, put out the half-smoked cigarette, and rummaged through the paper bags until I found the bottle I wanted.


  In record time, the lid was off and I was slurping the liquid down like my life depended on it. It burned my throat but I welcomed it. I had always welcomed pain of any kind; that was why MMA was a good fit for me. When you didn’t have anything to lose, pain was nothing.


  I put the bottle down, letting the alcohol flood my system, and numb me.


  Ever since I left the hospital, that’s all I wanted.


  To feel nothing.


  I started to feel dizzy and made my way to the couch, collapsing half on it, half on the floor.


  I thought I had nothing to live for before I started my fucked up relationship with Karlie. I thought I knew what hell was.


  I was wrong.


  This was hell.


  Sometimes I wondered why I hadn’t ended my miserable existence a long time ago. When you started thinking about all the ways you could kill yourself, it seemed quite simple. A noose here, some pills there, a bullet to the head. It wouldn’t be hard, but I had never been able to make myself do it.


  I didn’t think I could even do it now, and I was at my lowest of lows.


  I stood up, swaying, and tried to get back to the kitchen and to the bottle of whiskey. I should have brought it with me.


  I stubbed my toe on the couch and cursed.


  “Stupid, fucking, piece of shit, couch!” I rubbed at my toe.


  Someone chose that moment to start banging on my door, probably wanting to scold me on my lovely use of the English language, and I stomped across the room.


  I opened the door, hard enough that it banged into the other wall.


  “What?!” I yelled before I managed to focus and see the person in front of me.


  Jared was pissed, that much was clear, even to my alcohol infused brain.


  I wasn’t one to be scared, but the look on his face screamed murder, and I knew that he had found out.


  Jared shoved me back, and since I was already unstable, I fell to the ground.


  The door slammed closed behind him and Jared glowered down at me. I was waiting to see steam coming off of him.


  “I can’t believe you!” Jared roared. “Never in a million years, did I think that my best friend would go after my little sister! She’s only eighteen, Holden! What the fuck were you thinking! She’s just a kid!” Jared pulled at the ends of his hair. “This last week has been hell and where have you been!?” He pointed a finger in my face as I got up off the floor. “You just knocked her up and left her, is that it?”


  “Jared-” I wanted to explain that I would never do that to Karlie.


  “And now to have this happen! She’s going to be scarred for life Holden! She’s never going to get over this! How could you be so careless?!” He shook his head back and forth. “How could you?! My sister,” he whispered the last part in disbelief. “Of all the dumb shit you’ve done over the years, I never thought you would hurt me like this. I thought you were my friend.”


  “I am!” I yelled.


  “No,” Jared shook his head, glaring at me. “You’re not.” He turned his back to me, breathing heavily. Turning back around, he growled, “I want to hit you so fucking bad right now but I won’t stoop to that… not yet. Stay away from Karlie and stay the hell away from me.” With one last glare, he left, slamming the door so hard that it shook on its hinges.


  And now, I really had lost everything.
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  Karlie


  It was the afternoon now and they were getting ready to release me.


  Jared had been back for hours, and he’d yet to say a single word to me or even look my way. I saw a million thoughts turning through his mind. I knew Jared would look at me completely different now. Getting pregnant had already changed who I was in his mind, but finding out that I had been with Holden… well, I think that had been the final nail in the coffin.


  I signed the release forms and the doctor assigned to me, looked at me sadly. She was a kind lady, but I was getting really sick of the looks of sympathy from people.


  The baby was gone and there was nothing I could do to change that.


  I had wished the baby away but I couldn’t wish it back.


  “Sweetie,” she said, “I want you to understand that there’s nothing you could have done. Miscarriages happen all the time and we don’t understand why. There’s nothing you could have done differently. Okay?”


  “Okay,” I nodded, even though she was wrong. If I hadn’t been so angry about being pregnant, this wouldn’t have happened. If I had accepted it, I wouldn’t be sitting in this bed. Instead, I had been a melodramatic crybaby about it.


  She seemed satisfied by my answer, accepting the forms I had signed, and cutting the medical bracelet off my arm.


  “You can change while I print off your copy and then you’re free to get out of here,” the doctor explained.


  “Thank you,” Jared sighed, standing and shaking her hand.


  I mumbled my thanks and then shooed Katy and Jared out of the room.


  When I saw that the only thing I had to change into was my blood covered pajama bottoms and shirt, I began to cry.


  Opening the door, I looked down the hallway to where Jared and Katy were standing. Jared had his arms wrapped around her, kissing the top of her head. When he saw me standing there he let her go and asked, “What’s wrong, Karls?”


  Good, he was talking to me now, and he even called me by that stupid nickname. Maybe, he had calmed down now.


  “I can’t wear these,” I held up the ruined clothes. “I won’t.”


  “Karlie,” Katy smiled in sympathy. “I’ll drive down the road and get some clothes for you.”


  “Thank you,” I mumbled, as she brushed past me into the room, to grab her purse.


  “I’ll be back soon,” she gave my arm a squeeze and then was gone.


  I sat back down on the hospital bed and Jared took the chair next to mine.


  “I shouldn’t have left you,” he said after a few minutes of silence. “That was wrong of me. You were hurting,” he grabbed my hand, “and I was so blinded by my anger that I couldn’t see that my little sister just needed her brother.”


  “It’s okay, Jare,” I sighed.


  But we both knew it wasn’t.


  Finally, I admitted, “I love him.”


  “What?” Jared looked up at me.


  “Holden. I love him. I never told him. I kind of wish I had now,” I chuckled humorlessly. “I didn’t want to love him, but I think I always have.”


  “Karlie-”


  “Let me finish,” I swallowed. “He didn’t push himself on me Jared. I’m sure that’s what you’re thinking, but it’s not true. Everything that’s happened, it’s my fault, not his. I was so blinded by wanting him that I would have him in any way he would give me.”


  “He should have known better,” Jared growled, his brown eyes dilating so that they were almost black.


  “He’s a guy Jared and I was offering myself to him. What would you expect him to do?” I asked, tilting my head.


  “Say no,” Jared gritted his teeth. “He should’ve said no. Do you have any idea how many girls Holden’s been with?”


  I looked around the room, anywhere but at Jared when I answered, “I’m sure it’s in the hundreds.”


  “Oh, it definitely is,” he snapped. Sitting back in the chair, he studied me. “My best friend and little sister, I never saw that one coming,” he shook his head. “Not at all.”


  “Please, don’t hate him,” I begged. “Hate me, but not Holden. I deserve your hate, but he doesn’t. I don’t want to see you lose your best friend over me.”


  “Karls,” Jared stood, smoothing my hair back from my forehead like he had done since I was a small child. “Holden crossed the un-crossable line. There is no coming back from that. Even if I can find it in my heart to forgive him one day, our friendship will never be what it once was.”


  I knew there was nothing I could say to fix this. I couldn’t make Jared understand.


  I had ruined everything.


  It was amazing how one decision we make, can change, not only the course of our lives, but of those around us.


  ~***~


  I hesitantly came downstairs, nervous of what I was about to ask.


  Katy was sitting on the couch, reading a book, while Jared made dinner.


  I stepped into the kitchen and Jared looked up from cutting peppers for homemade pizza.


  “Hey,” he smiled. “Wanna help?”


  “Sure,” I said, grabbing a knife from the drawer and going to work.


  We had been tiptoeing around each other for days. None of us knew what to say so we preferred to keep quiet.


  My nerves were settling in full force. I knew Jared wasn’t going to be happy with what I had to say.


  “Jare,” I began, and then failed to continue.


  “Yeah?” He prompted, nudging my arm with his.


  “I want to leave. I called Joffrey and the airport will let me exchange my ticket for a flight that leaves sooner, for a small charge. I have to get out of here, Jared. I can’t stay here another week. I just can’t do it.”


  Jared sighed, putting down the knife. “When do you want to leave?”


  Good. He hadn’t said no.


  “Tomorrow morning.”


  He took a deep breath and resumed chopping the peppers, although a little more forcibly than he had before.


  “Okay,” he said.


  “Okay?” I questioned.


  He looked over at me and there was sadness in his eyes. “As much as I want to keep you here forever. I can’t. I see, now, that you just want to spread your wings and fly. This is your chance. I’m not going to stand in your way. Leaving a week early isn’t that big of a deal. It just means I’m going to miss you sooner.”


  “Thank you, Jare,” I wrapped my arms around his middle. I was tall, but Jared was even taller, and always managed to make me feel small.


  He kissed the top of my head. “You should know by now that I’d do anything for you. That’s what brother’s are for. Even if that means I have to stick you on a plane and say goodbye, that’s what I’ll do. Just promise not to forget about me, squirt, when you’re this big ballet star,” he grinned, pulling away.


  I smiled. “You’ve known for months that you’d be saying goodbye to me at the end of summer.”


  “True, but that doesn’t make it any easier,” he smiled. “Kittycat!” He called out into the living room. “Think we can move to New York City?”


  “Nice try,” she smiled, not even bothering to look up from her book.


  Jared shrugged and looked back at me. “Looks like this is going to be your last dinner here.”


  “I’m not leaving forever. You’ll see me at Thanksgiving, and Christmas, and-”


  “And they’re all too far away,” he pulled me into another hug.


  “They’ll be here sooner than you think.”


  “I hope you’re right,” he backed away, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Finish cutting the peppers and onions. I’m going to call Dan and Patsy and have them come over for dinner, since this is going to be your last night here.”


  He opened the door to the back porch and stood out there to call them.


  “Here,” Katy appeared in front of me, “we can do it together.” She grabbed the knife Jared had been using.


  “Do you think I’m crazy for wanting to get away?” I asked.


  “Not at all,” she smiled. “When bad things happen to you, you want to get away from it all, away from the reminders. I understand that and so does Jared.”


  “Good,” I breathed a sigh of relief.


  “If you ever want to talk about it, you know I’ll listen,” she told me.


  “Yeah, I know. I’m just not ready,” I smiled sadly.


  The back door opened and Jared stepped inside. “Dan and Patsy will be here in half an hour. If you’re leaving in the morning, you better get packed.”


  “Thank you for letting me leave early,” I hugged him before dashing upstairs.


  Since I was moving so far away for school, the plan was only to take clothes, and buy whatever else I would need, once I got there.


  I squeezed half of my closet into the oversized suitcase and then stuck a picture of Jared, Katy, and I on top.


  Selfishly, I wanted a picture of Holden.


  I had pushed him away, so it was wrong for me to still be feeling this way, to still want him.


  With a sigh, I zipped up the suitcase. I needed to stop dwelling on Holden. It was over. I knew at the beginning of the summer, that this would never last, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.


  I loved Holden, against logic, I did.


  I ran my fingers through my hair. I had to stop thinking about him. I was tearing myself apart. I never knew love could be so painful.


  With a shake of my head, I left my room, and joined the others.


  Dan and Patsy had just arrived, both enveloping me in hugs, begging me not to go.


  Jared and I had decided it would be best not to tell them about the baby/miscarriage. They would both get upset and I didn’t want to worry them.


  Dinner was ready, and since the table wasn’t large enough for all of us, we spread out in the living room.


  I was quiet, just going through the motions of enjoying myself.


  “Jared, summer’s almost over and you’ve only grilled for us once. You need to fire that thing up and make me some food,” Dan chortled.


  “Sorry, Pop, we’ve been busy. How about next weekend, y’all come over and I’ll make whatever you want.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Dan took a bite of pizza.


  I bit into mine and it just tasted like cardboard. I hadn’t been hungry in days.


  “So, Karlie, are you excited for Joffrey?” Patsy asked me.


  “Oh-um-yeah, I guess. I’m really nervous,” I shrugged.


  “That’s to be expected,” Patsy smiled. “Dan and I are so proud of you.”


  “Thanks,” I mumbled, pushing my pizza around the plate with my finger.


  “Are you okay?” Patsy studied me.


  “Fine,” I forced a smile. “Just a lot going through my head right now.”


  “Oh, of course,” she smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners.


  I felt bad, that they’d come here to enjoy a meal with me, before I left, and all I seemed to be doing was grunting or giving very short answers. I hoped that once I got away from here, that I’d start feeling better, but something told me that wouldn’t be the case.


  ~***~


  “Squirt, you got everything?” Jared asked, for the one-thousandth time as he loaded my suitcase into the trunk of his car.


  “I’m positive, Jare, just like I was the last time you asked me,” I replied.


  “Okay, okay,” he grumbled. “I won’t ask you again.”


  “Good, because,” I glanced down at my watch, “we really need to get out here. I don’t want to miss my flight.”


  “Then we better go,” Jared rubbed his hands together, looking me over.


  “What?” I asked, when he continued to study me.


  “Where did my little sister go? I swear, it was just yesterday that you were in diapers, with a lollipop hanging out of your mouth as you chased Holden and me around the yard.” He got a faraway look when he mentioned Holden.


  “I’m still here,” I shrugged. “Just a little more grown up.” I adjusted the backpack on my shoulder.


  “A lot more,” he grinned, getting in the car.


  I shook my head and climbed in the back. Katy was already in the car, taking Jared’s hand in hers. He looked over at her with so much love in his eyes that I began to tear up. How would I ever find that?


  The ride to the airport was silent


  Jared pulled up to the terminal, hopped out of the car, and set my suitcase down on the ground. I shrugged my backpack on and hugged Katy.


  “Stay strong,” she whispered in my ear, before letting go.


  “Come here, squirt,” Jared pulled me into a big bear hug. “Don’t get into too much trouble,” he smiled down at me.


  I rolled my eyes. “I think I’ve gotten into enough trouble the past few months, to last me a lifetime.”


  “You’re right about that,” he smiled, handing me my flight papers. “Be careful and call me when you land.”


  “I will,” I promised.


  “I love you,” he said. “No matter what.”


  “Love you too, Jare,” I hugged him again and then gave Katy another hug, before heading into the airport.


  I didn’t look back.


  ~***~


  I stood in front of the apartment provided by the school. This was where I would be living for the next few years, as I trained as a ballerina. This was now my home.


  My home I’d be sharing with six strangers. One of which I’d be sharing a room with.


  Suddenly, I felt like forgetting about my dancing, and going back home.


  I had never been on my own before and I was scared.


  With a deep breath, I opened the door to the building.


  I made my way up the steps, to the second floor, my suitcase clunking behind me.


  I put the key in the door and stepped inside.


  It was actually pretty nice. Clean and clean was always good, at least in my opinion.


  The walls were white and looked like they’d just been painted.


  No one was here; I was the first to arrive, which I figured would be the case when I decided to show up early. Everyone else that would be attending Joffrey would be here in a few days.


  For now, I was alone, and that’s exactly what I needed.


  I closed the door behind me and looked around the space. The living room, dining area, and kitchen were all open, with the three bedrooms branching off of the central space.


  All of the rooms were doubles so I just picked a random room and bed.


  It was late and I was tired from the flight so I curled up on the bed, still dressed, and fell asleep.


  ~***~


  I woke up, and for a moment, I couldn’t figure out where I was, and then I remembered.


  I got out of bed, stretching my stiff muscles, and found the shower.


  I was completely dismayed when I saw that there was only one shower, for six girls. I had no idea how that was going to work.


  Deciding to worry about it another time, I showered and dressed.


  I needed to head out and buy some necessities.


  I grabbed my wallet and key to the apartment.


  Once outside, I picked a direction and started walking, hoping I didn’t get lost.


  I was astounded at the prices of even the most basic things. I guessed that was New York City for you.


  I managed to find everything I needed, even if it did cost me an arm and leg… and maybe a kidney too.


  Despite the high cost of living, I was in love with the feel of the city. The hustle and bustle, non-stop action, was exactly what I needed. I found myself smiling for the first time in weeks. I was glad I decided to come early.


  This was exactly what I needed to snap me out of my funk.
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  Holden


  I loved alcohol.


  I loved how it made you feel numb but unstoppable at the same time. Like nothing could harm, you could do or be anything, if only for a moment.


  There were many times in my life where I thought I had hit rock bottom, but none of them compared to what I felt now.


  This was rock bottom.


  I knew this was what it felt like when your heart and soul were ripped out from your body.


  This is what it felt like when you lost everything that gave your life meaning.


  Nothing mattered to me anymore.


  Karlie didn’t want me.


  Jared hated me.


  The baby was gone.


  And I wasn’t sure if I was even welcome at the gym.


  I looked at the calendar. Karlie was leaving for New York in the morning.


  I knew it was a bad idea, but I grabbed my keys anyway, and drove to Jared’s house. If I could just make her understand what I felt for her, that one day I might be able to love her, she would take me back, and she would stop pushing me away.


  I stopped the truck and left the keys in the ignition.


  I stumbled up the front porch and banged on the door.


  It was late and I didn’t care if I woke up the whole fucking neighborhood.


  I had to see my angel.


  Even if she wouldn’t talk to me, a glimpse of her face would make me feel better.


  The door opened and I fell inside, hands reached out to steady me.


  “Holden, what are you doing here?” Jared asked.


  I pointed a finger in his face… at least I think it was his face; there were currently three of them floating in front of me.


  “I need to see Karlie. I have to say goodbye. I have to make her understand. I have to-” I rambled.


  “Karlie’s not here,” Jared sneered, looking at me like I was the most disgusting thing he had ever laid eyes on. “Is that smell, you?”


  “Probably,” I grumbled. “If she’s not here, where is she?” I asked, knowing my words were slurred.


  “She left. She’s been in New York for almost a week now,” Jared admitted reluctantly.


  “No,” I shook my head, which only made me feel like I was going to throw up. “No, she’s here. You’re lying because you hate me.”


  “I’m not lying, and I don’t hate you. I could never hate my best friend. Pissed? Yeah, I’m definitely pissed,” Jared crossed his arms over his chest.


  “I just want Karlie,” I begged. “Please.”


  “She’s not here,” he repeated.


  “Stop lying to me!” I screamed, pushing past him and up the steps.


  I slammed her bedroom door open, looking around.


  She wasn’t in her bed.


  “No,” I gasped, feeling sick and it wasn’t because of the amount of alcohol in my system. “No! She can’t be gone!”


  “Holden, you need to leave,” Jared said, grabbing my shoulder.


  “She can’t be gone,” I whispered.


  Jared pulled me out into the hallway.


  “Jared?” I heard over my shoulder and hope sparked in my chest. But when I turned around to look, it was just Katy, tying a robe around her waist. “Holden? Are you okay?”


  “Fucking fantastic,” I slurred. “This fucker,” I elbowed Jared, “won’t let me see her! I need to see Karlie!”


  “She left,” Katy looked at me sympathetically as she spoke.


  “No! Why do you keep telling me that!” I shouted. “Lies! You’re all lying to me!”


  “Come on,” Jared began to shove me down the steps. “You need to leave.”


  I stumbled and began to fall, but then Jared was holding me up.


  “Jared,” Katy warned, “drive him home.”


  “I can drive myself home,” I spat.


  “No, you can’t,” Jared dragged me out the door, grabbing his keys.


  “Let me go,” I tried to wrestle free of his hold.


  He slowly released my shirt. “If you even think of running away from me, or getting in that truck, I will gladly knock you out.”


  “Fine,” I grumbled, standing next to his car. “Just take me home.”


  Jared took the keys from my truck’s ignition and put them in his pajama’s pocket.


  “Can’t you put a fucking shirt on?” I asked.


  “You’re the one that woke me up, at one in the morning, so the answer is no. Just be happy I have pants on,” he snapped, unlocking the doors to his car.


  I climbed inside and glared out the window.


  This had been a bust.


  “Holden,” Jared whispered. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?” I snapped. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one that fucks everything up. I should come with a fucking warning label.”


  “You’re not a bad guy, Holden,” Jared mumbled, rubbing his jaw.


  “I knocked your little sister up. I think that makes me a bad guy,” I snapped, resting my elbow on the door handle.


  “I don’t need you to remind me of that,” Jared snapped, glaring at me.


  “Sorry,” I mumbled.


  “You really are, aren’t you?” Jared inquired.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Sorry?” He repeated.


  “Yeah,” I leaned my head against the headrest, “I am.”


  “Huh,” Jared mused, “I think that might be the first time I’ve ever heard you say that.”


  “Might be,” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t say it unless I mean it.”


  “I’ve learned that you don’t say anything unless you mean it,” Jared adjusted his grip on the steering wheel.


  “Damn straight,” I muttered.


  “You have such a way with words,” Jared chuckled.


  “I can’t help it that my favorite words aren’t the nicest fucking words out there,” I grinned and immediately closed my mouth so I didn’t throw up in Jared’s car. I knew that wouldn’t score any points.


  “Here we are,” Jared announced, pulling up in front of my apartment building.


  “Thanks,” I mumbled.


  He pulled my keys out of his pocket and took the key to my apartment off, placing it in my palm. “I’ll get your truck back here,” he explained.


  I reached for the door and then glanced over my shoulder at him. “You still hate me, don’t you?”


  “Hate is such a strong word. Strongly dislike? That hits the mark,” he said.


  “Are we ever going to be friends again?” I asked.


  Jared shrugged. “I guess only time will tell.”


  I fucking hated time.


  “I’ll-uh-see you around,” I got out of his car, closing the door.


  “Sure,” Jared sighed, rolling down the window. “And Holden?”


  “Yeah?”


  “No more driving drunk. You may not be my favorite person right now, but I don’t want anything to happen to you.” Jared’s brows knitted together in worry.


  “Whatever,” I saluted him.


  Somehow, I managed to make it into my apartment and collapse on my bed.


  Karlie was gone, and with her, so was the last piece of me that wanted to live.


  When had I become such a whipped pussy?
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  Karlie


  Today was the first day of classes and my nerves were off the charts.


  Luckily, I seemed to have a good group of roommates. All of us were here to dance and weren’t looking for any drama, so I was thankful for that.


  The one bathroom, though, was a disaster.


  Six girls and one tiny bathroom did not mix.


  I woke up at five o’ clock in the morning to make sure I was able to shower and dry my hair.


  While the other five girls fought over bathroom privileges, I dressed in my leotard and tights, pulling on a pair of leggings over them and a loose purple sweater. I packed up my dance bag, checking and then double-checking to make sure I didn’t forget anything.


  Knowing my luck, I’d show up to my first class without my pointe shoes and look like a complete fool.


  When I was sure everything was in its place, I slung the bag over my shoulder, and made my way to the door.


  The other girls were still in various stages of morning madness.


  Despite the lack of sleep, I was glad I had gotten up so early.


  I headed across the street and into the Joffrey building. I looked at the papers in my hand, locating the classroom number.


  I jogged up the set of steps and turned right, scanning the numbers outside the doors.


  I found the right classroom, a few students already milling outside the door. I was glad I wasn’t the only one that was early.


  Over the next ten minutes more students arrived.


  My nerves were growing by the second as I looked around at all of the other dancers. We were all here because we were good, but I was worried that they’d all be better than me. I felt so alone. I had danced so many years with Rodney that it had become second nature to always have him by my side at the studio. But I was on my own now… Well, until they assigned me a new partner.


  A voice interrupted my thoughts.


  “I’m Instructor Rebecca Belle,” a lady smiled as she opened the studio door. “You may all refer to me as Rebecca.”


  We filed in behind her.


  “Before we get down to business,” she clapped her hands together, “I want to cover a few things. First, I can be your best friend or worst nightmare. I’m here to help you, to teach you, but I can’t do that if you don’t put forth the effort. Second,” she held up two fingers, “I do not tolerate tardiness. If you’re late, you can kiss your dreams of dance goodbye. Third, there will be no funny business when you step inside this room. You’re here to dance. This is not social hour. If you want to chat, there’s a coffee shop down the road you can visit in your off hours. When you talk in this room, every word that comes out of your mouth, better be about something ballet related. Understand?”


  We all nodded.


  “Good,” she smiled. “Let’s begin with stretches, and then you will all dance individually so I can assess your skills myself before assigning partners.”


  Now I was even more nervous than before.


  I removed my leggings and sweater, dropping them into my bag, and putting on my pointe shoes. Then I stretched my legs on the bar, before sitting on the floor to continue.


  “Hey,” the girl next to me said.


  “Hi,” I smiled.


  “I’m Sarah,” she smiled at me, before stretching her torso out over her legs, gripping her feet in her hands. She was pretty, with a small face, and light brown hair, almost blonde.


  “Karlie,” I replied.


  “I think you live next door to me,” she stated.


  “Oh, maybe,” I shrugged, before going into a butterfly stretch.


  “Your hair isn’t hard to miss,” she pointed to my bun.


  “No, I guess not,” I laughed.


  “It’s cool though,” she complemented. “My parents would never let me do anything like that with my hair.”


  “My brother raised me, and let’s just say, he wasn’t too happy when he saw what I had done. But since its been this color for years now, he’s gotten used to it.”


  She was about to say something when Rebecca clapped her hands.


  “I’m going to call out your names in alphabetical order. Laura here,” she nodded to an older lady behind the piano, “will play a song of her choice. Your job is to feel the music and come up with a dance.”


  She waited for any objections and then took a seat, looking down at the clipboard in her hand.


  “Ella Baxter, you’re first,” she called.


  The girl named Ella took a deep breath before stepping into the center of the room.


  The piano began and with it, she began to move.


  She was a smooth dancer, her movements graceful, like they should be.


  The song ended and Rebecca immediately called out another name.


  I watched carefully as each person danced. The talent in this room was astounding. But that was why we were here. We had worked hard for this. Hours upon hours had been spent training, instead of hanging out with our friends. Dance was everything to us.


  “Karlie Reed,” she called and my heart leapt to my throat.


  I was the last person to go and the pressure was on. I had to wow her.


  I made my way to the center of the room and waited for the music to start.


  I didn’t recognize the piece but music was music. It all had a beat and they all had a story to tell. My job was to bring that story to life.


  The song was on the somber side, which suited me fine. I wasn’t exactly the happiest person at the moment.


  While I danced, I told the story of a tortured girl, just looking for something, searching. Always, searching. She was looking for her freedom. She didn’t want to be trapped anymore.


  The music ended and I posed, careful to make sure my toes were perfectly pointed and my fingers loose.


  “You can be seated,” Rebecca nodded for me to join the group of students on the floor.


  I smiled and sat next to Sarah.


  “You’re incredible,” Sarah whispered, looking at me in awe.


  “Far from it, trust me,” I snorted.


  “Okay,” Rebecca said, standing and then pacing in front of us. “I’ve seen all I need to see. I’m going to call one partner’s name. They are to stand. Then I will call the other partner’s name. You are then to go stand over there,” she pointed to the corner of the room, “and get to know each other. Dancing with a partner is all about the connection. The passion you exude. You have to make people believe that you are lovers.”


  “Oh, God,” I mumbled under my breath and Sarah laughed quietly.


  “I will only say your name once, so pay attention,” Rebecca explained, putting on a pair of purple reading glasses. “Ella Baxter.” The girl stood. “Jacob Jones.”


  Once they were on the other side of the room, she called out more names. “Tyler Caldwell and Sarah Hawn.”


  “That’s me,” Sarah smiled before scurrying after her dance partner.


  The names continued and then, “Grayson North and Karlie Reed.”


  I looked over at my partner who was smiling widely at me, and followed him to the other side of the room.


  “Grayson,” he held out a hand to me.


  “Karlie,” I mumbled, taking it.


  Grinning, he pointed to his tights. “Don’t let these fool you. I’m not gay.”


  “Neither was my last partner,” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. But I knew he wasn’t trying to be cocky. He was trying to make me laugh and lighten the mood. What he didn’t know was that I didn’t think I’d ever laugh again.


  “Good,” he breathed, still grinning, his hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. “We’ll get along well then.”


  “Yep, sure,” I nodded.


  “Hey,” he tilted his head. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I shook my head, putting on the biggest fake smile I could muster. “Just tired,” I lied.


  “Maybe when class is over we could grab a cup of coffee?” His eyes crinkled.


  “Grayson,” I smiled and this time it was a little more genuine. “That’s the oldest pick up line in the book.”


  “It’s not a pick up line if I’m just trying to get to know my new partner,” he grinned.


  Apparently, he was always grinning. I was surprised his face didn’t hurt.


  “Okay,” I relented. “Coffee would be great.”


  “Great,” he ran his fingers through his honey brown hair. “You know,” he leaned towards me conspiratorially. “Belle put us together because we’re the best… Well, you’re the best.”


  “Oh, please,” I snorted.


  “It’s the truth. You were incredible. You dominated the room. I’ve never seen anyone dance like that,” he shook his head in awe.


  “Like what?” I questioned him.


  “Like…” He searched for the right words to explain. “Like you dance more than you walk… like you don’t even have to think about it. You’re a natural, Karlie. Anyone can learn how to dance if they want to and are dedicated. But you just have it.”


  I laughed. “You’re crazy.”


  “No, not crazy. Just honest. There are always going to be talented people out there, but there are the ones that go above and beyond, without even trying. That’s you,” he pointed a tanned finger at me.


  “I still think you’re crazy,” I rolled my eyes. “But thank you.”


  “No thanks needed,” Grayson shrugged.


  Rebecca snapped her fingers, causing a hush to fall over the room.


  “Now that you’ve had the chance to talk to one another, it’s time for you to dance. Laura,” she nodded to the piano player and a moment later the notes of a song began to play. “Now dance. Find your rhythm with your partner. You must learn to recognize each other’s movements. You must become one.”


  “Shall we?” Grayson held out his hand.


  I took his hand and let him lead.


  I was surprised by how we immediately clicked once we started dancing. I had heard horror stories of some people taking weeks, even months, to get used to their partner. Rodney and I had danced well together from the start, and the same was true with Grayson. Our bodies knew when to move and I was able to predict what he was going to do before he did it. Maybe things weren’t going to be so bad here.


  When we were all covered in sweat, Rebecca called it a day.


  “That’s it for today,” she announced. “I expect you and your partner to work hard outside this studio. Feel free to ask for studio time, we’ll be more than happy to provide you all with time to practice.” With that, she left the room.


  Grayson pulled on a pair of jeans and wiped the sweat from his brow with the edge of his shirt.


  I gawked for a moment at his ripped stomach and then looked away hurriedly.


  When he chuckled, I knew he had noticed my staring.


  “So, about that coffee?” He asked, grinning at me.


  “I’ll shower and meet you there in an hour?” I questioned.


  “Sounds good,” he grinned, shouldering his bag. “I’ll walk you out.”


  I slipped into my leggings and pulled my sweater on.


  “You really don’t need to wait for me,” I sighed as I took off my pointe shoes, replacing them with a pair of flats.


  “I know,” he grinned and I noticed that he had dimples in each cheek. “But I am.”


  “Well, thanks,” I smiled, standing.


  “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together,” he shrugged as we headed outside, “we might as well get to know each other. I promise, I’m a nice guy.”


  “I’m sure you are,” I teased, pressing the button for the crosswalk.


  He rolled his eyes. “You’ve never been to New York City before, have you?”


  “No,” I shook my head.


  “Come on,” he took my hand, “You’ll never get across if you wait for that thing.”


  “Grayson!” I shrieked, as he pulled me out into the middle of traffic.


  He chuckled, the sound carrying over his shoulder. “You have to run, Karlie,” he laughed.


  “I’m trying!” I yelled, dodging a taxi, my heavy duffel bag thumping against my thigh.


  Once safely on the sidewalk I pulled my hand from his. “I am never doing that ever again.”


  “Trust me, you will if you want to get around this city,” he winked.


  “I might die!” I squeaked.


  “What’s life without a little excitement?” Grayson grinned.


  “I’ve had enough excitement this summer to last me a lifetime.” I put a hand to my racing heart. “My place is just here,” I pointed to the building a few rows from us.


  “Really? Mine too,” Grayson smiled, shoving his hands in his jeans pockets.


  Oh, joy.


  Grayson held the door open for me and followed me inside. “I’m just down the hall.”


  “I’m upstairs,” I pointed, like he was stupid and didn’t know where upstairs was.


  “Cool,” he grinned, those dimples popping out again. “See you in an hour?”


  “An hour,” I repeated.


  Grayson smiled again, before walking away. I could tell from the expression on his face that he was afraid I would ditch him.


  I might not have been in the best frame of mind, and I might not be that interested in getting to know Grayson, but I wouldn’t stand him up. It would be good for me to get out, and since he was my partner, we’d be spending a lot of time together. I should at least be on friendly terms with the guy.


  I entered the apartment, and since I had the crappiest luck ever, the shower was already taken.


  Shaking my head, I went into my room, dropping my bag on my bed and then shuffling through my drawers for something to wear.


  I settled on a pair of shorts and a flowy tank top. That seemed appropriate for going to coffee with Grayson. I didn’t exactly know the ins and outs of dating… or non-dating, as this was.


  I had never had a boyfriend before because honestly I couldn’t count Holden and we’d never even been on a date.


  When one of my roommates, I think her name was Ashley, left the bathroom, I dashed in there before anyone else could claim it.


  I showered as quickly as possible, knowing the other girls were waiting on me.


  I brushed my wet hair back and pulled it up into a bun and then opened the door, to face the angry girls glaring at me. “It’s all yours,” I said, scurrying around them before they did something crazy, like pull out a pair of scissors and try to cut my hair.


  My roommate, Liz, was sitting on her bed when I walked in. She was small, even by dancer standards, with dark raven hair. We hadn’t talked much yet, but that was because she was always either dancing around the room or had her nose buried in a book.


  It looked like her book flavor today was shirtless men in kilts.


  “Hey, Liz,” I said flatly, sitting down at our shared desk to dab on a little makeup.


  Her response was a grunt. I guess the kilt guy was far more interesting than conversation with me… Actually, anything was probably more interesting than talking to me.


  I looked at the clock and grabbed my purse.


  “I’ll be back soon,” I told her. Which was girl code for ‘If I don’t come back soon, call the cops’. But once again, she was completely oblivious to me.


  I really hoped Grayson didn’t turn out to be some psychopathic killer or I was screwed.


  Grayson was waiting for me in the lobby area of the apartment building, leaning against a wall. He was dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a gray t-shirt. His arms were crossed over his chest, making his muscles more prominent.


  People could say what they wanted, but there were plenty of straight male ballet dancers out there, and their bodies were drool-worthy.


  “I was afraid you might not show up,” Grayson smiled, pulling away from the wall.


  “I figured,” I laughed. “But I would never do that.”


  Like before, he held the door open for me.


  I stepped down onto the sidewalk just as a guy riding a bicycle came flying by.


  “Oh!” I screamed, before falling back against Grayson.


  “You okay?” He asked, steadying me.


  “Yeah,” I put a hand to my head. “He just scared me, that’s all.”


  I started walking, the sounds of the bustling city assaulting me. The constant honking horns and yelling was one thing I thought I’d ever get used to here.


  A hand closed around my arm, pulling me back.


  “Hey,” I cried, wiggling free.


  “Sorry,” Grayson shrugged, “you were going the wrong way.”


  “Oh, right. Lead the way,” I motioned for him to start walking.


  Grayson didn’t say anything as we walked the two blocks to the coffee shop, so I didn’t talk either. I didn’t really know what to say, besides, “I’m sorry you got stuck with me as a partner.” But since I figured that would make him mad, I kept my mouth shut.


  The coffee shop was packed with other students from Joffrey.


  Grayson spotted an empty table. “Go sit down and I’ll grab our coffee. What do you want?”


  “Uh-just get me a chai tea,” I told him, digging through my purse for money.


  His hand grasped mine. “I’ve got it.”


  I started to protest but he was already weaving away from me. With a sigh, I sat down at the empty table, brushing the crumbs off of the tabletop.


  The line was so long that it was a good fifteen minutes before Grayson sat down across from me.


  “A chai tea for the lady,” he grinned, sliding it across the table to me. “And let me tell you, that smells terrible.”


  I laughed. “It tastes better than it smells.”


  Grayson made a face. “Somehow I doubt that.”


  He took a sip of coffee and studied me. “So, what’s your story Karlie?”


  “No story here,” I shrugged.


  “Please,” Grayson rolled his eyes. “Everyone has a story. How about we start with, where are you from?”


  “Greenville, North Carolina,” I answered.


  “Siblings?” He asked.


  “One brother,” I answered.


  “Good relationship with your parents?”


  “With my foster parents, yes. My real dad is in jail for murder and my mom’s dead. And my dad’s the one that killed her, in case you were wondering.” I sat back in the seat, waiting for Grayson’s reaction. I didn’t tell most people about my real parents, it was no one’s business, but for some reason I wanted to shock Grayson.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” He looked at me sadly.


  “Of course you didn’t know,” I rolled my eyes, “that’s why you asked.”


  “Still,” he shrugged.


  “Just ask me another question,” I snapped.


  “Who’s the guy?” Grayson inquired, his eyes burning into me.


  Chai tea went spewing across the table at his question. I coughed, grabbing a napkin to wipe up the mess. “There’s no guy.”


  “Trust me,” Grayson leaned towards me, “there’s a guy.”


  “What makes you think there’s a guy?” I asked.


  “Because,” Grayson ran his fingers through his sandy hair, “a girl like you isn’t so sad for no reason. Someone hurt you. Someone you loved.”


  “No one hurt me,” I snapped, looking out one of the various windows.


  “You don’t need to lie to me, Karlie. I’m not trying to hit on you or anything. I just want to be your friend,” he shrugged like it was no big deal that he was prying into my personal life.


  “Who hurt you?” I asked. “Tell me and I’ll tell you.”


  “Fine,” Grayson sat back running his hands over his jeans. “Her name’s Ashton and she was the love of my life. She was my dance partner for years.”


  “So what happened?” I questioned.


  “Do you want the honest answer or the sugarcoated one?” Grayson scooted his chair back a bit to give his legs more room.


  “The honest one, always,” I said.


  Grayson sighed, rubbing at the stubble coating his jaw. “She fucked my best friend. I wanted to surprise her and I ended up being the one surprised. Walked right in on them doing the deed.” He shook his head. “Your turn.”


  I sighed. “I’ve had a thing for my brother’s best friend for years. This summer, we acted on it, a lot. I ended up pregnant.”


  Grayson’s eyes flicked to my stomach.


  “I lost the baby,” I answered his unspoken question. “Almost two weeks ago now.”


  “Karlie, that’s awful. I’m so sorry,” his hazel eyes were shocked.


  “Don’t be. It’s for the best. We would’ve never worked,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster. “We both knew it was only for the summer.”


  “But the heart wants what the heart wants.” Grayson took the lid off his coffee and added some sugar.


  “Yeah, well, the heart doesn’t always get what it wants,” I mumbled sadly. “Some things are never meant to be.”


  “Surly-”


  “Grayson, drop it. I mean it,” I snapped.


  “Okay,” he raised his hands in surrender. “We won’t talk about-”


  He waited for me to supply a name. I didn’t want to, but finally I huffed, “Holden. His name is Holden.”


  “No more talking about Holden,” he submitted. “Do you have any questions for me?”


  “No,” I snapped, standing up. “I need to go.” I grabbed some wadded up bills from my purse and dropped them on the table for Grayson.


  “Karlie!” He yelled after me as I ran out the door.


  I rounded the side of the building and stopped, leaning against the brick as sobs raked my body.


  Every time I talked, or even thought about Holden, it was like my heart was being ripped from my body and then stomped on.


  If love was this painful, why did so many people want it so bad? It wasn’t worth it.


  “Karlie,” a voice whispered softly from behind me.


  I don’t even know how I heard him over the city noises, but I did.


  I turned around and faced Grayson.


  He didn’t say anything after that, just opened his arms, and somehow I found myself stepping into his embrace and letting him hold me.


  “Just cry,” Grayson crooned, patting my back.


  So I did.
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  Karlie


  It was amazing to me, how even when your whole world had been turned upside down, time still passed at a rapid pace.


  Months had passed since I left North Carolina.


  I still couldn’t believe it was already November.


  As much as I missed my family, and even you-know-who, I was thankful to be away from them. I needed this time, this space, to find myself.


  I needed to spread my wings and fly.


  Grayson and I had grown closer; he’d quickly become my friend. He was someone I could open up to and I knew he wouldn’t judge me.


  We both had our demons and respected each other’s space because of that.


  “Ugh,” Grayson grumbled, letting me go and walking over to turn the music off.


  “What?” I asked, looking around the empty studio we had rented for the day so we could work on our routine.


  He pulled at the ends of his hair. “It’s just that… not that this routine isn’t good… it just… lacks something.”


  I grabbed my water bottle off the floor, chugging half of it down. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I said, “Okay. What’s it lacking?”


  “Pizzazz,” he replied, seriously.


  “Pizzazz?” I raised a brow. “You did not just say pizzazz.”


  “I did,” Grayson grinned. “To me, this routine is good, it’s just basic. If we want to wow the teachers here, we’ve gotta add something to it.”


  “What are you thinking?” I asked, a bit afraid of what his answer might be.


  “First, we have to ditch this classical music,” he answered.


  “Grayson, I don’t think that’s a good idea-”


  “It’s brilliant,” he insisted with so much enthusiasm that I was waiting for the confetti to pop out behind him. “And then we could add some lifts-”


  “Are you trying to kill me?” I looked at him like he was off his rocker.


  “Don’t act like you’ve never done lifts with your old partner. You trust me, right?” He asked. When I nodded he thundered on. “Then it’s set. I have this song on my phone that’s perfect.”


  He pulled his iPhone out of his pocket and began scrolling through.


  “Ah, here it is,” he put on the docking station and soon the sounds of Michael Bublé singing Feeling Good were vibrating around the studio.


  “Good song,” I smiled, “but Rebecca might think we’re crazy.”


  “Karlie, this is for our quarter grade in her class, and the showcase. We have to wow her and show her that we’re not like everybody else. To do that, we have to take risks,” he waved his hands through the air as he explained. “You know everybody else is going to be playing it safe. We can’t afford to do that.”


  “We can’t afford to get kicked out either,” I mumbled.


  “Dance is all about expressing yourself. We can’t stick ourselves in some box. I promise, we won’t do anything too outlandish. We’ll just spice it up a little bit,” he grinned like a little boy.


  I knew Grayson wouldn’t let this go, and if I was honest with myself, the routine we’d been working on wasn’t as good as it could have been.


  “Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.”


  “Thank you!” Grayson cried, squishing me into a hug.


  “Don’t make me regret this, North,” I narrowed my eyes at him as he let me go.


  “Never,” he blurted. He put a hand to his chin and began walking around the studio, musing.


  “What’s going on in that head of yours?” I asked, a bit afraid of his answer.


  “How good are you at stunts?” He asked, tapping his chin.


  “I’m decent,” I shrugged.


  “We definitely need to add some lifts, but stunts would be good too,” he mused, tapping a finger against his mouth.


  “Grayson, let’s not go overboard now,” I warned. “We want to wow them, we don’t want to be flashy. There’s a big difference.”


  “I’m not asking you to dance naked covered in pink glitter, so don’t be so uptight,” Grayson grinned.


  “I’m not being uptight,” I crossed my arms over my chest, “I just don’t want to get hurt.”


  Suddenly, Grayson was in front of me, cupping my cheek. “I would never ever ask you to do anything that might lead to you getting hurt. Trust me to keep you safe.”


  I swallowed, a bit flustered by how close he was to me. “I trust you,” I admitted and it was the truth. If you didn’t trust your partner you were screwed.


  “Good,” he smiled before backing away.


  He started the song over, held his hand out for me, and grinned, “Let’s dance.”


  ~***~


  Tired from a whole day of dancing with Grayson, I climbed in bed, exhausted.


  As was my habit, every night, I checked my phone.


  There was a text from Jared but no one else.


  I don’t know why I kept hoping there would be something from Holden.


  If I was honest with myself, he was probably out every night, with a different girl. I didn’t matter to him.


  Pushing those thoughts out of my mind, I replied back to a text from Jared, telling him I was tired and would talk to him in the morning.


  I pulled the covers over my head and blocked out the chatter of the girls around me. I wished I could quiet my thoughts just as easily.


  ~***~


  Holden


  Nothing and no one could fill this void inside me.


  Actually, that was a lie. There was one person who could make me whole again, but she had left. She’d made her choice, and now, I had to live with it.


  The truth was that Karlie didn’t want me, and quite frankly, I couldn’t blame her. I fucked up all the time. It was who I was. I had pushed her away, given her every reason to leave, and never turn back. Hell, I knew she was better off without me.


  It had been three months since I had seen her.


  Three fucking months of hell and I still wasn’t over her.


  No amount of alcohol could numb the pain.


  I sat at the bar, staring at the beer in front of me.


  Karlie’s nineteenth birthday was coming up.


  This was her first birthday since I had known her that I wouldn’t be a part of.


  Jared was still barely speaking with me. Just the occasional grunt here and there at the gym.


  I felt like a ghost.


  No one could see me.


  No one could hear me.


  But that wasn’t the case.


  The truth was, nobody cared.


  My whole life nobody had cared about me. This was why I shied from commitment. In the end, I wasn’t worth loving.


  I had lost everything that mattered to me, in such a short amount of time, and now I knew that I was never going to get it back.


  I brought the beer to my lips.


  The liquid slid down, but I didn’t taste it.


  “See ya, Jacob,” I stood up from the bar and dropped some bills on the counter.


  I was headed for the door when a manicured hand shot out, pushing me against the wall.


  If I hadn’t been so drunk the chick would’ve never been able to move me.


  She rubbed her hand up and down my chest like that was some big turn on or something.


  “Hey, Holden,” she said, trying to make her voice all sultry and deep. She just sounded demented to me.


  “Do I know you?” I asked.


  “No, but you’re about to,” she ran her hand down the front of my pants.


  What the fuck?


  I hadn’t had sex since the last time I was with Karlie, and even though we weren’t together, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to fuck some random girl. Not that I hadn’t tried, but it never moved beyond a kiss. It seemed wrong.


  “Excuse me,” I pushed her hand away, “but that’s not okay with me.”


  “We can move somewhere more private for that part,” she stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. She teetered in her high heels and I didn’t bother to steady her. If she fell, I could get away from her sooner.


  “We won’t be moving on anywhere,” I informed her, pushing her wandering hands away again.


  “Really? I heard you were the guy to come to when a girl wanted a good time,” she slurred.


  Those damn hands of hers went to my belt.


  “I’m not interested,” I snapped, taking her hands and pushing her away slightly.


  She pouted up at me, and opened her mouth to start an annoying plea.


  I didn’t have time for this. I pushed away from the wall and made my way outside.


  I wanted to stop and smoke a cigarette but when I heard the door open behind me and heels clickity-click-clacking, I decided it was better to get the hell out of dodge.


  I climbed into my truck, and the trusty old thing started right up. As I turned out of the parking lot, I saw the girl from the bar watching me.


  Not to long ago, I would’ve taken that girl right there, in the bar, not caring if anyone saw.


  But Karlie had changed me and I couldn’t be that guy anymore.


  She had chased the darkness from my soul, leaving behind a conscious, but my soul still wasn’t pure. Too many years of bad decisions had forever tarnished me. But now I knew that there was some goodness left in me. Even if it was just a small amount, it was there.


  And I’d make damn sure I held onto it.
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  Karlie


  “Grayson, stop grinning like that,” I glared at him as he stood across the studio. “You’re freaking me out,” I stammered.


  “Sorry,” he tried to hide his smile but it wouldn’t stay down. “I stayed up all night working on our routine and I think I’ve finally got it figured out.”


  “You stayed up all night? How are you so perky?” I eyed him.


  Twitching, Grayson replied, “Redbull and I think I had a couple Monsters too.”


  “Of course,” I threw my hands in the air, “I should’ve known.”


  “Are you ready to try it?” He asked.


  “Am I going to die or possibly break my ankle?” I glared at him and his twitchy hands.


  “No, silly,” Grayson snorted, his eyes a little manic. “This is perfectly safe.”


  “This is a bad idea,” I groaned, but I was already striding across the room towards him.


  Grayson was so hyped up that I was honestly afraid he would drop me.


  “Maybe you should take a nap before we do this,” I tried to back away but he reached out and grabbed my arm.


  “Don’t be like that. I have a good three hours left in me before I crash,” Grayson looked at me like I was the crazy one.


  “And I don’t want a bruised butt,” I warned him.


  “You have such little faith in me,” he shook his head. “Shame on you.”


  “Hey, you’re the one that was up all night,” I pointed at him, “and now want to lift me in the air. Excuse me, for being skeptical of your abilities,” I leveled my gaze on him.


  “I’m in tip-top shape, don’t worry about me,” he assured, shaking out his arms. He pressed play and then grinned, “Dance with me.”


  “If I must,” I couldn’t help but smile back as I put my hand in his.


  Within moments, he was guiding my body around the studio.


  If you had a good partner, dancing became effortless, and that’s what it was like with Grayson. I didn’t have to think, my body just responded to his.


  He rocked my hips against his and my eyes widened in surprise, but then he spun me out before letting go of my hand.


  He held his hands out and I knew exactly what he wanted me to do.


  Before I could think about it, I ran towards him, jumping in the air. He caught me around my waist and lifted me high above his head, spinning around.


  He lowered me down and I gripped his shoulders to steady me.


  The music was still playing but we had both stopped dancing.


  I stared into his hazel eyes, trying to decipher what he was thinking.


  In an instant, his lips were crushed against mine.


  To say I was shocked would be an understatement.


  I pushed against his shoulders and he let me go.


  I wanted to yell and scream at him for doing that, but instead I found myself wiping the back of my arm across my lips, like I could wipe away the kiss.


  I walked across the room, feeling incredibly confused and undeniably sad. A weird half-choke half-sob noise came from my throat in gasps. I put a hand over my broken heart.


  I liked Grayson, as a friend, nothing more, at least… not yet.


  I knew it was pointless to still be hung up on Holden. I was sure by now he had moved on, plenty of times. I had no illusions that there was probably a different girl in his bed every night.


  I knew that Holden was all kinds of wrong for me. But how come I couldn’t get him out of my head? That had to mean something, right?


  I brought my shaking hand up to my face, wiping away the tears that were flowing freely. I hadn’t let myself cry since that day with Grayson at the coffee shop, but now I couldn’t stop them.


  “Karlie, I’m sorry,” Grayson said from behind me. “I shouldn’t have done that. I was tired and I-”


  “It’s okay,” my voice shook.


  I heard his footsteps come closer. “Why are you crying? I know you’re not just crying because of the kiss. You can tell me.”


  I took a deep breath. I did need to talk about this. I hadn’t peeped a word of what I was feeling to anyone, not since that day at the coffee shop with Grayson.


  He had been able to handle it then, so I knew he would now. I just had to find the strength to speak the words.


  “I still love him,” I sobbed, reaching up to wipe away my tears as soon as they leaked from the corners of my eyes. “I know, I shouldn’t, but I do. I’m angry with myself for the way I left, like a weak little duckling. I should’ve fought for him, even if he wasn’t willing to fight for me. I should’ve been stronger. But I wasn’t. And then with the baby…” I shook my head. “Every day, I have to live with the fact that I didn’t want our baby. I was selfish. All I could think about was my dreams slipping through my fingers,” I held my hands in the air. “And now, I realize, that as great as this is,” I motioned to the studio around us, “I could’ve been having an entirely different adventure right now, and everything would’ve worked out in the end. But all I kept thinking about was how I didn’t want that baby. When I lost the baby,” I shook my head, looking at Grayson through watery eyes, “I knew it was my fault.”


  “Don’t be absurd, Karlie. It wasn’t your fault. Those things just happen,” he looked at me sadly. “It wasn’t meant to be.”


  “But maybe it was,” I cried. “Maybe I was supposed to have that baby and stay in Greenville. Maybe Joffrey was never supposed to be my destiny.”


  “Karlie,” Grayson said calmly, “if this wasn’t meant to be, you wouldn’t be standing here with me. You’d be back home with him, getting ready for your baby. You can’t control what happened. I know you think it was your fault, but it wasn’t.”


  “I pushed him away,” I sighed, sitting down on the floor. I no longer had the strength to stand. “He came to the hospital, in the middle of the night, and I pushed him away. He came for me and I pushed him away. He thinks I don’t want him, but the truth is, I’ve always wanted him.”


  “Then tell him,” Grayson sat down across from me.


  I shook my head. “It’s been three months. He’s moved on.”


  “You never know,” he shrugged.


  “I know Holden,” I sighed, “and he’s definitely not sitting around pining for me.”


  “If he loves you, he’ll be waiting,” Grayson smiled sadly.


  “Trust me, Holden waits for no one,” I sniffled, brushing my bangs away from eyes.


  Grayson shrugged and stifled a yawn. “I may not know Holden, but if I was in the situation he’s in, and the girl of my dreams had left me, I’d either be chasing her ass down and begging her to take me back or…”


  “Or?” I prompted.


  “Or, I’d give her the space she seems to want, and then hope and pray she’d come back to me.”


  I wet my lips and let out a sigh, one of those that made your whole body shudder with the movement.


  “Even if that was the case, he wouldn’t wait this long for me. It’s time for me to move on… it’s long past that time actually,” I laughed humorlessly. “I don’t know why I keep trying to hold onto something that was dead before it even began.”


  Grayson scooted closer to me and hesitantly draped an arm over my shoulders. I leaned my head on his shoulder.


  “I’m sorry you had to go through all of this,” he whispered, his voice echoing around the studio. “I’m sorry you’re so sad. I just want to see you smile more.”


  “Thanks for being such a good friend,” I smiled up at him.


  “Yeah, well,” he ran his free hand through his sandy hair, “a good friend wouldn’t try to kiss you.”


  “You didn’t mean anything by it,” I sighed.


  “What if I did?” He whispered, his breath brushing against my cheek.


  I pulled away from his hold on me and looked at him. “What are you saying?”


  I knew what he was saying, but I had to hear it.


  Grayson clenched his jaw. “I’ve spent every day, dancing in class with you, and countless hours outside these walls with you,” his hazel eyes bore into me. “I can’t help liking you as more than my friend, but I see that you still love him. You always will, Karlie,” he smiled sadly, “because that’s how love works. You can’t just stop loving someone. But I know you’re not ready to move on. I’m not sure that I’m ready to move on from Ashton, but I’d be willing to give us a shot if you were.”


  I scooted away from him and stood up.


  “Grayson I-” I stammered.


  “I know you don’t return my feelings,” he smiled sadly. “And that’s okay. You’re a special girl, and I hope Holden realizes that.”


  “I’m sorry, Grayson,” I picked up my bag and stopped at the door, glancing over my shoulder at him.


  “Me too,” he whispered.


  I ran down the hall, fighting back more tears.


  I had to get out of here.


  But the problem was, no matter how fast or how far I ran, I couldn’t escape my problems.
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  Karlie


  “Happy Birthday to me,” I smiled sadly to myself, watching the clock strike midnight on the clock next to my bed, signaling the start of November twentieth.


  Normally, I was excited for my birthday. Like everyone else on the planet, I loved presents.


  But this birthday was different.


  It was the first birthday I was away from home and even though I knew it wouldn’t be the last, that didn’t make it any easier.


  My roommates had adjusted to living on their own…or as much on your own as you could be, living with five other girls. But I was still home sick. I missed my brother and my foster parents. I missed Katy, Rollo and Rodney. I even missed Mable.


  But I especially missed Holden, even if I shouldn’t. Even if every thought of him tore my insides apart.


  I knew our relationship hadn’t been perfect, but point out one that is. We both had our faults and obstacles to overcome. But who doesn’t?


  I had known Holden for as far back as my memories went.


  Sometimes, I felt like I knew him better than he knew himself.


  There was so much in him that was worth loving, even if he couldn’t see that himself.


  With a sigh, I closed my eyes and tried to force all thoughts of Holden from my mind. But then his face appeared behind my closed lids.


  No matter what I did, I was always haunted by him.


  I was starting to think I always would be.


  Do you ever get over your first love?


  I guessed only time would tell.


  ~***~


  Holden


  I blew the smoke from my lips, watching the clock, waiting for the magic numbers to appear.


  When it struck midnight, I put out my cigarette, and sat back on the couch.


  “Happy Birthday, angel,” I whispered, watching the smoke curl out of my mouth.


  As much as I loved every moment I spent with Karlie this summer, even the bad times, if someone told me I could undo it, I would.


  Because, if this summer had never happened, Karlie would still be in my life, and I’d rather have her in my life as my best friend’s sister than not at all.


  I missed her more than I ever thought it was possible to miss somebody.


  Karlie had changed everything I once believed to be true. She had made me see that there was more to life than the way I was living. I knew she would be pissed if she knew that I was spending most of my days drunk or high.


  At least my old man would be proud.


  Not that he was anyone I should be proud of pleasing.


  He was nothing but a drunk and druggie.


  I chuckled to myself.


  The apple really didn’t fall far from the tree.


  ~***~


  Karlie


  I picked up my ringing phone and didn’t even bother looking at the caller ID. I knew who it was.


  “Happy Birthday, squirt!” Jared trilled. “Feel any older?”


  I snorted, leaning back on my bed. “I feel more like thirty-nine than nineteen.”


  “Aw, Karls, I’m sorry. I wish I was there and could give you a hug. At least you’ll be coming home for Thanksgiving.”


  “Yeah,” my lips twisted up into a small smile. “It’ll be nice to see all of you.”


  “Do you have anything planned with your friends for your birthday?” Jared inquired.


  I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see me. “We’ll probably go to dinner.”


  “I hope you have fun,” Jared said.


  “I’ll try,” I mumbled sadly, “but I think I’ve forgotten the meaning of fun.”


  “Karls-”


  “Sorry to cut you short, Jared, but one of my roommates needs me,” I lied.


  “Oh, right, sorry,” he stuttered. “I’ll see you soon.”


  “Yep, soon,” I mumbled before hanging up.


  I pushed myself out of bed, knowing that I couldn’t be lazy any longer.


  No one was in the bathroom so I decided to take a much needed, extra long, shower. I even took the time to style my hair and put on more than just a dab of makeup.


  For the first time, in a long time, I looked and felt human.


  I knew that I’d probably sweat away all my hard work, and have makeup melting off of my face, but it had been worth it.


  I dressed in my tights and leotard, throwing on a pair of sweatpants and sweatshirt over top. There was still plenty of time before class started and I wanted to grab a coffee, which wasn’t something I typically did.


  I had just stepped onto the street when I heard someone calling my name.


  I whipped around, for a moment thinking I had heard Holden, but it was Grayson that was calling my name.


  A pain lanced my heart. “Hey, Grayson,” I stopped, stepping out of the way of the other people walking along.


  Grayson jogged towards me, sweeping his hair out of his eyes.


  “I just wanted to make sure we were cool…after yesterday.” He stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets and looked around awkwardly.


  “Yeah, yeah, we’re cool,” I mumbled. He wouldn’t have believed me if I didn’t invite him with me. “I’m going to grab a coffee before class. Wanna come with me?”


  He looked unsure. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”


  We walked quietly down the street.


  When we reached the coffee shop, Grayson opened the door for me, like he always did.


  “Thanks,” I told him, getting in line.


  I ordered a nonfat latte and took a seat by the window. Grayson joined me a moment later.


  “Grayson,” I began, when he wouldn’t meet my eyes, “I’m not mad. Please stop acting so weird. It was just a kiss.”


  He tipped his chair back and then forward. “I know. But I feel like it changed things between us.”


  “It can only change things if you let it. I’m not bothered by it,” I stared into his eyes, driving home my words. “Just don’t let it happen again,” I quickly added.


  “Okay,” Grayson sighed, wrapping his fingers around his cup of coffee. “We’ll just pretend it never happened.”


  “That’s probably for the best.” I took the lid off of my coffee to let it cool down.


  “Since, I was worrying about other things,” Grayson coughed uncomfortably, “I forgot to say Happy Birthday.”


  “Thanks,” I smiled.


  “You look nice today,” he leaned forward.


  “Grayson,” I warned him.


  “Sorry,” he sat back. “I keep messing up, don’t I?” He looked at me sheepishly.


  “Not messing up, per say, but-”


  “I keep crossing a line,” he tilted the chair back again, his jaw flexing.


  “Yeah,” I nodded. “That sounds about right.”


  “I know you still love him,” Grayson’s hazel eyes met mine, “but don’t you think it’s time you moved on?”


  After our conversation yesterday, I thought he understood, but obviously not.


  “I know I have to move on,” I snapped, “but it’s too soon. Too much has happened for me to just suddenly forget it all. Even if I could, I definitely wouldn’t be getting into another relationship.”


  I stood, grabbing my bag and coffee.


  “Karlie,” Grayson called after me, a pleading tone in his voice.


  I turned around, not caring if I was making a spectacle of us in the busy New York coffee shop. “Grayson,” I said slowly, “you’re my friend and my dance partner. That’s it. We’ll never be anything more. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. There’s a girl out there, waiting for you, you just have to find her. But it’s not me.”


  With that, I flipped around and pushed out the door, darting into traffic and across the street.


  Rebecca left the classroom doors open for anyone that wanted to get a little practice in before class started, so that’s where I headed.


  I was sure Grayson would probably show up, within minutes, but I didn’t care. I needed to dance in order to escape.


  There were a couple of my classmates already in the room, stretching.


  I dropped my bag on the floor and stripped out of my sweatpants and sweatshirt. I tied my pointe shoes on and stretched.


  By the time I had begun dancing, Grayson came stumbling into the room. I pretended like he wasn’t there, like no one was there, and danced for myself.


  It wasn’t long though until the rest of the class began filing in and I had to stop.


  “You okay?” Sarah asked. Sarah, who I had met the first day of class, and lived in the apartment next to me, had become my best girl friend in New York. I hadn’t been able to make friends with any of my roommates but Sarah and I got along well.


  “Uh-huh, I’m great,” I lied.


  “Good,” she smiled giddily. “We’re going out tonight for your birthday. Just dinner,” she added when I was about to protest. “Tyler’s coming,” she glanced over at her partner/boyfriend and blushed, “and Grayson too. If there’s anyone else you want to invite, that’s fine.”


  I desperately wished there was someone else that would tag along. Just the four of us made it seem like a double date, but I knew none of my roommates would come. I knew Liz was in the middle of yet another historical romance book. Her flavor this week was pirates.


  “The four of us is fine,” I grumbled, “but I can’t be out late.”


  “That’s fine,” she tied her pointe shoes.


  We all looked up when Rebecca cleared her throat. “I want to see the progress you all are making on your routine for your semester grade. Today I will be taking each couple across the hall to show me what they’ve been working on.” She smiled at each of us, before calling out the first set of names.


  “I’m really nervous now,” Sarah confessed, gripping my arm.


  “Why? I know you’ve been practicing,” I looked over at her.


  “Yeah, well, a lot of those practices didn’t last long,” she smirked.


  “Sarah!” I exclaimed and then couldn’t help but giggle.


  “What?” She looked at me wide eyed. “Tyler’s so cute; it’s hard not to get distracted. But I don’t think Rebecca is going to understand that,” she grinned.


  “Probably not,” I bumped her shoulder with mine. “You better stop messing around.”


  “I know,” she sighed. Then she looked across the room at Grayson, who was stretching. “Anything going on with you and Grayson.”


  Not for his lack of trying, I thought, but said, “Absolutely not, we’re just friends and that’s the way it’s staying.”


  She looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language. “Are you crazy?! Grayson is gorgeous and he’s so nice, plus an incredible dancer! It’s not like you’re dating anyone!”


  “Keep your voice down,” I hissed. “I just don’t see him that way.”


  “Is there someone else?” She asked, her face lighting up.


  “No,” I said a little too forcefully. I don’t know why I had been able to tell Grayson about Holden, but not Sarah. She would probably understand more than he did, plus Sarah obviously wouldn’t try to kiss me.


  “So, there is a guy,” she grinned conspiratorially. “You can tell me.”


  “There’s no guy, I assure you,” I snapped harshly.


  “A girl?” She raised a brow and I glared at her.


  “No,” I shook my head.


  “Okay,” she shrugged, “but I don’t judge.”


  Before our conversation could continue, Rebecca was calling Sarah and Tyler into the studio across the hall.


  “Good luck,” I told Sarah and she smiled nervously.


  Grayson took Sarah’s empty spot next to me on the floor and I couldn’t help but groan.


  “Not happy to see me?” Grayson asked sadly.


  “Thrilled,” I retorted.


  “I’m sorry,” he hung his arms over his knees.


  “You say that a lot, I’m starting to think you don’t really mean it,” I snapped.


  “I really am. It’s just that…you…fluster me.”


  “I fluster you?” I looked at him like he’d completely lost his marbles.


  “Yeah,” he shrugged. “I like you, a lot, way more than I should and that makes me say things I shouldn’t. Maybe you should just stop listening to a word I say,” he grinned, the dimples in his cheeks winking.


  “Gladly,” I turned away from him, because if he kept smiling at me like that, with those damn dimples, I would turn to mush. I didn’t want that.


  Sarah and Tyler returned, both looking a little nauseous.


  “That went horribly,” Sarah grabbed her bag. “I’ll see you two, tonight,” she called over her shoulder as she left.


  “Grayson and Karlie,” Rebecca called us.


  “Showtime,” Grayson grinned, offering a hand to help me up.


  I pushed his hand away and stood on my own.


  Rebecca smiled at us as we entered the other studio. “Don’t be nervous, this is just for me to see your progress. I’m not looking for perfection.”


  Grayson pulled out his phone and the song echoed around us.


  Rebecca’s eyes widened in surprise at the song. It was definitely far from a classic instrumental piece.


  Grayson and I began dancing. I let go of everything that had happened today and felt the music.


  Despite being irritated with Grayson, we still danced beautifully together.


  The song ended and Grayson and I were both breathing heavily.


  Rebecca looked at us for a moment before shaking her head. “That was…something.”


  I flinched, hoping “something” was a good thing.


  Grayson looked about as scared as I felt, especially since this had been his idea.


  A smile slowly spread across Rebecca’s face. “I’m so happy you two took creative liberty. This was so different and refreshing, compared to what everyone else is doing. I’m excited to see it come together at the showcase.”


  Grayson took my hand and I was so relieved by what she had said, that I didn’t even mind.


  “Thank you so much,” I took in a shaky breath.


  Rebecca smiled and nodded towards the door, “You’re free to leave now.”


  “Thank you,” Grayson called over his shoulder.


  We grabbed our bags and dashed out of the building, completely elated.


  “Wow,” Grayson shook his head, grinning. “She actually liked it!”


  “I know,” I gasped, as we dashed across the street to the apartment building.


  “I was really worried there for a moment. She looked pissed.”


  “I thought she was going to yell at us!” I exclaimed, opening the door. “But it looks like your crazy idea paid off. I’m glad you finally talked me into it…even if you were revved up on Redbull.”


  Grayson laughed. “I come up with my most brilliant ideas when I drink the stuff,” he winked. He started to walk off and I made it up two steps before he said, “Wait! What time is it that we’re supposed to meet Sarah and Tyler?”


  “I’m not sure. I think she told me six the other day.”


  “Do I need to dress up?” He asked.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you have her number? Ask her. I’m pretty sure tights aren’t allowed though,” I laughed.


  Grayson rolled his eyes. “I kind of figured that.”


  “I’ll see you in a little bit,” I told him, jogging up the rest of the steps.


  I had beat the rest of my roommates home, and since dinner was still hours away, I showered and redid my hair and makeup.


  I scanned the contents of my dresser for something to wear that wouldn’t be so boring.


  At the bottom, I found a knee length, long-sleeve, black dress with gold detailing on the neck and sleeves. I think I had bought it when I first moved here and had completely forgotten about it.


  I laid it on the bed and searched for a pair of shoes to wear.


  Surly, I had packed one pair of heels.


  As luck would have it, there was one pair of black heels that matched perfectly with the dress.


  I changed into the dress and tried to tug it further down my legs. It was shorter than I had originally believed. I was a bit scandalized at the amount of skin I was showing, plus, it was getting chilly outside as winter approached.


  I finally gave up on the dress and put the heels on, grabbed a jacket from off my desk chair, and checked my appearance in the mirror.


  I had curled my hair and bangs away from my face and covered the light dusting of freckles across my nose with makeup. The gold eye shadow I wore, made the gold in the dress stand out more, and since I wasn’t one for dramatic looks, my lips were coated in a pale pink gloss.


  “You look fancy,” Liz looked me up and down, coming into our room, with a book under her arm.


  “Thanks… I think,” I smiled at her.


  “Going out?” She asked, but was already cracking open her book, which meant our conversation would cease in about thirty seconds.


  “Yeah. It’s my birthday,” I explained, fluffing my hair.


  “Oh, cool.” And then her nose was buried in her book. The girl needed a kindle, or something, because our room was starting to get pretty crowded with all the paperbacks she had laying around.


  “See ya,” I waved, but she was already lost in her own little world of pirates and buxom ladies.


  Grayson wasn’t in the lobby and I silently prayed that I could make it into a taxi before he showed up. Dinner was going to be awkward enough without sharing a cab with him.


  Apparently the taxi gods were looking down on me because as soon as I waved my hand, one stopped. On second thought, it probably wasn’t divine intervention, and I was sure my short skirt was what got his attention.


  “Where ya goin’?” He asked as I slid into the cab.


  I rattled off the name of the restaurant that Sarah had picked.


  Before we could pull away from the curb, I saw Grayson exit the building and look around.


  Like a coward, I ducked down in the seat, hoping that he hadn’t seen me.


  All I wanted was thirty more minutes with no Grayson. That didn’t seem like too much to ask for.


  The cabby cut in front of someone and floored the car forward, and Grayson was left behind.


  I heard my phone ring and groaned.


  “Hey,” I answered.


  “Have you left yet? If you haven’t we can share a cab,” Grayson asked, and I was sure he was pacing in front of the building.


  “Sorry, I already left,” I feigned sadness.


  “Oh, okay,” he sighed.


  I hung up before he could say anything else.


  I leaned against the leather seat of the cab and let out a breath.


  “Bad day?” The cabby asked.


  I chuckled humorlessly. “More like a bad six months.”


  I don’t think he knew quite what to do with my answer, so he said nothing.


  I felt like nobody knew what to say to me anymore.


  “Here we are,” he announced, pulling up to the curb. I looked out the window and the place was packed.


  “Keep the change,” I smiled and climbed out of the car.


  I hesitantly walked into the restaurant. The place looked lavish with rich colors and expensive furnishings.


  I was making my way towards the podium, where a man was standing, speaking into a phone, when I heard, “Karlie!”


  I turned around and saw Sarah and Tyler.


  “Hey,” I smiled, hugging them both. “Isn’t this place kind of…fancy?” I whispered the last part.


  “My dad’s brother owns the place. Don’t worry about a thing,” Tyler smiled.


  “Really?” I asked, looking around again.


  “Yeah,” Tyler shrugged.


  “Wait,” Sarah grabbed my arm. “Where’s Grayson?”


  “He’s coming,” I looked around, the picture of innocence.


  “I thought you would ride together,” Sarah’s brow furrowed.


  “Maybe Karlie didn’t want to ride with Grayson,” Tyler interjected, leaning against the wall and fiddling with the collar of his shirt.


  “But why?” Sarah asked me. “I mean, I understand what you said earlier. But you are friends, aren’t you?”


  “Grayson is making it exceedingly difficult for me to be his friend,” I grumbled.


  “What’s Grayson doing?”


  Sarah’s eyes widened and I turned around to see Grayson standing there.


  How did he always just appear out of thin air?


  “N-nothing,” I stuttered. “I was just telling them that you were running late.”


  Grayson nodded but looked at me skeptically. “Well, I’m here now. Ready to eat?”


  “Yeah,” Tyler motioned to the man at the podium who then led us to a secluded table.


  Grayson took the seat next to me and I scooted my chair as far away as was acceptable. Grayson’s eyes followed my movements and his jaw flexed.


  “Don’t worry about the price,” Tyler explained when I opened a menu and my mouth fell open.


  “Don’t worry about the price? I’d have to sell off a kidney to pay this!” I shrieked.


  “I told you,” Tyler shrugged, “my uncle owns the place. It’s on the house.”


  “I don’t want your uncle paying for my birthday dinner,” I hissed across the table. “I’d rather have McDonald’s!”


  “Karlie,” Sarah hissed “stop freaking out.”


  I took a deep breath and sat back in my chair. I didn’t want to embarrass my friends.


  “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to sound ungrateful. This is just a lot,” I eyed the prices again. “Tyler, please tell your uncle thank you for me.”


  “Of course,” Tyler nodded.


  A waiter came and we ordered drinks. Drinks that were just as astronomically priced as the food. Who could afford this?


  “Oh my God!” Sarah shrieked. “Is that Justin Timberlake?!”


  “Babe, sit down,” Tyler tugged on the bottom of Sarah’s dress, trying to get her to sit down.


  “It is! Justin!” She waved.


  Tyler managed to yank her into a sitting position but then she just leaned awkwardly over the table, whisper-screaming, “Justin! Justin!”


  Tyler put his head in his hands, shaking back and forth. “Sarah,” he scolded, “you’re going to get us kicked out.”


  “But Tyler, it’s Justin-freakin-Timberlake! You know, ‘N Sync?”


  Grayson snickered beside me.


  “Come on, Tyler, you know who he is. Everyone knows the song, Bye, Bye, Bye!” Sarah shrieked and then began singing the chorus of the song.


  Tyler looked like he wanted to crawl in a hole and die. I hoped he saved room for me.


  Sarah looked across at me. “Do you have a piece of paper with you? A gum wrapper? Anything he can autograph.”


  “Sarah,” Tyler snapped warningly, “stop it.”


  Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. Don’t let me have my fun. But let me tell you, Justin Timberlake was the love of my life for years, you buddy, have only been the love of my life for a few months. I can replace you.”


  Tyler snorted.


  Sarah sighed dreamily and went back to staring at Justin across the restaurant. “Justin and I would have such beautiful babies.”


  “Isn’t he married?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Sarah snapped, “but a girl can dream.”


  The waiter came back for our food order.


  When he got to Sarah, she smiled pleasantly and said, “I’ll have whatever Justin’s having.”


  The waiter chuckled but quickly hid it.


  Tyler, Grayson, and I, however couldn’t contain our laughter easily.


  “What?” Sarah looked at us, perplexed. “I’m sure whatever Justin’s having is the best thing on the menu.”


  We had only been here thirty minutes, if that, and tonight was already shaping up to be interesting.


  Sarah leaned out of her chair, nearly falling over, but Tyler caught her arm.


  Suddenly, she jumped up, and exclaimed, “I have to pee!”


  She went running off, teetering on her heels in her haste.


  “Waaaiittt,” Grayson drew out the word, “I thought you girls always went to the bathroom in packs.”


  “Oh shit,” Tyler cursed, “Where’s Justin?”


  All of our eyes widened and Grayson and I looked over our shoulders.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Tyler threw his arms in the air before running after Sarah.


  “Well-” Grayson started and then was cut off by Sarah’s high-pitched girlish screaming.


  “Justin! Justin! Can I have a picture?! Justin! Justin! Can I have your autograph!? Justin! Justin!” Sarah screamed frantically.


  Grayson and I both turned, just as the action began.


  A big, burly, bodyguard wearing a black suit, picked Sarah up by the waist and began to carry her out.


  Poor Tyler’s face was red and he looked torn between apologizing profusely to Justin and following Sarah out.


  Finally, he sighed, “I’m so sorry about that.”


  He scurried back to our table and looked at Grayson and I apologetically.


  “Sarah’s been kicked out. Your dinner is still on the house, have fun. I need to get out there before she tries to claw her way back in.”


  I opened my mouth to protest but Tyler shushed me.


  “Enjoy yourselves,” he smiled, before rushing out of the restaurant after Sarah.


  I looked over at Grayson and my stomach plummeted.


  It was official; I had the worst luck on the planet, hands down.


  “Guess it’s just you,” his lips tugged up into a huge grin, “and me.”


  I plastered on a fake smile. Surly, I could make it through one dinner.


  “Looks like it,” I reached for my water glass so that I would stop fidgeting.


  “I don’t bite,” Grayson grinned.


  I had to disagree with that statement. I felt like I was sitting next to a venomous snake and that if I moved even a centimeter he would strike.


  “Sure you don’t,” I mumbled.


  Grayson squirmed and cleared his throat. “I know after the things I’ve said, you probably don’t even want to be my friend anymore, but can we please keep things civil?”


  I picked up my water glass. “We are being civil. I just don’t like you very much, right now.”


  “I deserve that,” Grayson nodded, playing with his fork. “I know you said that kiss didn’t change things between us, but it did, didn’t it?” He looked up at me through his thick lashes. If this summer hadn’t happened and I hadn’t fallen in love with Holden, I could see myself falling for Grayson. He was a good-looking guy, sweet, and he danced. He was probably by far a better candidate for my heart but Holden had seized all of it, and there was no room for me to love anyone else.


  “Yeah, I guess it did,” I admitted.


  Grayson sat back and rubbed his jaw. “I am sorry about that. I wasn’t thinking and I was half-cracked on Redbull.”


  A reluctant smile curved my lips. “Are you saying you didn’t want to kiss me?”


  “No,” he shook his head, “I definitely wanted to. I think I’ve wanted to kiss you from the moment I saw you in class. But under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have acted on my feelings for you. I know you went through a lot this summer.”


  “Grayson,” I held up a hand, “Today is my birthday and the last thing I want to talk about or even think about is that summer. Got it?”


  He mimed zipping his lips just as our food was brought out.


  I hadn’t thought I was hungry, but the moment the food was placed in front of me, I was ravenous.


  I eyed the fancy cheeseburger in front of me, decided what tactic would be best for getting my mouth around it. Finally, I decided to just dig in, and oh my goodness, it was the best cheeseburger I had ever tasted. I took another bite, containing a moan before Grayson started to get the wrong idea.


  “Slow down,” Grayson chuckled when I tore into my cheeseburger again.


  Didn’t he know better than to come between a dancer and her cheeseburger? I had one, maybe three times a year, if I was lucky; there was no way I was slowing down.


  “No way,” I covered my mouth as I chewed. “Just eat your own food and stop watching me,” I scolded.


  Grayson shut up and left me to my meal.


  When we finished, we were free to go, which was really strange. I kept feeling like someone was going to tackle me, tell me I hadn’t paid, and then forcibly take the money from me.


  Grayson held the door open for me and we stepped out into the cool night air. I wrapped my jacked tighter around me.


  “Tonight was…interesting,” Grayson chuckled as he tried to hail a cab.


  “You can say that again,” I bent to rub my aching heels. I might be used to standing on my toes all day, but heels were still killer on my feet. “It’s not every day one of your friends is escorted from a restaurant by a security guard the size of a smart car.”


  “I think he was bigger than a smart car,” Grayson chortled and then fist pumped when he finally got a taxi to stop. “Ladies first,” he grinned as he opened the taxi door.


  “I guess that means you better get in then,” I smiled as I slid inside.


  “You’re so mean to me,” he joked, making a face.


  “That’s what friends do,” I teased, “they make fun of each other.”


  “So, I get to make fun of you then?” He raised a brow.


  “Of course not,” I poked his side. “Only I can do that,” I joked.


  “And that makes complete and total sense,” Grayson snorted, then rattled off the address to our apartment building to the cab driver.


  I became overcome with exhaustion, leaning my head on his shoulder. He cleared his throat and wiggled in his seat.


  Finally, he stopped moving and put his head on top of mine.


  “So…this is being friends?” He asked.


  “This is being friends,” I answered.


  “Okay, then,” he said and I knew he was smiling.
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  Holden


  My head was pounding and when I opened my eyes, the room spun.


  Wait, why the fuck was I on the floor?


  I slowly sat up, a hand pressed to my head, and looked around me.


  I was on the living room floor, almost to my bedroom door, in only a pair of jeans, and a pile of vomit beside me. I couldn’t even remember anything from last night. Had I gone out? Had I stayed here and drunk myself into oblivion?


  I guess, I would never know.


  I stood up, leaning against the wall for support. I took a few deep breaths to clear my head. I caught sight of the window in my bedroom and my eyes felt like they were on fire. I pressed a hand against them and made my way to the bathroom.


  I stopped, leaning against the sink, before I got enough energy to reach over and turn the shower on. It took me another minute to get my jeans off and coax myself into the shower.


  The cold spray hit me in the face like a slap.


  I sputtered but leaned under it more. I needed the icy shock to wake me up.


  I grabbed my shampoo and washed my hair and then used it to wash my body and the odor of puke off of my skin.


  I stepped out of the shower, wrapped a towel around my waist, then spent ten minutes brushing my teeth.


  I dressed and cleaned up the mess I had made on the floor, all the while my head throbbed like someone had a jackhammer to my brain. But I was used to functioning with a hangover.


  I looked at the date on the calendar and it explained why I had drank more than usual last night.


  It was Thanksgiving.


  I had spent the last two…maybe it was more, Thanksgiving’s with Jared and his family. That wouldn’t be the case this year. I could either sit here, all day by myself, or go see my good for nothing father.


  Because I hated being alone, I chose to go to my father’s.


  I popped some aspirin and guzzled down a whole bottle of water.


  I grabbed my keys and was about to leave when my eye caught my guitar sitting in the corner. I hadn’t played since the last time I sang to Karlie.


  With a shake of my head, I left.


  My dad lived a couple of towns over in a small shack. Everything was located in one room except for the small bathroom.


  I pulled in front of the house and killed the engine, half-tempted to leave, but then the front door opened, and my old man stepped outside.


  Covering his eyes, he hollered, “Denny! Is that you?”


  I hated the nickname Denny even more than Sharky, but my dad refused to call me anything else.


  Knowing I couldn’t leave now, I forced myself from the truck. “Yeah, it’s me, dad.”


  “Well, get in here and stop sitting outside like you’re lookin’ for trouble…unless you are lookin’ for trouble,” he taunted in his crackly drug abused voice. He cracked a smile, showing off his yellowed teeth… Well, the six teeth he had left.


  “Nope, not looking for trouble, dad,” I breezed past him.


  The scent of pot mixed with booze assaulted me. It looked like dear old dad hadn’t cleaned up his act, not that I ever expected him to.


  He closed the door behind us and motioned for me to take a seat on the couch, which also doubled as the spot where he ate and slept. It was covered in stains and was probably older than me.


  I sat down and my ass went straight to the floor.


  Dad sat down next to me and the old TV blared in the background.


  He was cooking something on the small stove in the corner and it smelled like kitty litter mixed with piss.


  “Got anything for me, Denny?” He asked, his eyes widening. He looked demented with his light hair a wisp around his scalp and the deep-seated wrinkles in his face. The shirt he wore had once been white but now it was a light brown color and stretched across his bloated stomach.


  It was a bit sad, really. I had seen pictures of him, when he was a teenager, and he was a nice looking guy, but you’d never know that now.


  “Got what?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what he was asking for.


  “Pot. I’m running low,” he said, as easily as someone mentioning they were running low on a tank of gas. “Heroine or cocaine would be good too.”


  “Nah, sorry dad,” I shook my head. Where most druggies had one drug of choice, my dad had many. I didn’t understand how he was still alive.


  “Oh,” he sighed and sat back on the couch staring straight ahead.


  We had this same conversation every time I showed up. Once he found out that I wasn’t going to feed his habit, he’d always stare straight ahead and stop talking to me. At least he didn’t beat me anymore.


  He had mellowed out as he got older. He had always been a hot head and that’s where I got my temper. My mom left when I was just a toddler and he didn’t like being stuck with me. Whenever I defied him, even if it was just because I didn’t want to eat mac n’ cheese, he’d resort to beatings. I often wondered if he hit my mom and if that’s why she left. But if that were the case, wouldn’t she have taken me with her?


  I hated it when my thoughts strayed this way. The past was in the past for a reason. It was done and there was nothing I could do to change it. It wasn’t worth me dwelling on.


  “Dad, why don’t you get cleaned up and we’ll go out. I think there’s a buffet down the road that’s open for Thanksgiving,” I suggested.


  He groaned and then stammered, “I don’t think so.”


  “Come on, you need to get out of here,” I coaxed.


  My dad had treated me horribly and I had ended up in foster care when he went to jail for selling drugs, but I still felt some kind of debt towards him. Even though he was a horrible person then, and certainly wasn’t a decent one now, I still wanted to help him.


  That probably made me crazy, but it was true.


  He was quiet for a few minutes but finally sighed, “Fine,” and heaved himself up off the couch.


  I really hoped he had some clean clothes hiding somewhere or at least had ones that looked better than what he was currently wearing.


  He went into the bathroom and came out in a cleaner shirt. And by cleaner, I mean instead of being a light brown color from stains, it was more of a beige tone.


  He grabbed a jacket and zipped it up. He actually looked pretty decent.


  “I’m ready,” he said before going into a coughing fit.


  “You okay?” I asked, sliding my sunglasses on, before he opened the door.


  “Yeah,” he coughed again. “These old lungs don’t work like they used to.”


  I was sure they didn’t. They were probably full of tar and who knows what else. I shouldn’t be complaining though; I couldn’t seem to quit smoking.


  I opened the door and then grabbed his arm to help him down the two steps. He wasn’t getting along well, and even though, I knew that shouldn’t worry me, it did. It didn’t matter how horrible Harold Marks had been, he was still my dad, and I still worried about him. I knew it probably wasn’t smart of me to visit him, but I felt like I had to. Like I owed it to him, which was absolutely ridiculous.


  I helped him into my truck and then took several deep breaths of fresh air before I slid behind the driver’s seat. The smell wafting off of him was enough to make me feel like passing out. It was clear he hadn’t had a bath in a week, but it was probably longer. Much longer.


  “Where we headed?” He asked.


  That was another thing, the last few times I had come around, I had noticed him forgetting even the simplest things or not remembering what I had just said. I wasn’t sure if it was the beginning stages of Alzheimer’s or the effects of so many years of alcohol and drug abuse. Maybe it was a mix of both.


  “Dad, I told you,” I sighed, turning to face him, “there’s a buffet open down the road, for Thanksgiving.” I repeated.


  “Oh. That’s right,” he nodded.


  I shook my head as I turned the truck around and headed towards town.


  Dad’s shack was out in the boonies so it took a good thirty minutes to get to the buffet.


  We were both silent the entire time. I guessed that was a good thing. Either he had had a lot to drink already today, and was too drunk to insult me, or he hadn’t picked up a bottle yet today and was high. Whenever he mixed the two, he grew incredibly angry and would yell about random things.


  I pulled into the parking lot and looked over at my dad.


  His head lolled to the side and his bloodshot blue eyes met mine. “We’re here, dad.”


  “Huh?” He looked around.


  He was definitely stoned.


  I got out and jogged around to the passenger side. He had managed to undo his seatbelt and was now trying to figure out how to open the door.


  “I gotcha dad,” I opened the door and reached for his arm.


  I helped him out of the car and into the building. Since it was a buffet, we seated ourselves, but I didn’t miss the looks of disgust aimed at my dad by the staff and the few people eating. I wanted to be mad, but the truth was, I couldn’t blame them for looking at him that way.


  I managed to get him into a seat and told him, “I’ll bring you some food. ‘Kay?”


  He nodded, looking at the utensils on the table like they were the most fascinating things he had ever seen.


  I groaned. I’d bet my savings account that he did a hit while he was in the bathroom changing.


  Shaking my head, I made my way to the various rows of food, piling on turkey, mashed potatoes, and macaroni. I brought the plate back to the table and he began shoveling the food into his mouth like he hadn’t eaten in days. Knowing my dad, he probably hadn’t.


  I went back and got a plate for myself, but by the time I got back, he’d already scarfed down his food and took my plate as soon as I placed it on the table.


  Great.


  I turned around and headed back towards the food. He definitely wouldn’t be getting my plate this time. I’d stab his hand with a fork if he tried.


  Finally, I managed to sit down with my food.


  “What brought you out this way, Denny?” He asked.


  “It’s Thanksgiving,” I answered.


  “Oh,” he nodded his head slowly. “Thanksgiving. That’s right.” He put a heaping spoonful of mashed potatoes in his mouth.


  I swear, the man probably didn’t know the difference between day and night anymore.


  “Does this place have whiskey?” He asked loudly, causing more than a few heads to turn in our direction.


  “No, dad,” I put my fork down.


  “I want some,” he demanded, looking at me like I was going to pull a bottle out of my back pocket.


  I rubbed my head, which was still throbbing, but just not as bad as this morning, and glared at him. “We’re in a restaurant. Keep it down.”


  “I’ll keep it down when I get some damn whiskey!” He thumped his hand against the wood table.


  I sighed. It looked like the joint he’d hit had worn off.


  I ran my fingers through my hair and groaned, deciding it would be better to get out of here sooner rather than later.


  “Come on, dad, let’s go get you some whiskey,” I stood up from the table and looked apologetically at the people surrounding us.


  I grabbed the receipt off the table and headed to the front to pay, hoping my dad followed me.


  I paid and turned around, and he was still sitting at the table.


  Why did I think coming to see him would be a good idea?


  “Let’s go dad,” I grabbed his arm and heaved him up from the table.


  He groaned and leaned against me.


  We shuffled out to the parking lot and I helped him into the truck.


  The whole drive back to his place, he kept asking me about the whiskey. I looked over at him and began to worry. Not about him, but about myself. Was I looking at my future? Would I turn out to be nothing but a drunk druggie living in some shack in the middle of nowhere?


  I didn’t want that.


  I didn’t want to be my dad.


  I wanted to be my own person. I wanted to be good. But I wasn’t sure I could be.


  I helped him into his house and onto the couch. He fell asleep before he could get to a bottle of whiskey. I looked down at the man on the couch. I tried to feel hatred for him and how he had treated me as a child, but like always, I pitied him. He was just this fractured shell of a person. At least, when I was a child he’d been…alive. But I couldn’t call his existence now, living. He was barely getting by, and even though, I knew I shouldn’t care, I did. Maybe it was because, despite what parents think, a child’s love for them is unconditional. It doesn’t matter how horrible of a parent you might have, or how much you might be mad at them, at the end of the day, you still love them, because they’re your parent.


  And maybe, that was why I felt like I didn’t deserve to be loved, and felt like I could never truly love someone else, because despite logic, I loved my father.


  Did I respect him?


  Hell no.


  But I loved him even when I should hate him. Maybe, that meant something was wrong with me, or maybe it meant I had a bigger heart than I believed. I wasn’t sure.


  But I was beginning to realize that I did love.


  I loved my father.


  I loved Dan and Patsy even though they weren’t my foster parents.


  I loved Jared, because he had been my best friend for years, and had always put up with my shit. Until recently that is.


  And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t in love with Karlie. I loved that girl like she was my world. She meant everything to me.


  What I felt for her was undeniable and the next time I saw her, if there were a next time, I’d tell her.


  Even if she didn’t take my sorry ass back, I had to tell her.


  She deserved to know that my heart wasn’t as cold as I had believed.


  With one last look at my sleeping father, I left, hoping I might be able to pick up the shattered pieces of my life along the way and get my girl back.
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  Karlie


  I stepped outside the airport doors and looked left and then right for Jared’s cerulean blue colored Toyota FJ Cruiser. I spotted it a ways down and headed that way, my suitcase clunking along behind me. Before I flew back, I was going to invest in one of those suitcases, with the wheels that turned all the way. This one sucked monkey butt.


  Jared was standing outside the car and when he saw me, a huge smile lit his face.


  “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my fancy little sister, flying in from New York City,” he pulled me into a hug. “How’ve you been, squirt?”


  I pulled away and tilted my head back so I could see his eyes. Somehow, I had forgotten how tall Jared was.


  “I’ve been…” I bit my lip, searching for an honest word to describe how I had been but came up short.


  “Say no more, squirt,” he opened the trunk, took my suitcase from me, and lifted it like it weighed two pounds.


  “Is Katy with you?” I asked, trying to peer into the tinted windows.


  “No, she’s already at Dan and Patsy’s. She wanted to help Patsy make the dinner,” he turned to face me before getting into the car.


  “So, we’re going straight to mom and dad’s?” I asked as he cut off a taxi to get out of the airport.


  “Yep,” he checked behind him before changing lanes. He smiled over at me and ruffled my hair. “I’ve missed you.”


  Fixing my hair, I grumbled, “I missed you too, until you touched my hair.”


  He chuckled. “It’s been way too quiet without you dancing around the house.”


  “I’m sure you’ve been absolutely beside yourself, without me around,” I joked.


  “You don’t believe me? Ask Katy,” he smiled.


  “What’s everyone been up to?” I asked, hoping he might say something about Holden, but dreading anything he might say about him at the same time. I was a glutton for punishment.


  Jared shrugged. “Same old thing. Katy got a job, she’s excited to finally be putting her degree to good use.”


  “She didn’t tell me… In fact, she hasn’t really talked to me at all since I left for school. She didn’t even call me on my birthday.” I frowned, wondering what I had done to upset her. Had I said something nasty to her before I left? I couldn’t remember, but I must have, because Katy wouldn’t just stop talking to me for no reason. I was shocked I hadn’t noticed this sooner. I’d been so depressed over what had happened, and with the added stress of school, I hadn’t had time to dwell on much else.


  Jared didn’t come back with an excuse for her and I found that odd. Obviously, he knew the reason for her silence and he wasn’t going to tell me.


  I’d just ask her when we got to Dan and Patsy’s house. I was never one to sit back and be quiet. I wanted to get to the root of whatever this was so I could apologize and fix whatever it was I had said or done.


  I looked out the window and lost myself in my thoughts.


  “We’re here,” Jared announced.


  “Huh?” I sat up and looked around. Dan and Patsy’s ranch style home met my eyes. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing what wonderful people were behind that door.


  I jumped out of Jared’s car and ran towards the house like an excited little kid.


  I opened the glass storm door and stepped inside the familiar home. Dan was relaxing in his recliner, a bottle of beer in one of his hands, just like every Thanksgiving.


  “Dad!” I cried, rushing towards him.


  He opened his arms wide and I fell into his lap, kissing his cheek.


  I had missed him and Patsy so much, and I felt horrible, because I hadn’t been in a good mood the last time I saw them.


  Dan chuckled and hugged me back. “I don’t think you’ve hugged me like this since you were a little girl.”


  “Probably not,” I smiled, pulling out of his arms and standing. “But I missed you, a lot.”


  “I can tell,” he smiled. “Your mama’s in the kitchen.”


  I kissed his cheek again before going in search of Patsy.


  Just like Dan said, she was in the kitchen, taking something out of the oven.


  When she saw me, she smiled, and removed her oven mitts. “Come give me a hug,” she opened her arms for me, just like any mom would.


  I gladly went into her arms, tears watering my eyes. I knew I had missed my family, but I didn’t know I had missed them this much.


  “Wash your hands and help me with this pie crust,” she beamed happily, patting my cheek.


  “Okay,” I smiled, more than willing to help.


  I scrubbed my hands with her lemon soap and took the apron she offered me.


  I had just begun pressing the crust into a glass pan when I heard Katy.


  “I’m so sorry. I had to pee really bad.”


  “It’s not a problem dear,” Patsy smiled.


  “Karlie,” Katy smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She looked worried about something. “It’s good to see you.”


  “I’ve missed you,” I told her. “I haven’t talked to you in forever.”


  “I know,” she leaned a hip against the counter, “and I’m sorry about that. I’ve been really busy. I got a job.”


  “I know, Jared told me,” I shrugged, looking down at the pie crust I was pressing.


  “Oh, of course he did,” she shook her head.


  “I wish you would’ve told me,” I said sadly.


  “I’m sorry,” she looked down at her feet, shuffling them against the floor. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind. I’ve been a really lousy friend. I should have called you.”


  I shrugged. “I haven’t been, you know, the best,” I explained, hoping Patsy didn’t start questioning me, since I had made Katy and Jared keep my pregnancy/miscarriage a secret from Dan and Patsy.


  “I know and I’m sorry. I should have been there for you and I wasn’t,” she frowned.


  I really wished she’d stop apologizing.


  “Let’s just forget about it,” I smiled, “and enjoy our meal.”


  Katy smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. She looked stressed about something.


  I finished pressing the piecrust and Patsy took over from there. “You girls go sit down and catch up.”


  “Do I need to set the table?” I asked.


  “No, no,” Patsy smiled, “it’s already done.”


  “Oh, okay,” I nodded, making my way to the dining room, Katy following reluctantly behind me.


  I sat down at the table and Katy took the seat across from me, playing with the ends of her hair. I hadn’t seen her this nervous in a long time. I wondered what was going on.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, tilting my head to study her.


  “Uh-huh,” she nodded and I half expected her to start chewing on her hair.


  “You don’t seem okay,” I commented, looking at her flushed cheeks.


  “Just tired,” she smiled lightly.


  “Hey,” Jared grinned broadly, coming into the room, and stopping beside the chair next to Katy. “Y’all are quiet,” he squeezed her shoulder and she glanced up at him, smiling a genuine happy smile.


  “It was a long flight,” I shrugged like it was no big deal. “I’m sorry I’m not feeling very talkative at the moment.” That was a lie. I would’ve loved to be talking to Katy but apparently, in the last three months, she had become a mute.


  “Of course,” Jared nodded. “I’m going to help Patsy bring the rest of the food in.”


  I looked at the already full table wondering where he was going to manage to put more food.


  Katy tapped her fingers against the wood table, not meeting my eyes. I was about ten seconds away from losing it. What was going on?


  Jared and Patsy came into the room with the last three dishes and Patsy called for Dan.


  We bowed our heads and said grace before rotating the different dishes around.


  It had been so long since I had a home cooked meal that I fully planned on indulging myself, even if it meant I had to spend all day tomorrow dancing it off.


  Dan and Patsy asked me about New York City and I told them that I was really enjoying the city and school but I still missed my home. They even talked about coming up and visiting sometime before Christmas so that they could see the tree in Rockefeller Center. I told them that I would love that and it would be nice for them to get away for a bit. I couldn’t remember a time when Dan and Patsy had went on a vacation, just the two of them.


  When there was a lull in the conversation, Jared cleared his throat, draping his arm across the back of Katy’s chair.


  Dan, Patsy, and I flicked our heads in their direction.


  Color stained Katy’s cheeks at the sudden attention.


  “What is it?” Patsy asked, reaching for her wine glass.


  “Katy and I have something to tell you all,” he grinned.


  My eyes widened. There were only two reasons you made that statement. Number one, you were engaged. Since they were already married, I knew that wasn’t the announcement. Number two was that you were having a baby.


  “We’re having a baby!” Jared announced, throwing his arms in the air, almost smacking poor Katy in the head with his excitement.


  The shrill scream from beside me caused me to grab my ear like I was in pain.


  Patsy jumped up from the table, spilling her wine in the process, and ran around the table to shower Jared and Katy in hugs and kisses.


  “A baby! You’re having a baby!? Oh my goodness! Dan! Did you hear!? Katy’s pregnant!”


  Dan, like me, had a finger pressed to his ear. “I heard alright, just before I lost all the hearing in my left ear.”


  “Don’t be so dramatic,” Patsy scolded her husband. “I’m going to be a grandma!” She flapped her arms and did a little happy dance. “When are you due?” Patsy asked Katy.


  “Sometime in June. I’m ten weeks along,” she smiled at Patsy.


  “This is so exciting! I can’t wait to go shopping! I feel like I’ve been waiting forever to be a grandma!” She shrilled.


  Jared chuckled. “We’re both really happy,” he leaned over and kissed Katy.


  I just kept sitting there, not saying a word. A barrage of emotions rolled through my body.


  When I was sitting in the doctor’s office, before my ultrasound, Katy had said she wasn’t ready for a baby, so what had changed?


  I knew it was silly, but it seemed unfair that Jared and Katy were going to have a baby when I just lost mine a few months ago.


  I was happy for them, I wasn’t heartless, but I was sad too. If I hadn’t lost the baby then Katy and I would pregnant at the same time. Our children would have grown up together as close as siblings, but that wouldn’t happen now. I knew there was no point dwelling on it, I couldn’t change the past, but that didn’t make it any easier.


  “Congratulations,” I forced the word from my mouth and a smile on my face. I pushed myself away from the table and made my way over to them.


  I hugged Jared first and then Katy.


  When I went to pull away, she held on tighter. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I know you’re hurting and this is why I’ve been distant. Please, don’t be angry.”


  “I’m not angry,” I whispered in her ear. “I am happy for you both. But I’m sad too.”


  She let me go then and I took my seat.


  After that, Patsy was too excited to eat and began brainstorming baby names, and told them about all the things they would need to buy and prepare for. I felt bad for Katy and Jared, they both looked so overwhelmed by the words tumbling out of Patsy’s mouth.


  “Pat, you’re scaring them,” Dan scolded.


  “Oh, sorry,” she put a hand to her lips.


  “It’s okay,” Jared smiled, “but maybe this is stuff that would be better off discussed later.”


  “Of course,” she shuffled in her seat. “We have plenty of months ahead of us to worry about that.”


  Jared and Katy both let out sighs of obvious relief.


  I had been quiet but I finally spoke up and said, “It’s getting late and I hate to cut the party short, but I’m really tired. Do you think we could get out of here?”


  “Oh, yeah, of course,” Jared shook his head as he pushed away from the table, gathering up dirty dishes.


  We all did the same, and in no time, the table was cleared off. I sprayed it down and wiped it until it shined.


  “Here,” Patsy shoved several plates of leftovers into Jared’s hands.


  “We don’t need all of this, you should keep it,” he told her.


  “Nonsense,” she patted his cheek, which was comical since she had to stand on her tiptoes. “We’ve still got plenty here.”


  “Alright,” Jared bent and kissed her cheek, “I’ll go put these in the car.”


  “Katy,” Patsy wrapped her into a hug, “I am so happy for you and Jared. This is so exciting.”


  “Thank you,” Katy patted Patsy’s back. “I’m sure I’ll be calling you all the time for advice,” she smiled as she pulled away.


  “You can call me anytime, you know that,” Patsy told her, before turning to me. She hugged me tightly, cutting off my supply of oxygen. “I wish you could come home more often. We’ve missed you so much.”


  “I wish I could too,” I closed my eyes, forcing back tears. I hated feeling like I was saying goodbye when I just got here.


  “Call more,” Patsy said as she held me at arms lengths. “I know your brother got you that fancy phone, you should use it.”


  I laughed. “I will, mom.”


  She hugged me once more, and whispered in my ear, “Taking you and your brother in was the best decision Dan and I have ever made. You’ve both made our lives so much brighter. Don’t doubt for one second that we don’t look at you both like you’re our own children. Sometimes, blood and DNA isn’t everything. It’s what you feel in here,” she pointed to her heart, “that matters more.”


  I smiled at her, a warmth surging through my body.


  How did Jared and I get so lucky to have Dan and Patsy as foster parents? So many kids that ended up in the system, were looked down upon, like they weren’t good enough and nobody wanted them. Most people wanted to adopt a cute little baby, not take in a foster child that has been through more horrors than most people will ever know in a lifetime. But Dan and Patsy took not one, but two of us in. They never treated us like we were less. They treated us like we were normal children, who just wanted to play outside and thought monsters lived under the bed. We were never less to them. We were just…kids, and that was something I would forever be grateful for. Thanks to Dan and Patsy, I was able to be a child, and I didn’t have to grow up fast.


  “We better get out of here,” Jared opened the front door and stuck his head inside. “You wanna ride with me or Katy?”


  “I’ll ride with Katy,” I glanced in her direction.


  Jared nodded, waved at Dan, and headed towards his car.


  I hugged Dan and then Patsy again, telling each of them I loved them, before Katy and I headed out.


  I slid into the passenger seat of her Cadillac CTS coupe and smiled. “I guess you’ll be getting a new car.”


  She looked behind her at the small back seat and then at me. “It’s definitely not baby friendly.” She paused, staring out the window as we left the neighborhood, and biting the inside of her cheek.


  Since it was obvious, she wasn’t going to say anything, and I wasn’t one to shy away from asking hard questions, I opened up my mouth and asked her the question that had been bugging me. “What made you change your mind?”


  She smiled to herself. “Your brother has a way with words.”


  I snorted. “That makes no sense.”


  She shrugged. “We kept talking about it, and Jared said he was okay to wait, if that’s what I wanted. But I could see how much he wanted to be a dad. I decided that having a baby wouldn’t keep me from doing the things I want to do with him, and that it would only make me love him more,” she smiled at me this time, taking one of her hands off of the steering wheel to place it against her abdomen. “I was scared to tell you, because even though you were scared and felt like you didn’t want your baby, a part of you did,” she reached for my hand, “because that was your baby. I know losing it has been hard on you. I can see it in your eyes. It’ll get better Karlie, but I’m not sure the pain of that experience will ever truly go away.”


  I bit down on my shaking bottom lip. “You’re right,” I wiped away a tear, “I don’t think it will. It hurts every day, so much, especially knowing it was my fault.”


  “Karlie,” she squeezed my hand, “it wasn’t your fault. It was no one’s fault. Sometimes, things happen, and we don’t understand it, so we blame it on ourselves. But there was nothing you could’ve done differently. I promise you that.”


  I held onto her words like they were a buoy keeping me from drifting out to sea. I felt so lost.


  “Thank you, for saying that. I needed to hear it,” I told her, swallowing down the lump in my throat. “I hope you know that I’m happy for you. I plan on being the best auntie ever to that baby.”


  “Good,” she squeezed my hand once before letting it go.


  “I bet Jared was excited when you told him,” I smiled, imagining his reaction.


  “It was…quite something. He was really excited. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that happy,” she shook her head, a smile lighting her face as she remembered. “It was priceless.” Suddenly, she burst into laughter. “Rollo was hilarious when I told him the other day.”


  “Oh God, what did he say?” I asked.


  “He looked at me all serious and then said, ‘“I knew Jare-bear would plant his seed in your love garden sooner, rather than later.”’


  “Oh, gross!” I cried and then began laughing hysterically.


  “Only Rollo would say something like that,” Katy giggled, shaking her head. “I wanted to be mad, but I thought it was really funny.”


  “Sometimes,” I laughed, “I think Rollo might be from another planet.”


  “I’ve wondered that often,” she shook her head as she pulled into the driveway, parking beside Jared’s Toyota.


  I clutched my chest, trying to hold my heart together.


  I was closer to Holden now.


  He lived close so Jared, and it would be so easy for me to take Katy’s car, head over to his apartment, and beg him to forgive me for being such an idiot.


  But I was afraid if I did that, my heart might break more, because Holden was more likely rolled up in his bed with one of his various sluts.


  I hated thinking of him being with another girl. I wanted to be the only one who knew him that intimately. It was such a silly thought, especially knowing the hundreds of women he had been with before me, but selfishly, I wanted to think that being with me had removed his man whore ways.


  “Hey,” Katy said, breaking into my thoughts, “you okay?”


  “Oh, um, yeah,” I stuttered.


  She smiled at me sadly, knowing that I was lying. But it was so hard for me to voice the pain I felt. I knew Katy would listen, but it was easier to tamp it down and pretend it didn’t exist. If I ignored the pain, it would go away eventually, right?
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  Holden


  I watched the needle press into my skin and the black ink spread.


  It had been a long time since I had gotten a tattoo. I’d been perfectly content with the two I had. But this morning, I got the itch, and knew I had to get another one.


  I watched the word form on the skin of my left forearm and a smile spread across my face.


  It was perfect. Exactly what I wanted to represent Karlie.


  The guy finished, wiping away the excess ink, and letting me look at it before he covered it with ointment and then wrapped it with a bandage.


  “Do you like it?” The guy asked.


  “It’s perfect, thanks,” I stared at my arm, even though I could no longer see the word inked into my skin.


  He went over the instructions that they always told you and I nodded along, even though I was only half listening.


  I paid and walked out the door, feeling the tiniest bit of happiness for the first time in months. I clung to that feeling and hoped it was enough to keep my head above water.


  ~***~


  Karlie


  Time moved too fast.


  Simple as that.


  I felt like I had just gotten home and now I was already leaving.


  I walked away from Jared and Katy, willing myself not to turn around and look back. If I did, I wasn’t sure I would be able to get on that plane.


  As much as I loved dancing, there was something missing in New York. I didn’t feel happy when I was there.


  I didn’t really feel happy here, because a very important person was missing from my life.


  I knew, I should have gone to see him while I was here, at least to apologize for the things I said in the hospital, but because I was scared, I didn’t.


  I hated being scared but it was the truth. I was scared of what I might find at his apartment and of what he might say to me. More importantly, I was scared he would hate me.


  I made my way through security and waited for my flight to board. It was early, barely seven in the morning, and I was happy to see that my flight wouldn’t be packed.


  I was craving the quiet.


  The past few days had been nice, but Jared had rambled on and on about the baby, all the things they would need to buy, and the possible names. He kept shoving the ultrasound photos in my face and pointing to the baby. I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was the one that was pregnant. I felt bad for Katy, because he kept insisting on talking to her stomach. At least, she seemed to think it was cute, while I thought it was annoying.


  They called for us to begin boarding. I grabbed my brand new suitcase and got in line. I handed the lady my boarding pass and she nodded me inside.


  I sat down and closed my eyes, praying that no one bothered me.


  I was dreading getting back to Joffrey and having to deal with Grayson. I really hoped that these days away, had done us both some good, and everything could go back to the way it was before. I just wanted my friend back.


  ~***~


  I stepped into the empty studio. Class had been over for hours and I was supposed to be meeting Grayson for some practice time. The showcase was only days away and we were putting the finishing touches on our routine. We both wanted it to go off without a hitch. I was sure every day from now until then would be filled with rehearsals.


  I might not be too happy with Grayson, right now, but at least we were both dedicated to dance, and understood the need to practice.


  “Hey,” Grayson greeted me.


  I turned away from the window and gave him a small smile. “Ready to practice?” I asked.


  “Always,” he grinned, running his fingers through his hair. It had grown longer and now the light brown ends flopped in his eyes.


  He started the music and I shut all of my outside thoughts and feelings off, forcing myself to just feel the music.


  I lost myself in the routine, the steps coming easily, just like they always did.


  It had been a long time since I had to think about what step or position came next, all of the moves, like plies and pirouettes, were so ingrained into me that dancing had become easier than walking.


  Grayson’s hand skimmed up my side, just under my breast, and then he turned me. I lifted my leg high in the air, before bringing it down and wrapping it around his waist.


  We ran through the routine for two hours straight.


  At the end, I pulled away from Grayson, breathing heavily.


  “They’re going to love this routine,” he grinned. “You’re a spectacular dancer, Karlie.”


  “You’re not bad yourself,” I jokingly punched his arm, before grabbing my water bottle and slurping it down.


  “So…” He started and I knew I probably wasn’t going to like what followed that sentence, “Did you run into Holden while you were home?”


  My spine instantly stiffened. I had been back from Thanksgiving break for two weeks and he chose now to broach this subject? Why?


  “No,” I answered curtly.


  “I’m not trying to be a jerk,” he said from behind me, his hand closing around my arm. “I guess I just want to know if you’re over him yet.”


  I gritted my teeth, trying to keep my emotions under control. “Grayson,” I turned around quickly, stunning him, “I don’t know if I will ever be over him. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. I think he’ll always hold a special place in my heart.”


  Grayson licked his lips and glanced down at the ground before forcing himself to meet my gaze. “I know I said I wouldn’t push you, but I really wish you would give me a shot. Maybe, I can make you forget about him,” he cupped my cheek.


  Normally, I would I have pulled away from his touch, but it had been so long since someone looked or touched me like they cared about me, and I was craving it.


  “Grayson,” I whispered, but then found myself at a loss of words.


  My body was screaming at me to pull away but I couldn’t make myself do it.


  I needed to forget about him even if it was only for a moment.


  “I want to kiss you,” Grayson murmured, his breath fanning my lips. “But I won’t make the first move, this time. It has to be you, Karlie.”


  Fighting against my better judgment, I stood on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around his neck.


  Grayson’s eyes closed and his breath stuttered out a short gasp before I pressed my lips against his.


  I jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist. He held my thighs so that I didn’t fall and kissed me back.


  This was nothing like kissing Holden.


  I didn’t feel that all encompassing need that I felt with Holden, but this was nice.


  I gripped his cheeks in my hands, tilting his face up towards mine.


  I felt his tongue brush against my lips and my mouth opened in response.


  I pressed my body against his and kissed him back with everything I had in me. I was trying to force myself to feel something.


  But there were no butterflies in my stomach, and I knew that nothing I did would put them there.


  Grayson pulled away, grinning at me, before pecking my lips once more.


  I let my legs fall to the ground and Grayson kept a hand on my waist, steadying me.


  “That was some kiss,” he smiled.


  “Yeah, it was,” I lied, not wanting to hurt his feelings.


  Grayson rubbed his thumb over my cheek and then let his hand drop, his smile faltering.


  “You-uh-you didn’t feel anything, did you?” He asked sadly, peeking at me through his long lashes.


  “No,” I shook my head, deciding to be honest with him.


  Grayson nodded, his hands on his hips, as he stared at the wall.


  “It’s always going to be him, isn’t it?”


  I took a deep breath and nodded. “I keep trying to push my feelings for him away,” I whispered, “but they won’t go away, easily.”


  “I get it, I do,” Grayson ran his fingers through his already rumpled hair. “A part of me still loves Ashton, but it’s over between us, and I certainly don’t plan on traveling down that road again. I would think after what you went through, you’d be done too.”


  I looked out the window so I could avoid his intense gaze. “To an extent I am over him,” I shrugged. “If he showed up right now, and asked me to take him back, I don’t know what my answer would be. I love him, I can’t deny that, but I don’t know if we could ever have a normal relationship. I just need time,” I whispered the last word.


  He huffed out a sigh. “Time. You need time.” He shook his head, a muscle in his jaw jumping. “It’s December, Karlie, how much time do you need before you realize you need to move on and can do so much better than some loser who just fucks you for the summer.”


  His words cut me like a knife and I held tightly to my chest.


  “When you love someone, you don’t just forget that overnight,” I defended.


  “Are you implying that I didn’t love Ashton?” His brows narrowed into a straight line. “I loved her more than my next breath, but she broke my heart. She ruined what we had. I might still love her, but I’m definitely not in love with her, and there’s a big difference.” He gazed over at me and took a deep breath. He continued, “I’m not going to wallow in pity because I love her. It’s over and it’s time to move on, and you need to realize that. If he loved you, he would have come after you. He would have fought for you,” Grayson’s eyes darkened. “He would have made sure you knew how much he cared about you! It may not be obvious to you, but it’s pretty obvious to me, that he never loved you!” He pointed a finger at me, his jaw clenched tight in anger.


  I couldn’t talk.


  I couldn’t cry.


  I couldn’t breathe.


  I just stood there with the wind knocked out of my sails.


  “You don’t know the things I said to him the last time I saw him!” I defended.


  “I don’t care what you might have said,” Grayson eyed me, “if you were mine, I wouldn’t have let you leave.”


  “Stop, please stop,” I begged.


  “What? Is the truth too hard to hear? Why can’t you see that you’re obsessing over something that was never real?” He questioned, his voice raised.


  Before I knew what was happening, my hand connected with his cheek.


  The slap echoed around the room and the red imprint of my hand was seared into his skin.


  “Oh my God,” I covered my mouth in shock. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”


  Grayson rubbed his jaw and cheek. “I deserved that.”


  “No-” I stuttered.


  “I did. I shouldn’t have said those things to you. It was wrong,” he grabbed his stuff, avoiding me. He stopped in the doorway, still not looking at me. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Grayson!” I called after him, but I knew it was pointless; he wouldn’t come back.


  I sunk to the floor, drawing my legs up to my chest.


  Grayson’s words had affected me more than I cared to admit.


  Was he right?


  Was I hung up on something that meant nothing? Did I mean nothing to Holden?


  I guess, I’ll never know.
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  Karlie


  My heart was about to pound right out of my chest.


  I always got nervous before a performance but this time was worse. This would be my first time performing as a student at Joffrey. I was worried that the students and teachers wouldn’t approve of our dance. Grayson and I had worked hard on our routine but it was different.


  I didn’t want to become the laughing stock of the school.


  “Worried?” Grayson questioned, coming up behind me.


  Things between us hadn’t been the best the past few days, but we’d still managed to practice without wanting to strangle each other.


  “I’m always worried before a performance,” I told him, peeking through the curtain at Sarah and Tyler’s performance. They were amazing together, their chemistry indisputable. They flowed across the stage, almost as if their feet weren’t touching the surface.


  “Don’t,” he warned, “they’ll love it.”


  “I can’t be as confident as you,” I shrugged, letting the curtain fall back into place as Sarah and Tyler’s performance came to a close.


  Grayson and I were next, and my palms were beginning to dampen.


  “We’ve worked hard,” Grayson smoothed his hair back, “and that shows in our dance.”


  I swallowed thickly as Sarah and Tyler ran past us.


  “You guys were incredible,” I smiled at both of them.


  “Thank you!” Sarah exclaimed before kissing Tyler far too passionately with so many people bustling about backstage.


  “Our turn,” Grayson grinned, striding out on stage.


  I followed behind him, my shoulders straight and head held high.


  The stage lights heated my skin and I prayed that the crowed couldn’t see the sheen of sweat dampening my skin.


  “Ready?” Grayson asked, his lips barely moving, as he got into position.


  I nodded slightly just as the music began.


  My fears and anxieties melted away as I danced.


  Grayson and I had practiced so much that I could do this dance in my sleep. Why had I been so worried?


  Grayson guided me across the stage, our bodies pressed together. I knew we looked elegant together and our dance was passionate.


  Grayson spun me out and then I was running towards him, he caught me, lifting me high above his head. The crowd applauded and a smile lit my face.


  He slowly lowered me and my legs locked around his waist. He tilted me back and spun me around so that I was looking at the crowd upside down.


  He let me down and I tiptoed away from him, my hips swaying, as the song came to a close. Just as the last note rang through the auditorium I turned around and blew a kiss at him.


  The crowd began to clap and I couldn’t help grinning like a fool.


  We had done it. They loved it.


  As the curtains began to close, I ran towards Grayson and he caught me in his arms, holding me tightly against his solid chest.


  “I’m sorry I ever doubted you,” I grinned as he let me down.


  “I told you they’d love it,” he smiled, as we made our way backstage.


  I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. My first performance at Joffrey had gone amazing, better than I could’ve ever imagined.


  I hugged Grayson again, because he had choreographed the routine, and without his persuasion, I would’ve never tried something so adventurous.


  Three more couples danced after us and then we all graced the stage to take a bow.


  After the curtains closed, it was a mad dash to get in our street clothes and get out of here to celebrate.


  I stripped down and quickly buttoned up my jeans and pulled on my sweater and jacket. It was a cold night and snow was in the forecast for the next few days.


  I came out of the dressing room and found Grayson standing beside my bag.


  “What are you doing?” I asked, when I saw my cellphone in his hand.


  “Nothing,” he cleared his throat and dropped my phone back into my bag as he finished doing something on his own phone. “I was just looking for something.”


  “On my phone?” I raised a brow.


  “I needed a number,” he shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”


  “Oh,” I sighed. “I guess that’s fine.”


  “You guess?” He smiled, putting his phone in his pocket.


  “It’s fine,” I ran my fingers through my bangs.


  “What should we do to celebrate?” Grayson bumped my shoulder as we made our way out of the auditorium.


  “I’m starving, maybe we should just get something to eat,” I suggested. “I’m really tired and not really in the mood to celebrate too much.”


  He grinned, both of his dimples popping out as he held the door open for me, “Dinner sounds great.”


  ~***~


  Holden


  My phone buzzed with a new text message.


  I picked it up, staring at the unfamiliar number.


  I almost put it back down, but then I saw that there was a video attachment.


  Puzzled, I opened up the message, reading the words.


  There will always be someone waiting to take your place.


  Even more confused than I was before, I hit play on the video.


  My eyes widened when I figured out what I was watching.


  Karlie danced effortlessly across the stage, even though the video was filmed from far away and grainy, I knew she was smiling.


  Her partner lifted her up over his head and then lowered her down.


  I knew that look on his face.


  I’d often worn it.


  That fucker wanted her bad.


  Karlie began to stalk off the stage and then, just before the music ended, she turned around and blew him a kiss.


  A growl erupted in my chest, escaping through my lips. It only deepened, when before the curtains had fully closed, I saw her run into that guy’s arms.


  I threw my phone against my living room wall and watched it splinter into hundreds of pieces, kind of like how I felt right now.


  Just when I was starting to get my shit together, this happened. I was cleaning up my act, tossing away the alcohol, and trying to be a better man before I got my woman back.


  But I hadn’t been expecting this.


  Had she already moved on?


  I paced across the short length of my apartment, running my hands over my face and through my hair.


  My heart was racing in my chest and I was at a loss as to what to do.


  I kept seeing those words that had accompanied the video.


  There will always be someone waiting to take your place.


  Had someone already taken my place? Filled a place in Karlie’s heart that had never belonged to me?


  I couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen to my lungs.


  I needed to get out of my apartment before I suffocated.


  I drove to my favorite bar and grabbed a seat.


  “Haven’t seen you in a while,” Jacob commented when I sat down. “I thought you had stopped drinking. You haven’t been in here since before Thanksgiving.”


  “I’m here tonight,” I growled.


  “Something happen?” Jacob asked.


  “Nothing I want to talk about,” I sneered.


  I wasn’t about to explain to Jacob that, because I had been a fucking pussy, and hadn’t cleaned up sooner to go after Karlie, I had lost her.


  I was always too late.


  “Give me something strong,” I told him, longing for the numbing effects of alcohol. If I was numb then I wouldn’t have to feel the pain of my loss.


  “Are you sure?” He asked, wiping down the surface of the bar top with a damp rag.


  “Of course I’m sure,” I snapped.


  “It’s just-”


  “Do I need to go somewhere else?” I glared at him, preparing to stand.


  Jacob rolled his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. I’d rather you get shit-faced here so that I at least know that you’re okay.”


  He grabbed a bottle and poured a shot.


  I didn’t even ask what it was, just slurped it down.


  I smacked the empty glass against the bar. “More,” I commanded.


  “Hold-”


  “More, Jacob,” I narrowed my eyes at the bartender.


  With a sigh, he poured me another shot. “I have more people to take care of. Can you not act like an idiot for five minutes until I get back?”


  “Sure,” I raised the glass up in a mock toast.


  He rolled his eyes and muttered something about me under his breath. I was sure it wasn’t very nice, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t here to chitchat. I was here to get drunk and that’s what I was going to do. I had tossed all the alcohol from my house, and coming here, had seemed like the best idea… Not that getting drunk was the best idea, but it was what I always resorted to, it was all I knew to take away the pain of my failures.


  Jacob came back around and filled the shot glass again, but I was pretty sure he didn’t put as much in as the last two times. Stupid fucker.


  I finished the shot and motioned him over for another.


  “Last one,” Jacob eyed me as he filled the small glass.


  “I’ll tell you when I’m done,” I snapped, “and I’m nowhere close to being done anytime soon.”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” Jacob growled. “Whatever happened isn’t worth this.”


  “Why don’t you let me decide what’s worth it,” I narrowed my eyes.


  “You’re impossible,” Jacob glared at me before storming off to the other end of the bar.


  I stared at the clear liquid in the shot glass before throwing it back.


  It burned my throat and I winced. Whatever it was, it was definitely strong, so at least Jacob wasn’t skimming me on that.


  I shook my head, wishing that the effects of the alcohol would kick in already.


  I needed the numbness and I needed it now.


  ~***~


  “Don’t touch me,” I pulled my arm roughly from Jacob’s hold, elbowing him in the stomach.


  “Hold, the bar’s been closed for an hour. Let me take you home,” he pleaded.


  “I just want another drink!” I yelled.


  “No,” Jacob scolded sternly like a father would scold their child. “No more.”


  “Come on,” I begged. “Just one.”


  “Not happening,” he reached for my arm again and I punched him in the face. “What the fuck was that for?!” He touched his cheek.


  “Leave me alone,” I growled. “I don’t need you to take me home. I can get back just fine.”


  “You’re such a fucking idiot,” Jacob shook his head, reaching into his pocket for his cellphone.


  “Ugh,” I groaned, the fight going out of me as my head crashed down against the top of the bar. It felt cool against my heated cheek. I began to mumble incoherently about Karlie just like I had for the last hour, or maybe it was longer.


  Jacob hung up from the phone and kicked the stool I was sitting on, making my stomach churn.


  “Do you really want me to throw up on the bar? You’re the one that’s going to have to clean it up,” I eyed him as he took a seat at one of the tables, flipping the chair around and sitting on it backwards.


  “Good point,” he dropped his arms over the back of the chair. “But I’d probably just make your wasted ass clean it up.”


  I grinned. “Not if I passed out first.”


  Jacob sighed and rubbed at his tired eyes. “You’re a piece of work, you know that Holden?”


  I chuckled. “I may have heard that once or twice.”


  “I bet you’ve heard it a lot more than that,” he snorted.


  “Probably,” I smiled turning my head to the right to cool my other cheek.


  I closed my eyes and was just about to doze off when something rammed into me.


  “What the fuck?” I cried as I came sputtering awake.


  I opened my eyes to see Jared in front of me, gripping my shirt in one hand, and the other cocked back to punch me. I managed to close my eyes just before his fist connected with my jaw.


  He punched me again and then released me.


  “What the fuck was that for?” I held my jaw in my hand, a small trickle of blood coming out of my nose.


  “That was for getting drunk and talking about my baby sister in a bar full of idiots,” he seethed.


  I looked around for Jacob but he was gone. Probably hiding in the back.


  “And then getting a call to pick up your pathetic ass,” he continued.


  “Done yet?” I asked.


  “Not even close,” he clenched his fists, his chest rising and falling. The veins in his neck sticking out. Jared was pissed. It had been a long time since I had seen him like this.


  “Feel free to continue then,” I leaned my arms against the bar for support, my head beginning to spin from the alcohol mixed with Jared’s raised voice.


  “If you’re so in love with my sister, like you claim to be, to a room full of strangers, why the fuck haven’t you gone after her? Huh, Holden?” He tilted his head to study me like a science experiment. “I can see the misery in her eyes and even though she doesn’t say anything, I know she’s in love with you and broken hearted. Stop being such a pussy and tell her, damn it!” He kicked a chair over. “I may not approve, but who am I to tell my sister, or you, who to love?” He pointed threateningly at me. “Just get on a plane and see her Holden! Tell her how you feel! For once in your life, fight for something that matters!”


  I breathed in and out rapidly, not believing what I had just heard.


  Was Jared really telling me to go after Karlie?


  Was I dreaming?


  This certainly couldn’t be real.


  Maybe I was more drunk that I thought and hallucinating the whole thing.


  “Are you serious?” I finally voiced after several moments had passed.


  “Unfortunately,” Jared rubbed at the dark hair shadowing his chin and cheeks.


  I shook my head, remembering the video. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Of course it matters!” Jared yelled, his temper flaring again.


  “I know you believe in that love conquers all bullshit, but I don’t,” I stated.


  His nostrils flared. “You are the most annoying, hard-headed, person on the planet!” He threw his hands in the air.


  “Did you ever think that maybe it’s the fact that I’m terrified of rejection? I’ve had to deal with being rejected all my life,” I snapped, “and it would kill me if I flew all the way to New York City and Karlie had moved on.”


  Jared shook his head. “You’ll never know unless you try, and isn’t not knowing worse than being rejected?”


  “No, it’s not,” I glared at him.


  “You’re impossible,” Jared tore at the ends of his hair. “Just get in my car before I decide to punch you again.”


  “Noted,” I smirked, before trying to gather my dignity and not stumble out of the bar.


  “You’re a walking disaster,” Jared groaned and grabbed onto my arm to steady me.


  He guided me outside and into his car. “If you throw up in here, you’re paying to have it detailed,” he warned me.


  “Aye, aye, captain,” I saluted him and he rolled his eyes.


  He drove me home, in silence. Then helped me into my apartment.


  I collapsed on the couch with a groan as Jared stared angrily down at me. “I want you to think about what I said.”


  “Sure, sure,” I waved him away.


  “I mean it, Holden. She misses you. Stop being scared and go see her,” he paused in the doorway, waiting for me to say something.


  “I said I’ll think about it and I will,” I groaned.


  “Good,” he sighed and then his eyes narrowed on something in the corner of the room. “Is that your cellphone?”


  “Ugh,” I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “Yeah.”


  “Did you throw it against the wall?” He asked.


  “Yes, isn’t that kind of obvious?” I snapped, willing him to leave.


  “But why?” He inquired.


  “Because,” I sat up, my head swimming, “someone sent me a video of your sister dancing with some fucker, and then smiling and hugging him like he was her world.”


  “Holden-”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” I pressed one of the couch cushions over my face.


  “He’s just her partner.” Jared threw the pillow off my face. “It’s nothing.”


  “It looked like a whole lot of something to me,” I glared up at him.


  “He’s just her partner, just like Rodney was her partner,” he explained.


  I growled at the mention of Rodney’s name. I hated that guy.


  “If I agree to go see her, will you leave me the fuck alone?” I asked.


  A genuine smile lit Jared’s face. “I’ll buy your plane ticket tomorrow.”
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  Karlie


  I was still on a high from the performance at the showcase, even days later. It had gone so well and all the teachers had been impressed. It was an exhilarating feeling. They were all so talented and were amazed by us.


  I shook my head, pulling my knit hat lower over my head as it started to snow.


  Winter in the city was truly magical… Well, until the snow started to turn black, then it was kind of gross.


  I’d be flying home for winter break tomorrow, so I had spent the day shopping for Christmas gifts. For the first time since I came here, I felt genuinely happy. There wasn’t some heavy weight sitting on my chest.


  I realized, now, that I would always love Holden but that I couldn’t just stop living my life because of it. Love is supposed to make us stronger, not weaker, and I had been weak for far too long.


  The snow was swirling around me, blanketing the sky in white, when a voice from behind me stopped my world.


  No.


  It couldn’t be.


  I stopped in my tracks, the person behind me bumping into me, cursing.


  I slowly turned around, scanning the crowd of people on the street. Surly, I was imagining the voice.


  I had to be.


  But then I heard it again.


  My name, spoken in the voice that had been haunting my dreams for years, and even more so in these past four months.


  The snow was so thick that I couldn’t see people’s faces until they were right in front of me, but I kept hearing my name called by that same person.


  I knew that I couldn’t be imagining it, could I?


  I managed to put one foot in front of the other and walked towards the voice.


  By some miracle, or maybe just my overly active imagination, there he was.


  Just when I had finally given up and said goodbye, he was standing in front of me.


  “Holden,” I gasped, my breath forming a cloud in the air.


  “Karlie,” he breathed my name softly.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked in disbelief.


  His smile faltered a little. “I think that’s obvious. I’m here for you.”


  “Me?” I gulped.


  “You,” he grinned, reaching for my hand. “Unless it’s too late. That video had me convinced you had moved on but your stubborn brother said otherwise, and stuck me on a plane. So, here I am,” he spread his arms wide, “hoping it’s not too late.”


  Only one part of what he said stuck with me. “Wait, what video?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know who sent it, but it was of you dancing, and then you blew a kiss at the dude and jumped in his arms.”


  “Grayson,” I hissed. “That’s why he had my phone.”


  “Grayson? Who’s Grayson?” Holden’s jaw clenched.


  “My partner, he must have sent you the video,” I shook my head. “There’s nothing between us. Grayson and me, I mean.”


  Holden took a deep breath. “Is there anything left between us? Or am I too late?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.


  He nodded, rolling up the sleeves of his long sleeve shirt even though it was freezing outside.


  Script on his left forearm caught my attention and I grabbed his arm, holding it up to inspect.


  Undeniable


  “When did you get this?” I asked, reading the word over and over again.


  “After Thanksgiving, when I finally gave into what I was feeling,” he reached up and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry I’m such a stubborn fuck. I’m sorry I denied what I feel for you. When you came here, I should’ve come after you, I shouldn’t have waited. I was so hurt and angry. I kept trying to pretend that I felt nothing for you, when you’re the only person that has ever made me feel anything.”


  “Holden,” tears clogged my throat.


  “Shh,” he placed a finger over my lips. “I know I’m probably too late, and that you’ve moved on, but you need to know that you weren’t just some girl that I fucked. You’re everything to me, angel. You’re the only girl I’m ever going to care about.”


  My lips trembled as I fought an internal battle.


  Part of me wanted to crash into his arms and hold on for dear life.


  The other wanted to run the other way so that I never got hurt again.


  But I had been the one who left. I ran, not Holden. I pushed him away. So, why was I the one that was afraid of getting my heart broken?


  “You’re not too late,” I breathed, hoping he could hear me over the roar of the city.


  His breath hissed through his teeth and his blue eyes lightened even more.


  “Do you really mean that?” He cupped my cheek.


  “I mean it,” I smiled.


  “Thank God,” he inhaled. “I want you to know that what I feel for you is undeniable. It always has been and it always will be.”


  He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me like he was afraid I might disappear.


  I kissed him back, with all the passion I had been missing the last four months.


  He pulled away, cupping my cheek. I watched as his chest rose and fell, a smile gracing my lips.


  “I love you,” I gasped into the air.


  “I love you, Karlie. It’s always been you,” he breathed, his eyes lighting me on fire.


  With those words, I was finally whole.
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  Holden


  My heart hadn’t stopped racing since the moment I saw her fiery red-orange hair.


  If it was possible my heart was racing faster now that she had said I wasn’t too late and that she loved me. I really hoped I hadn’t dreamed the whole thing.


  I held her small face in my hands, kissing her over and over again, not caring that we were standing in the middle of the street. I didn’t want her to disappear. Finally, I pulled back and her eyes fluttered open. Her plump pink lips were slightly swollen.


  “Wow,” she breathed, blinking owlishly at me. “I didn’t think it could get any better.”


  I grinned, reaching down to entwine our fingers together.


  “Angel, I’ve learned that everything with you gets better each time,” I grinned and kissed her cheek.


  “You’re ridiculous,” she rolled those big brown eyes that I had missed so much.


  “Is there somewhere we can go to talk?” I asked hesitantly. She might have said I wasn’t too late, but there were things we both needed to talk about. I knew I had questions and I was sure she did to.


  “Come on,” she squeezed my hand lightly and led me down the street and up the steps of an apartment building. “My roommates have all left for Christmas already,” she explained as she opened the door to a surprisingly spacious apartment. “My room’s this way,” she let go of my hand and motioned me to follow her.


  We sat on her bed, looking at each other, waiting for the other person to say something.


  I cleared my throat and asked, “How’ve you been?”


  A ghost of a smile appeared on her lips. “You haven’t seen me in four months and the first thing you ask, is how I’ve been? You can do better than that, Sharky,” she joked.


  “Well,” I grimaced, “The thing I really want to know isn’t exactly the first thing you should ask the girl you love.”


  “And what would that be?” She grinned, knowing exactly what I was worried about.


  I cleared my throat again. “You haven’t uh-” I floundered, trying to find a nice way to ask my question, “-had any bed buddies have you?”


  She laughed, throwing her head back, showing off the elegant expanse of her neck. “No, Holden,” she shook her head, still quaking with laughter. “Have you?”


  “No,” I answered honestly and didn’t miss the way her eyes widened. “No one’s shared my bed since you,” I assured her.


  “Really?” She gasped.


  “You don’t have to seem so shocked,” I snorted. “Contrary to popular, belief I can keep my dick in my pants. I just choose not to, most of the time,” I smirked.


  “I’ve missed you,” she whispered, reaching for my hand, which I gladly gave her.


  “I’ve missed you too,” I admitted rubbing my thumb over her fingers, “more than I ever knew it was possible to miss someone.”


  “I still can’t believe you’re here,” she breathed deeply. “In New York. In my room,” she shook her head, her hair swishing around her shoulders.


  “Believe it, babe,” I whispered, itching to close the distance between us and kiss her senseless. With my free hand, I cupped her cheek, forcing her to look at me. Her brown eyes met mine and there were so many emotions-happy-sad-angry-confused-swirling in their depths.


  “Why didn’t you come sooner?” Her voice cracked. “I thought you didn’t care about me.”


  My breath hissed through my teeth. “I’ve always cared about you, Karlie. But I fought loving you, tooth and nail. I thought there was no way that I could love someone,” I paused, taking a deep breath to steady myself. “You changed that,” I looked into her eyes, hoping she would absorb the impact of my words. “That last time, we were together, I made love to you, angel. I’ve never made love to someone before. I loved you then. Hell, I loved you before,” I laughed humorously. “I just couldn’t see it and I’m sorry for that. I know you probably think that we can never want the same things, and maybe you’d have been right, once upon a time. But I want everything now, as long as it’s with you,” I took her hands in one of mine. “I want to marry you, have babies with you, and grow old with you. I want to do everything on Earth with you and only you.”


  I saw that she was fighting back tears.


  “You mean that?” She asked.


  “Every word,” I rubbed my thumb over her smooth cheek. “I want to kiss you in the morning and at night. I want to watch you sleep and laugh at the little snoring sounds you make. I want to say I do and see my ring on your finger, telling everyone else that you chose me. I want to watch my child grow inside you and fall even more in love with you,” a pale pink blush stole across her cheeks at my words. “I want to be happy, Karlie, and that can only happen with you by my side.”


  Her arms came around me and she kissed my cheek, her tears soaking the skin of my neck. “I love you so much Holden, and I want those things too, with you.”


  Thank God for that.


  I gripped her waist bringing her closer to me and kissed her. I licked her bottom lip and her mouth opened in response. Her fingers delved into my hair and happy little sighs escaped her lips whenever she had the chance to breathe. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” I murmured as I kissed her and then finally made love to her.


  ~***~


  Early, the next morning, Karlie and I were still in bed, wrapped in each other’s arms. She clung to me like she was scared I might try to make an escape. I watched from hooded eyes, still pretending to be asleep as she traced random designs on my chest.


  There was a small smile on her face and I knew she was genuinely happy that I was here. I was sorry that I hadn’t come sooner but sometimes fate has a way of making us wait for the better things in life. Karlie was definitely worth waiting for.


  She cuddled closer to my side, inhaling my scent, and I tried not to laugh. My body shook a little with my suppressed laughter and she looked up at me. Knowing I couldn’t feign sleep any longer, I smiled and said, “Morning.”


  “Morning,” she sat up slightly to kiss me before cuddling against me again.


  I wrapped my arm around her and tugged, causing her to land on my chest. She giggled, crossing her arms over my chest before laying her head on top.


  I reached up and tucked a curl behind her ear. “I came to see you…before you were supposed to leave,” I confessed.


  “You did?” Her brows disappeared under her bangs.


  I nodded. “I was drunk, which was bad, but I wanted to see you before you left. I wanted to tell you that I was falling for you and that we could work things out.” I shook my head. “Falling for you, fuck, I had already fell. But you were already gone,” I sighed.


  “What happened?” She blinked her large brown eyes at me curiously.


  “Jared drove my drunk ass home,” I grumbled.


  Karlie laughed. “I’m sure he wasn’t happy about that.”


  “No,” my lips quirked, “he wasn’t.”


  “I can’t believe you came to see me though,” she shook her head in disbelief.


  “I did,” I ran my fingers through her long soft hair. “I want you to know that I wasn’t angry that you got pregnant. Not by a long shot,” I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “I was actually pretty happy about it. I didn’t come after you when I opened up the envelope because I thought you needed space,” I touched her cheek. “You have to tell guys very specifically what you want us to do or it will never happen,” I grinned. “If you had told me to come after you, I would have.”


  She shuddered. “So many miscommunications,” she murmured.


  I chuckled. “Maybe we need to stop having such mind blowing sex and start talking more.”


  She smiled but it quickly disappeared. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?” I asked when she didn’t elaborate. She could be sorry for eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for all I knew.


  “I’m sorry I pushed you away at the hospital,” she confessed, biting down on her lip.


  “Hey,” I said, cupping her cheek and rubbing my thumb over her plump bottom lip and removing it from the snare of her teeth. “It’s all in the past now. You were scared and hurt, Karlie. You’d just lost our baby. It’s okay. We don’t need to keep dwelling on the past. We’re both here, right now, and that’s what matters.”


  “You’re right,” she smiled, a genuine one this time. “I love you,” she whispered.


  “I love you too, angel,” I grinned, wondering if we would ever get tired of those three words now that we had confessed them.


  ~***~


  I held onto Karlie’s hand as we boarded the plane, with no intentions of letting go until we landed.


  I lifted my carryon suitcase up with one hand and shoved it into the overhead bin.


  “I don’t know how you did that one handed,” Karlie chuckled. “It shouldn’t be humanly possible.”


  “Are you saying you don’t think I’m strong?” I joked.


  “I’m saying that you’re too strong,” she explained, sliding into her window seat.


  “There’s no such thing,” I winked and she smiled.


  The plane quickly filled and the flight attendant went over the boring safety precautions. I tried not to yawn, but failed, earning myself a glare from the flight attendant. Whatever.


  Finally we took flight and I was more than happy to get home and celebrate Christmas with Karlie.


  At some point during the flight she leaned her head on my shoulder, let out a happy sigh, and promptly fell asleep.


  I kissed the top of her head before laying my head on top of hers and relaxing.


  “Such a cute couple,” an older lady on the row beside us said to her friend, pointing to Karlie and me.


  I smiled at her before snuggling as close to Karlie as I could get in the airplane seats. I had never been one to cuddle, but when it came to Karlie, I wasn’t satisfied unless I was pressed as close to her as I could get.


  She had completely blown apart everything I believed to be true about myself.


  If someone had told me a year ago that I’d be getting on a plane with Karlie, having professed my love, and fully committed to her, I would’ve laughed in their face.


  But here I was, and there was nowhere else I wanted to be.


  ~***~


  “Nervous?” I asked Karlie when we pulled up in front of Jared’s house in my truck. Her palm was sweating in mine and she kept biting on her lower lip.


  “Yeah,” she sighed.


  “Remember,” I squeezed her hand in reassurance, “Jare’s the one that sent me after you.”


  “Right,” she took a deep breath.


  “Everything will be okay,” I assured her, before letting go of her hand and climbing out of my truck.


  I opened the door for her and she smiled. “Look who turned into a gentleman.”


  “Ha, ha, ha,” I mocked.


  She smiled and glanced up at the small blue house, swallowing thickly.


  “Shouldn’t I be the nervous one?” I joked, leading her up the porch steps. “He’s your brother.”


  I knocked on the door and it opened a moment later.


  Jared grinned at us both. “Well, it looks like you finally got the girl,” he clapped me on the shoulder before waving us inside. “Hey, squirt,” he addressed Karlie.


  “Don’t call me that,” she grinned and then hugged him.


  “I missed you too, Karls,” Jared chuckled when he released her. “Katy’s in the kitchen if you want to say hi,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


  Once Karlie was out of earshot, Jared turned to me. I waited for what he had to say, calculating the distance it would take me to get to my car if he wasn’t happy that things had worked out between his sister and I.


  “There’s something that’s been bugging me,” he whispered under his breath.


  “What?” I raised a brow, crossing my arms over my chest.


  “The girl…the one that I kept bugging you about…the one you said that was different…” Jared shuffled anxiously. “The one you said you cared about…that was Karlie wasn’t it?” He stuttered over his words. He glanced at me sheepishly as he waited for my answer.


  “Who else would it be?” I snapped. “Of course it was Karlie,” I hissed.


  Jared let out a visible sigh of relief. “Good. I was just checking,” he clapped me on the shoulder again, a little harder this time. “Welcome to the family, Holden.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE SIX YEARS LATER


  Karlie


  I stepped inside the house after a long day of teaching ballet. I was exhausted and in desperate need of a hot bath, but it would have to wait.


  “Mama! Mama! Mama!” My two-year-old daughter, Isabella, toddled into my arms when I bent down with open arms.


  “How’s my Isabelly?” I asked. “Did you have fun with dada today?”


  She nodded, her blonde curls bouncing, and her blue eyes sparkling. She was the spitting image of her dad. “Dada fun.”


  “Did he play airplane with you?” I tickled her small stomach.


  “Let’s see,” my husband of three years stepped into the foyer of our home, “daddy played airplane, tea party, and princesses.”


  I laughed out loud. “I wish I could’ve seen that.”


  “Dada pretty girl,” Belly giggled, a dribble of drool running down the side of her chin.


  Holden picked up our daughter and kissed her cheek. “Daddy will do anything for his girls,” he kissed my cheek when I stood. “Even if it means I have to be a princess for a little while,” he bounced Belly up and down on his arm and she giggled in delight, gripping his neck.


  That little girl had her daddy wrapped around her tiny little fingers.


  “How was your day?” Holden asked, kissing me on the lips this time and then rubbing my neck.


  “Exhausting, like always,” I yawned. After I got pregnant with Isabella I had decided not to pursue dancing professionally and became a teacher at my old studio. It was nice being back home and near my family.


  “I made dinner,” he grinned proudly. “Belly helped of course,” he kissed her dimpled cheek. “Jared and Katy are here too.”


  “I saw their car,” I stifled another yawn and followed Holden into the kitchen where he had already set the table and the others were waiting.


  I hugged Jared and Katy before showering my nephew, Daniel, named for our foster dad Dan, in kisses.


  “Ewww,” he wiped his cheeks. “Mommy, Aunt Karlie gave me cooties.”


  “Daniel,” Katy scolded, bouncing her newborn daughter in her arms, “mommy and daddy told you that there’s no such thing as cooties.”


  “You’re lying,” the small boy crossed his arms over his chest, his dark hair falling into his brown eyes.


  Jared shook his head and sighed. “Dan, mommies and daddies can’t tell lies.”


  Daniel’s brown eyes grew wide. “You can’t?” He gasped.


  “No, we can’t,” Jared smiled at his son.


  “Hmmm,” Daniel mused. Then he said, “I’m hungry.”


  “We’re getting ready to eat little man. What do you want first?” Jared asked.


  “SpongeBob macaroni!” Daniel beat his small fists against the table.


  I took Isabella from Holden’s arms and fastened her in the highchair.


  I sat down and made a plate for Belly before getting my own.


  “Samantha is so cute,” I nodded to my niece, snoozing peacefully in Katy’s arms. She was only two weeks old, with the cutest cheeks and fluffy dark hair. She was so tiny and it made me miss the days when Belly was that little.


  “Don’t go getting any ideas,” Holden chuckled, taking my hand under the table.


  “I think we’ve got our hands full for now,” I nodded towards Belly who was throwing her food on the floor instead of eating it.


  “For now,” he agreed with a wink.


  I smiled at him and glanced around at the rest of my family.


  It had been a long hard journey to get to this point, but I didn’t regret anything, because this was our story.


  


  The End


  



  


  


  



  Check Out Katy and Jared’s story in…
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  Now Available on Amazon and Barnes & Noble


  Katy Spencer’s life fell apart two years ago. Since then, she’s closed herself off. She’s a shell of the person she used to be. The only person she trusts is her best friend Rollo, but even he can’t keep the nightmares away. Then she meets Jared. He’s the first man she’s been around since the event that she’s not afraid of. He makes her heart race, not in fear, but in a fluttering that could become something meaningful.

  

  Jared can tell that Katy is broken. He sees something in her eyes that he’s often seen reflected in his own.

  

  Pain.

  

  Fear.

  

  Self-loathing.

  

  Jared is determined to get to know her.

  

  He wants to solve the mystery of Katy Spencer.

  

  He will… unravel her.


  


  Excerpt of Unraveling


  1


  The club pulsed around me, the music soaking into my bones and vibrating my muscles. I closed my eyes and shimmied my body to the beat of the music. It felt so good to just… let go and be free for one night.


  Sweat dampened my skin, but I didn’t mind. It reminded me that I was alive. It had been a long time since I just let loose. Sometimes, I forgot to be a normal nineteen year old.


  Large hands slid around my waist and squeezed. I leaned back, expecting to encounter a slightly pudgy body, but instead I felt like I was resting against a brick wall.


  My heart rate spiked and my eyes darted open as the guy grinded behind me.


  What the hell?


  I jerked myself away and turned around.


  The guy behind me was definitely not my best friend, Rollo.


  He smirked at me, not at all ashamed of his actions. He was average height but wide with big hulking muscles. Basically, he was built like a tank.


  “What’s wrong, baby girl?” he waggled his eyebrows. “I was just dancin’ witu.” His voice slurred from alcohol and his eyes were clouded.


  “Don’t touch me,” I said, with as much conviction as I could muster, but my voice still wavered.


  My eyes darted around the packed club looking for Rollo. I felt cornered. My therapist said it was very important to remove myself from situations where I felt that way.


  The guy reached out and grabbed my arm. “I just wanna dance.”


  “Let me go,” I tried to pull away but he was too strong.


  Too strong.


  It was too much like that night two years ago.


  “Just one dance, purdy gurl,” he slurred and pulled me to him.


  My heart thundered in my chest. Rollo. Where was Rollo?


  “Let her go,” commanded a new voice. One that I knew was not Rollo.


  “Back off buddy, she’s mine,” said the guy that was gripping me. He was squeezing my arm, hard enough to bruise. I could feel a full-blown panic attack coming on, and it wouldn’t be pretty when it hit.


  I turned as far as his grip would allow, and saw my savior.


  He was tall, six foot two maybe, with short dark hair. With the pulsating lights of the club I couldn’t decide if it was black or brown. And his body? Oh, it was sinful, especially with the slight sheen of sweat covering him. His shirt clung to his muscled chest and his jaw twitched with tension. I couldn’t make out his eye color but I was sure it was just as beautiful as the rest of him. His perfectly sculpted lips were turned down in a frown, but I was sure they could perform all kinds of deliciously wicked things. His fists clenched and unclenched at his sides.


  I wanted to slap myself. Deliciously wicked things? Had I completely forgotten what had happened to me? Had my common sense taken a hike?


  “She doesn’t want to dance with you. Let. Her. Go.”


  “Or what?” the guy holding me sneered.


  Before I knew what was happening my savior struck out, his tanned arm flying right past me, to strike the guy’s nose. Blood spurted on me and the floor. Finally, the guy released me.


  “You broke my nose!” he cried in a thick voice. “What the fuck’s your problem?”


  “My problem is sicko’s like you,” the guy that rescued me sneered venomously, as he pointed an elegant finger at the bleeding man. He turned to me. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah,” I breathed and rubbed my arm where the guy had gripped me. Yep, definitely going to bruise.


  “Do you need a ride home?” he asked. His voice was deep and seductive, its cadence vibrating through my body.


  Snap out of it, Katy!


  “My friend is supposed to be around here somewhere?” I said, but it came out as a question instead.


  “I’ll help you find her,” he took my hand gently so we didn’t get separated in the crowd. His hand was large and warm, but covered in callouses.


  I resisted the urge to pull away. All I had ever done since ‘that night’ was pull away, but my hand still twitched in his, a jerky motion of escape. He squeezed it in a reassuring manner; he probably thought that it was shock making me so jumpy.


  “Him,” I finally said.


  “Boyfriend?” he asked.


  “No, no, just my friend. He’s gay,” I added like I needed an explanation. I scanned the writhing bodies for his curly blonde Afro. If anyone thought white kids couldn’t have Afros they were wrong. Striving for anything to say I asked, “Is your hand hurt?”


  “No,” he smiled. “It’s going to take a lot more than some loser’s nose to hurt my hand.”


  “Oh,” I said. My hand twitched again as it tried to escape the confines of his larger one.


  My sexy savior led me around the perimeter of the club. My hand began to tingle where he held it and I finally stopped trying to pull away. After two years of running from every male except Rollo, the sensation was strange. I couldn’t decide if it was good or bad and whether or not I liked it.


  Maybe, after two years, I was finally coming out of the funk I’d been incased in.


  “What does your friend look like?” he had to bend down to my ear to ask, in order to be heard over the music.


  The closeness of his face to mine startled me; making me jump. I was like a frightened bird, always ready to take flight and flee at a moment’s notice.


  “Short with a curly blonde afro,” I yelled.


  My savior quirked his lips. “Can’t be hard to miss then?”


  “Definitely not.”


  We were on our second lap of the club when Rollo came running up to me.


  “Ohmigawd! Katy! Did you hear? Some guy just punched this other guy because he was groping on some girl! Apparently he broke his nose!” Noticing my sheepish glance at the guy beside me Rollo’s mouth popped open. “Oh gawd, it was you, wasn’t it?”


  I bit my lip.


  “She told him to stop.” He let go of my hand and crossed his arms over his lean chest. “He didn’t listen.”


  I missed the feel of his hand in mine, which was strange. Ever since that night, I didn’t like to be touched by anyone. I must be in some alternate universe. Either that, or aliens had taken over my body. I never even talked to strangers, let alone let them hold my hand.


  “Ohmigawd! Katy, are you okay? I should’ve been there! I know you haven’t been the same since-”


  I waved my hand in an effort to shut him up. My sexy rescuer didn’t need to know my business. No one did. Everyone already thought I was weird and a freak, I’d prefer to keep my savior in the dark.


  “Come on, I’ll take you home baby cakes,” Rollo slung his arm over my shoulders.


  I turned back to my savior. “Thanks for… rescuing me… I guess.”


  His lips quirked in a quick smile. “You guess?”


  “Thanks,” I said, stronger this time. “Really, I mean it.”


  “No problem,” he melted back into the crowd.


  “Damn girl, he was sexy. I sure as hell hope you got his number or else I’m gonna have to beat you over the head with a stick. Or maybe a vibrator,” he chuckled as he led me to the club’s exit.


  “I didn’t even get his name,” I sulked as we reached the street.


  Now, I was sulking? Since when did I care what a guy’s name was? Had Rollo slipped something into my drink, turning me into a hormonal mess?


  Rollo led me down the street and to my silver Cadillac CTS Coupe. It was a beautiful car but way too much in my opinion. I would’ve been happy with a Hyundai or a Kia but my mom wouldn’t hear of it. At least, she let me pick the color. I unlocked it and he climbed in the passenger side.


  “You didn’t get his name? Jeez, Katy.”


  I turned the car on and headed towards campus to drop off Rollo. My mother had insisted that I have an off campus condo, that was something I’d been happy to let her do. Sleeping in a dorm room, with a stranger, definitely wouldn’t have been good for me, and my state of my mind.


  I shrugged. “It’s not like he’d be interested in me. A guy like that needs a model on his arm. Besides, you know me,” I sighed. “I can’t get close to anyone.”


  Rollo sighed, which meant a lengthy speech was headed my way.


  “Katy you are a gorgeous girl. I know that after what happened to you, you don’t see yourself that way, but you are. You’re beautiful and you deserve to be happy just as much as the next person. You have got to stop being so negative on yourself. Live a little,” he poked my arm.


  “I don’t know if I can,” I said softly, my voice barely above a whisper.


  “You can! You just get out there! Say hi to the cute guy behind you in the grocery store! Go out for a night of fun!”


  I stopped him right there. “I did go out for a night of fun, tonight, and it ended up with me being groped. You know how I feel about being touched,” I snapped. “And where were you! You left me alone!”


  I left out the part where I actually enjoyed being touched by my savior. Rollo would have had a field day with that news.


  Rollo gaped like a fish. “I found a guy and we were having a drink. Besides, you were holding that guy’s hand. So much for your no touching policy.” He waggled his finger at me.


  “This is why I don’t go out, Rollo. You deserve to have fun and meet a guy. You shouldn’t have to hang out with me all night, just in case some guy gets too cozy. And as for my no touching rule-” I fumbled for an excuse but came up with nothing.


  Just because I felt safe with the stranger didn’t mean I was going to just suddenly let my past go and act like a carefree college student. I wouldn’t. No, I couldn’t.


  Rollo looked at me and sadness filled his blue eyes. He shook his head. “I should’ve been with you. After all, you finally agreed to come out clubbing with me.”


  “Let’s just call a truce.” I hated arguing with Rollo. He was the only person in my life that mattered. The only one I had left.


  He smiled. “Deal,” he said, just as I parked in the student parking lot. “I’m sorry I snapped at you for holding that guy’s hand. I shouldn’t have done that. You haven’t even looked at a guy since-”


  I held up my hand to cut him off. “I really don’t know what got into me.”


  “Girlie,” Rollo took my hand, “you’ve got to move on sometime and live your life. You can’t let him win. You just can’t.”


  “I know,” I sighed.


  I felt like, I know and, I’m fine, were my answers to everything.


  “Besides, that dude was total deliciousness. Think I can convert him to my team?”


  “I doubt it,” I laughed. Rollo was the only person that could make me laugh anymore. I used to be fun and carefree, now I was shy and scared of my own shadow.


  “When do you go to the therapist again?” Rollo asked.


  I sighed. He asked me this question all the time. “Every Tuesday evening, Rollo, that hasn’t changed.”


  “Well maybe I should call her up and ask her if she can talk some sense into you.”


  “Rollo, she’s been trying to do that for the last two years. I think she’s just as frustrated with me as you are.”


  “One day girlie, soon, I hope, you’re going to break out of this shell you’ve hidden yourself into. One day you’re just going to snap out of it and be free.”


  “I doubt that,” I snorted.


  “We’ll see,” Rollo said as he got out of the car. “In fact, I’d bet on it.”
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